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  Chapter 1

Zhong


Everyone was hurting, but Hasumi wasn’t here to ease the pain. 
“Are you happy now?” Andy growled at her sister, as they faced off in the clearing where so much carnage had occurred. 
Where each of them had lost someone dear to them, and where Andy, I was certain, had lost even more than that. She had lost the fragile sense of safety she had built around her. She had lost her ability to stay detached from the conflict that threatened to tear apart two realms. 
“I knew it!” My master’s voice rose gradually in volume until she was shouting in her sister’s face. “I knew if I let myself get pulled into your…your stupid heroics and delusions of grandeur, I would regret it!”
Bella was just as raw as Andy, but she showed it in a different way. Where our Lovell was bright and overflowing with fiery rage, her sister burned quieter, darker. She had lost someone too, but instead of burning with it, she iced over. Went cold. 
Belladonna lifted her chin, her eyes red but dry, her tears tucked away so she could focus on her purpose. “This is bigger than your pain,” she told her sister, her voice deceptively calm. As if no pain could reach her. “Bigger than both of us.”
Andy sneered at her, waving a hand around the decimated forest refuge. “No shit, Sherlock. Do you know how many people we murdered today? Do you even care? And for what? Was it worth Junaid’s life?” Her voice cracked, the raw pain in it obvious to anyone who listened. “Because it sure as shit wasn’t worth Hasumi’s life. Nothing could ever be worth that, you cold-hearted bitch!”
Bella remained calm and cool in the face of her sister’s burning anguish. “Death is part of battle,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest and planting her feet in a firm posture that said she wouldn’t be cowed. “There is always a risk when you stand up for something you believe in. Junaid knew that. I’m sure your water weaver knew it too.”
It sounded so matter of fact. But I think we all heard the way her voice wavered, just a little, when she said her lost jinn’s name. 
“Oh, fuck you!” Andy bit out. “You’re just as heartless as the rest of our fucking relatives. I should have known better than to ever get involved with you and your bullshit. You’re a fanatic, just like they were. You just think you’re better than the rest because you’re on the opposite side of the war this time. But that doesn’t make you any less insane.”
Bella drew in a deep, slow breath, and I thought maybe Andy had just hit her where it hurt. But she refused to show it. “Is that what you really think? That my blood is tainted, and I’m just as evil as the people who birthed me? That I’m nothing more than the Lovell name?”
Andy snorted and pointed to where Junaid’s body had been laid out beside half a dozen innocent people who had been killed by the cult. Already the ice jinn’s physical form was fading, slowly returning him to the elements that had birthed him. “I don’t know,” Andy said flatly. “Why don’t you ask them. Would they be dead if you hadn’t filled their heads with rebel ideals and fighting spirit? Or would they be safely hidden away from the conflict, where they belong?”
Bella’s voice didn’t change, but her face turned red, and her posture went rigid. I glanced at the others, wondering just when we should step in… or if attempting to interfere would only get us caught in the crossfire. Andy and Bella were both very powerful witches. 
“You think you’re any better than me?” Bella said softly. “You’re a Lovell too, Oleander, or did you forget? Your name is just as poisonous as mine. If I’m tainted by my blood and my heritage, then so are you, little sister.” She arched her brows and stared Andy down with ice in her veins. “You didn’t have to come when I called for you. Doesn’t that mean it’s your fault that your little water spirit got vaporized? Doesn’t it make you just as responsible for these people’s fate as I am?” 
“Hasumi,” Andy bit out. “Their name was Hasumi. Don’t try to make them into a nameless, faceless thing so you don’t have to feel guilty.”
“I’m not like you,” Andy growled, fisting her hands at her sides, her magical signature fluctuating with her anger and pain. “I’ll never be like you. Because I fucking care about other people. Clearly you couldn’t give a fuck less that the jinn who saved you from our family is dead. Was that all Junaid was to you? Just a tool? There to keep you safe, but easily tossed aside once he served his purpose?”
The crack of Bella’s hand meeting Andy’s cheek echoed across the clearing. 
And that was the point where I’d had enough. They could yell at each other all they wanted. But I wouldn’t stand by and let Andy be hit by anyone, even her sister. And if they had resorted to slapping, it was only a matter of time before dangerous spells started flying. 
Striding forward, I grabbed my master and slung her over my shoulder, ignoring her kicking and screaming. Dyre and Ambrose slipped between us and Bella, the darkness in the air warning her not to overstep again. Elijah’s warm glow radiated from behind me, and I heard him whispering to Andy, attempting to soothe her hurt and anger. My wings spread wide, and I pulled myself up to my full height, glaring at Belladonna over Dyre and Ambrose’s heads. 
“Touch her again, and you will regret ever being born, Lovell or otherwise,” I ground out. 
Bella’s eyes still flashed with anger, but she bowed her head in acknowledgement, her lips pressed into a firm line, no doubt to keep from spewing more senseless words that would only cause more fighting. “Take her away,” she finally bit out. “Get her out of my sight.”
Then, she aimed her words at Andy’s rear end. “I’ll talk to you when you remember who you are,” she informed her sister. “But not a second before.”
With that, Belladonna Lovell pulled an athame from her belt, slashed it across her arm, and used some sort of blood and earth magic to open a questionable portal that I hoped led back to our pocket world. 
I gave her one more glare for good measure, then stepped through the portal with my grumbling bundle of witch still slung over my shoulder. 
The moment we reached the courtyard, Andy slapped my back. “Put me down, asshole. I have feet.” 
“No,” I said firmly, disobeying my master for the first time in… ever, I think. “You aren’t in any state to be around other people. You’re going to your room before you hurt them as much as you just hurt your sister.”
I expected more of a struggle, but she went limp, all the fight going out of her as I carried her inside and toward the stairs. Pausing at the bottom of the staircase, I turned back and looked for Aahil. “You too,” I told him, putting a bit of unaccustomed authority into my voice. “Upstairs, now.” 
The beautiful, wrecked little jinn narrowed his golden-brown eyes at me, but surprised me by walking past me and up the stairs as commanded. He left little black smudges where his feet touched the stairs, and licks of flame curled along his bare back and shoulders, and down his arms. But he went. 
I glanced at the others, suddenly concerned that I was being selfish by taking Andy away from them when we were all still reeling, hurting. But Ambrose clapped me on the shoulder and gave me a soft, sad smile. “I’ve got them,” he said with a nod toward Dyre, Elijah, and Niamh. “Go on and tend to Andy and Aahil, big guy. You’re better with that duo than the rest of us.”
And he didn’t have to say it, the thought was right there, shared between us as our eyes met. Hasumi was the one who was good with Andy and Aahil when they were truly struggling. But Hasumi wasn’t here. So, they got me instead. 
What I wouldn’t give for the water weaver to magically appear before us and wrap all of our mangled hearts in comfort and peace. Tears fell down my cheeks, but I ignored them. Andy needed me. And Aahil too. This loss would hit them worse than the rest of us. Not that we didn’t all love Hasumi, but… that was just how it was.
Sighing, I turned and headed up the stairs with my defeated witch and the tiny flaming terror. Hopefully I would survive my silly, overprotective urges. But then I paused. Someone was following us, their footsteps nearly silent, keeping back, apart from the rest, as if they didn’t really know where to go. 
“River,” I said casually. “Would you mind running ahead and getting a bath started in Andy’s room? Then go get the pile of blankets and cushions from Aahil’s room and bring it over?”
Aahil had already disappeared down the hallway, but I knew he’d be waiting for us. Luckily, he wasn’t there to hear my request for someone else to go touching his things. 
River’s deep voice was subdued. “Of course. If… you’re sure?”
Andy surprised me when she spoke. I half thought she had passed out, with how docile she was being. “River,” she said tiredly. “Just listen to the gargoyle. He’s usually right when it comes to fussing over everyone like a big, mushy, bleeding heart.” 
I didn’t take her insult to heart. She was mostly teasing. And for the rest, well, she was still hurting, and I wouldn’t hold a few snarky words against her. “Please,” I said to the shifter. 
River’s warm hand touched my shoulder lightly in passing as he jogged up the stairs with a new purpose. 
Goddess, I missed Hasumi so much. They’d know what to do. Know exactly what everyone needed. But I was all we had. 






  
  Chapter 2

Andy


Hasumi was gone. 
The thought repeated in my head, along with flashes of those last seconds. How they had stepped in front of me. Needlessly, since the next second I was no longer in the path of the spell that had killed them. 
It still didn’t seem real. I dimly remembered that feeling from when I was a little girl—that sense that everything had changed, but that I would wake up any time now and find out it was all a bad dream. Maybe Ambrose was mad at me, and this was his way of putting me in my place with a poorly-timed nightmare. 
But I knew my boogeyman would never be this cruel. 
I let my head rest against the back of the tub as I stared at the ceiling. It couldn’t be real. If it was real, that meant the gaping hole in my chest was real, and the anguish that wanted to rush in to fill it was warranted. And I wasn’t sure I could survive that. There’d be no coming back from that tidal wave of darkness and pain.
And… I wasn’t sure I had time for that. I might be pissed at her, and I definitely didn’t trust her after this… but in a way, I understood Bella’s cold demeanor back at the battle site. If I let this pain and loss consume me, I’d be no good to anyone ever again. 
Even though I loved Hasumi, could still feel their graceful body in my arms, their lips against mine, still hear the alluring music of their voice in my mind and their touch on my skin as we made love so recently… Hasumi wasn’t the only person I loved, or the only person depending on me to fix the mess that was my life, so we could all live in peace. The others still needed me.
It didn’t make the pain go away. But it did help me finally find the willpower to heave myself out of the now-cold bath water and dry off my thoroughly pruned body. There were other people who were hurting. Other people who depended on me—whether I felt worthy of their trust in me or not. (Spoiler, the answer was “not.”) 
I had to keep moving, even if I was wounded. 
I pulled on the loose t-shirt and sweats that someone had left out for me. Probably Zhong. I had been pretty out of it when he deposited me in the bath, but it seemed like the sort of thing he would do. I thought of his quiet attention and his solid strength and let it anchor me as I took a deep breath and opened the door leading from my bathroom hideout to my bedroom. 
Aahil. 
My eyes found his immediately, knowing I must look every bit as haunted as he did just then. I could feel his pain like it was my own. His beautiful features had lost all hint of their usual haughtiness. He was broken again, and he had only just managed to put himself back together after last time. He had only managed that because of Hasumi. 
My bottom lip trembled, and I blinked back the sudden burn of tears. I couldn’t do this. I couldn’t face this mess without Hasumi’s understanding and guidance. 
Aahil swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing in his long, graceful throat as if he was trying to swallow down something far too big. I understood. I was choking on the magnitude of the loss myself. He lifted his arm and held out a hand to me, and I forced myself to move. 
Someone had dragged all of Aahil’s silly cushions, and pillows, and blankets into the center of my bedroom. The jinn sat cross-legged in the nest. He hadn’t put the oversized hoodie back on yet, so that was something. At least he didn’t feel the need to hide himself away. He was here, vulnerable and raw. I took his hand and let him pull me down into the sumptuous pile of cushions. His hand was overly hot in mine, and his grip so tight I felt my bones grind together. We didn’t speak as he wrapped his arms around me and pulled me down with him, so we were lying on our sides facing each other in the center of the nest of silks and velvet, our foreheads pressed together. 
I tucked one hand under my head and looped the other arm around his narrow waist, taking a deep breath and letting it out. I breathed in his cinnamon and smoke scent and let the comfort of his fiery aura seep into my soul. We had spent a lot of time like this, just lying there, holding each other as he healed from his time with the O’Leary coven. 
In some strange way, the thought gave me a little sliver of hope. 
Aahil had come through his pain and trauma then. Slowly, but surely. And it hadn’t been just Hasumi who helped. I had been there with him every step of the way. Me, and the others, in our own way. I watched as Zhong approached, looming over us for a moment before he sank down to his knees, folding his massive wings and lying down behind Aahil.
I expected the jinn to protest when the gargoyle spooned him from behind, wrapping a massive arm around both of us and pulling us close. But Aahil simply closed his eyes and let out a weak huff of fake displeasure that wasn’t fooling anyone. 
“It’s okay, River,” Zhong rumbled, his deep voice barely more than a whisper. 
It was only then that I realized there was another aura close by. I rolled over, my back to Aahil’s chest, he, Zhong, and me making a weird line of spoons. A couple of feet away, on the floor beside Aahil’s nest, was a long, sleek black jaguar. The cat stretched out on his belly and lay his head on his front paws, letting out a pathetic little mewl of sound that was shocking coming from such a majestic beast. 
“What’s wrong?” I asked, frowning. I checked the urge to reach out for him, not knowing if I was dealing with a wounded animal, or a sad shifter. Then the stupidity of my question caught up with me. “I mean, besides… you know.”
He hadn’t known Hasumi for as long as we had. Didn’t have the deep bond with them that me and the others had. But still, I shouldn’t assume he wasn’t feeling the loss. 
The cat’s captivating eyes closed, and the beast shuddered. 
Zhong sighed. “He thinks it’s his fault.”
I paused for a moment as that sank in, my mushy, exhausted, pain-filled brain finally catching up. Then I sat up suddenly, pushing my damp hair back out of my face. 
“So why are you here, then?” I snapped, a wave of anger overwhelming me. “We’re all here, alive and well, while Hasumi and Junaid are dead, and yet here you are, slinking around in my bedroom like a wounded animal. Either explain, or get the fuck out!”
Zhong and Aahil sat up too, and Zhong reached out to grip my shoulder as the jaguar winced and pressed himself even flatter to the floor. “Andy. Master. It’s not his fault. He saved your life. And…” He sighed again, as if his broad shoulders finally had too much weight to bear. “I think he’s stuck.”






  
  Chapter 3

River


Ihad explained to Zhong… and to the jinn, I supposed, since he was technically in the room at the time, though he hadn’t participated in the conversation at all. And yet, the two of them acted like nothing had changed. Zhong still treated me with calm kindness and gentle understanding. And Aahil still ignored me like I was a piece of furniture. Just like always. 
I didn’t understand. I was used to being met with fury and questions. With all the reasons why I should have done something differently, as if anyone understood my powers and their limitations—the blessing and the curse—better than I did myself. 
Their reactions were unusual. So, I hadn’t expected the witch to react the same way. I chose her life over that of her lover. Of course she would hate me. I should go back to Magea. Rejoin the rebels. Continue on with my life. But for some reason, I just couldn’t make myself leave. 
Somewhere, some deep, instinctual, animal part of me apparently considered this strange group of people my family. My home. And while I knew I had done wrong and deserved to be punished… I still didn’t want to go anywhere else. 
Stupid. I was a catperson. Not a dumb, pack-obsessed canine. My kind were powerful loners, content to range far and wide before returning to our family for a time, only to eventually long for the independence of a good gad-about again. I loved traveling. Gathering experiences and knowledge. Learning new things and seeing new places. Meeting new people. I would protect my family and my people to the death—as evidenced by my willingness to join the rebels in the first place. But I usually wasn’t so needy. 
I needed… I needed closeness. Belonging. I wanted to be stroked. To be loved. To sleep in a pile with these people in the sunshine. To bask in the way they let me be myself without more than a friendly passing joke. They didn’t care if I asked too many questions, or touched all of their things, or acted like an oversized pet when the mood took me. So maybe… maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to stay with them. Maybe I wouldn’t feel the need to escape them like I did my other family, when their judgements got to be too much to bear. 
But now I had gone and ruined it. 
And on top of that, I had shifted to cat form against my will, and I couldn’t seem to fucking shift back. That hadn’t happened since I was a kid. It was embarrassing. 
Andy’s concerned gray gaze landed on me and I let out a pathetic mewl. I felt like a failure. And an embarrassment. And apparently, my psyche wouldn’t let us leave this form. It was safer here. Where I couldn’t talk. Where the animal parts of me didn’t care about things like judgement or disappointment. But the human side of me kept breaking through, ruining the relief my shifted form offered. It was miserable.
Andy’s concern shifted to anger, and she shouted at me. Told me to leave. But she couldn’t make me leave if I didn’t want to. I was a jaguar. Strong. Fast. Dangerous. I would stay or go as I pleased. 
I shuddered. I might be a shifter, but I wasn’t a cat. Not really. I was a person. And this was ridiculous. Sulking like a child. 
I saw it all over and over again on replay. Every version of events that my time travel abilities allowed me. All the deaths. All the horrible ways it could have ended. And my mind landed on the final one. The version I chose. Where that beautiful, kind, caring water weaver was vaporized before my eyes. 
I chose that.
I shook my head, running a paw over my face as if I could wipe away the images. Images that were joined by others. Other times I’d had to use my abilities to save people. Times I’d failed. Times I’d had to choose. 
My thoughts were a tumbling, jumbled mess. Memories, regrets, weak bits of self-defense, yearning. By all the gods and goddesses and deities ever imagined, I just wanted to escape my own mind. I didn’t want to be River anymore. I wanted to be a jungle cat, lounging by a river, with no thoughts or cares other than the warm sun on my fur and what I would catch for lunch. 
A hand touched my fur, and part of me wanted to rip it off. I wasn’t a house cat, I was wild thing. But the soft touch brought with it a familiar aura of earth and power. Growing things. The potential hidden in a tiny seed. Earth witch. My witch. 
No. Not my witch. Theirs. Andy. 
I opened my eyes and looked up to find her kneeling beside me, tentatively stroking my head. “I’m sorry,” she said simply. “I’m hurting, and it apparently turns me into a cruel bitch. I don’t know you well, but I’d like to think I’ve gotten to know you well enough these past few weeks to know that you wouldn’t let Hasumi… die… without a reason.” Her voice cracked and she choked up over the last few words, her pain still raw and all-consuming. 
Pain I had contributed to, even if it wasn’t by choice. 
But she didn’t tell me to leave again. Her gaze didn’t hold blame, or disappointment, or judgement, and I felt something change inside me. Safety. I glanced at the other two men in the room, then back at the witch. I was safe here. I didn’t have to hide in my cat form. But I did need to explain. To own my decisions, horrible as they were. 
Taking a deep breath, I tried to shift back to human. And this time, it worked. 
Andy’s hand slid off my head and onto my shoulder as I changed shape. She blinked at me, as if surprised. “That will never not be cool,” she muttered. Then she seemed to realize that her hand had fallen lower, to rest on my bare chest. She turned bright red and yanked her hand away, clearing her throat. 
“Right,” she said with a little nod, as if she was re-centering herself. 
In any other circumstance, I’d find it cute. It was endearing how non-shifters always reacted so strongly to the shift. And to nudity. A small pillow smacked me in the face, and I tore my eyes away from the witch to find the little jinn glaring at me. “No one wants to stare at your limp dick,” he snapped, nodding toward the pillow he had just hurled at me. 
I snorted and plopped the pillow over my lap. I quite thought several of the people in this mansion would enjoy staring at my anatomy, if we were being honest. And the feeling was mutual. But I let it go. I still wasn’t sure I would be allowed to stay after I explained myself. Pointing out that I’d be open to sampling their lovely harem would hardly help my case. 
And I was just distracting myself again. Avoiding the discomfort that was to come. I could give a dissertation on the subject, thanks to my powers. And thanks to my interest in psychology journals and other publications. In fact, I had found a very unique book on the subject hidden in one of the dusty old Lovell libraries. It was written over a century ago, and archaic beliefs about how the mind and body worked were always so fascinating… 
“River?”
I blinked, pulling myself back to the present moment to find Andy watching me with a weird expression that was halfway between frustration and amusement. It was an expression I was used to. Though, usually there was less amusement and more frustration. 
“Sorry,” I rushed to reply. “I got lost in thought.”
She shook her head. “I’d ask what you were thinking, but I have a feeling we’d never get back around to the actual topic at hand.”
I gave her a sheepish look. “Which is…”
She rolled her eyes. “I asked you to explain what you did. During the fight. How did I end up halfway across the clearing, and what secret power have you apparently been hiding from us all this time. And why do you think I should blame you for… everything?”
I took a deep breath and prepared for the unpleasant task of explaining the living hell that was time manipulation and luck magic. 






  
  Chapter 4

Elijah


We all stood in the grand entry and watched in silence as Zhong headed up the stairs with Andy, Aahil, and River. 
I wasn’t sure where to go or what to do. I felt… lost. I was certainly no stranger to death. But all that we had just witnessed, all we had just done in the name of the rebel cause weighed heavily on me. And Hasumi… well, it had been a long time since I’d lost a family member. Especially one who was so dear to me and those around me. My heart ached at the loss. For Hasumi. And for everyone who was left behind to grieve. 
“Well then,” Ambrose said, his deep voice laced with a jovial tone I was sure he didn’t feel. “Let’s all head to the private sitting room, shall we? I’ll make some tea.” I had overheard his hushed conversation with Zhong. The two of them had divided the rest of us up like a couple of parents deciding which of their children they’d be responsible for.
I wanted to be mad about that. But I just didn’t have it in me. This was why we all worked together as a family. And as something more. Everyone worked together to look out for everyone else. And some of us were better with certain situations than others. Zhong was a solid, comforting presence that I knew Andy and Aahil likely needed more than the rest of us right now, since they had been especially close to Hasumi. And while Ambrose didn’t have Hasumi’s talent for shifting and influencing emotions, he did feed on the unpleasant ones. He could draw off some of our pain and suffering. 
Ambrose paused and gave us all a once over, his eerie eyes narrowed. “And don’t any of you think about sneaking off to sulk by yourself in a corner somewhere. I’ll only find you and drag you back here.” 
After issuing that warning, the boogeyman disappeared in a swirl of inky shadows, off to make the tea. 
I sighed and glanced at the others. Niamh had her arms crossed over her chest and a rebellious look on her pretty face. Dyre’s expression was completely neutral, not giving a single clue to his emotions. It was a skill I both admired and hated in the man. It made him impossible to read. But sometimes I wished I could be so stoic. 
I rubbed the spot in the middle of my chest that continued to ache and clench. Then I turned and headed toward the room near the back of the house, which we had turned into a casual living room space during our time together.
“Come on,” I told my two surly companions. “Best to do as he says or we’ll end up having nightmares for a week.” Not that I thought I stood a chance of nightmare-free sleep anyway after today, but it was the only threat I had to get them moving. Ambrose was right to worry about them just going off to sulk alone. And I thought maybe we all needed to stick together right now. To weather this pain together. 
I was surprised when both Dyre and Niamh followed me without argument. They didn’t even snark or jab at each other, the way they might have in the past. Maybe it was just the pain and shock of loss, but I thought it was something more… something had shifted between the two of them in some subtle way. 
When we reached the living room, I flopped down onto the couch and dropped my head against the back to stare up at the intricate flourishes on the ceiling tiles. I rubbed my chest again, feeling like I couldn’t quite draw a full breath. 
Niamh went to the minibar that lived under a bookshelf on the far wall, and the clink of glass told me she was in search of liquid pain killer. Dyre was still silent. I lifted my head to see that he was standing just inside the room, staring off into space as if lost in thought.
I wanted to go to him, even now. Wrap my arms around the necromancer and try to ease some of his pain. Or ask him to ease my own, maybe. I wasn’t sure. All I knew was that the pull between us continued, despite his telling me I was nothing more than a puppet to him, another responsibility that just so happened to have unwanted feelings for him. 
Niamh set a tumbler of whiskey on the end table near the couch for me. Then she tossed back the entire contents of her own tumbler and set it aside. Taking a glass to Dyre, she stared up at him impatiently until he copied her, downing the drink in one go. 
“Thanks,” he rumbled out, his deep voice roughened from the combination of grief and alcohol. 
Niamh took his tumbler and set it aside, then lifted an eyebrow at him. “If you need a hug, you should ask one of your boyfriends,” she said flatly. 
Dyre snorted at her and gave her a haughty look. “What kind of nonsense are you spouting now, fae? Do I look like I need a hug to you?”
She shook her head. “Idiot,” she muttered. My eyes widened when she stepped forward and pulled the lanky necromancer down into a fierce embrace. I was even more shocked when Dyre wrapped his arms around her without more than a second’s hesitation. 
I was completely at a loss. If Dyre and Niamh were hugging, the world must be ending. Maybe this was all just a bizarre dream and nothing that had happened in the last few hours was real. 
Ambrose strolled into the room with a tray of tea things balanced effortlessly on one hand. “Pardon,” he said lightly as he stepped around Niamh and Dyre, as if seeing them embrace was an everyday thing. 
The two of them released each other and stepped away, like they were both as shocked by their affection for each other as I was. “That was fast,” Niamh said to Ambrose as she went to take a seat in an overstuffed chair to my right. 
Ambrose smiled, revealing his gray shark teeth. “Magic,” he intoned, wiggling his fingers like a human playing magician at a child’s birthday party. 
Dyre snorted, crossing his arms over his lean chest and staring down his long nose at his lover. “What sort of drugs are in it?”
Ambrose straightened from where he had been pouring tea like a professional butler, the image reinforced by his graceful movements and the black suit he always wore. Pressing a hand over his heart, he looked at Dyre in mock offense. “Are you accusing me of trying to poison you? Have you no trust in me? I’m wounded.”
Dyre just arched one red brow and didn’t speak. 
“Oh, fine,” Ambrose huffed. “Just a mild sedative blend. The one Zhong uses on us whenever something awful happens around here. Other than that, it’s simply green tea.”
Dyre reluctantly accepted his cup of tea and went to hitch a hip against the minibar while Ambrose doled out cups to the rest of us. “In all seriousness,” the boogeyman said, glancing around the room at each of us. “It won’t take away the pain. But it might help us survive it for now.”
With that, he took a deep drink from his own cup and let out a tired sigh, taking the chair opposite Niamh, so the three of us sat around the coffee table with the tea tray between us. 
I dutifully sipped my tea, craving the effects of the sedative, but not entirely sure it would even work on me. This new body of mine came with different rules than the old one. I was resistant to some things and overly reactive to others. One more reminder that I wasn’t truly alive. Or at least, not in the way the others were. 
My gaze traveled to Dyre again, drawn back to him like always. My creator. My unwilling master, I supposed. He still looked completely unconcerned, his arresting face smooth and empty of expression while the others wore expressions of deep weariness. I rubbed at the ache in my chest that would not go away, and noticed that Dyre was rubbing the exact same spot as he sipped his tea and stared off into space. 
Oh. 
I dropped my hand and tore my eyes away from him as I silently felt along the tether between us. I tried to leave it alone. To ignore the connection, ever since he told me what he thought of my feelings for him. But this time, I couldn’t help myself. I touched on the thread that tied my life—and my energy—to his. The pain and sadness that washed over me was overwhelming. And it was flavored with something else… regret, maybe? Was he blaming himself for Hasumi’s death? 
I pulled away from the forbidden glimpse into Dyre’s feelings and flicked a glance his way once more. Of course he would blame himself. He always blamed himself for anything bad that happened. I shook my head and drank some more of my tea. 
“Hasumi was a beautiful soul,” I found myself saying into the quiet room. 
Ambrose nodded, a sad smile flitting across his face. “They were. Better than any of us deserved.”
Niamh was staring into her teacup, but she nodded slightly. Dyre closed his eyes and stayed that way, as if fighting to contain whatever he was feeling. 
It only occurred to me then… that all of them had been romantically involved with the water weaver. I had seen Ambrose and Hasumi kiss or share a touch now and then, after a certain night when they disappeared with Andy. And I had walked in on Niamh, Dyre, Andy, and Hasumi in the library. Gods… had it been only yesterday? It felt like a year had passed since then. 
I suddenly felt out of place, as if their grief was something intimate that I shouldn’t be witnessing. I tossed back the rest of my tea and set the cup aside, next to my untouched whiskey. I needed to leave. 
“Elijah,” Ambrose murmured, and I felt his dark power caressing the edges of my aura. “It’s okay.”
I shook my head. Nothing was okay. Was he insane?
He sighed. “Well, it’s not okay. But I can feel the sudden spike of ugly emotions you’re putting off, angel dear. Take a deep breath.”
I felt like a cornered animal all of the sudden. A prey animal, surrounded by the sharp gazes of stronger predators, as Niamh and Dyre looked at me like I had lost my mind. I looked away, sliding forward on the couch to rest my elbows on my knees and gaze at the floor. I wanted to deny that anything was wrong. But I knew Ambrose wasn’t lying. He could sense all the dark, twisted up feelings inside me. It was embarrassing. We had all lost someone we cared for. The three of them had lost a lover. And yet it was me who was drawing attention to myself with my spiraling thoughts. 
“What’s going on?” Niamh said. Her voice sounded far away as I struggled to make air fill my lungs. 
I couldn’t breathe. No. Oh, no! Was my body dying? Was Dyre’s animation spell failing? A strange sobbing sound escaped me as I tried desperately to get enough oxygen. 
“…panic attack…” Ambrose’s deep voice filtered to me over the sound of my pounding heart. I felt him pulling at my aura, trying to drain the emotions from me as they overwhelmed me, but I did just as he said—I panicked. My personal shields snapped up and my own magic flared in response, pushing him away. Keeping him out. 
I was dying. My hands started to tingle. I couldn’t get enough air. I needed to move, but I couldn’t force my body to work. No. I didn’t want to die again! Not yet. Not when I had barely had a chance to embrace being alive!
The coffee table went clattering away, shoved out of the way violently by a booted foot. Then big, cool hands were gripping my face, forcing me to look up into deep violet eyes. My aura surged at the familiar feeling of my anchor. My soul recognized the aura of the person who gave me life. 
“Elijah,” Dyre said, his deep voice calm but firm. “Take a deep breath. Good. Hold it.”
I did as I was ordered, somehow able to follow his commands when I couldn’t quite grasp Ambrose’s directions. I would do anything my master ordered me to do.
“Let it out, sweetheart,” he murmured, “nice and slow. Good. Now in again.”
I stared into those unflinching violet eyes as Dyre coaxed me to breathe. To relax. To find my home in my body again.
When, at last, some version of clarity and sanity returned to me, I felt my cheeks heat with embarrassment. I had just completely fallen apart. I must look so weak. So pathetic. And here was Dyre, forced to deal with his inconvenient creation yet again. A chore. A burden. 
My chest ached and I lifted a hand to rub it, but Dyre caught my hand in one of his, the other still resting on my cheek. Not looking away, he guided my hand to his chest, pressing it over his heart. The steady beat of his pulse…matched mine exactly. I was so shocked by the realization that I forgot, for just a moment, to be embarrassed. 
“Your heart…” I mumbled. 
Dyre’s bluish lips turned upward faintly, and he pressed his forehead to mine. “Same as yours,” he whispered. 
And for one silly moment, I let myself believe he might mean more than the rhythm of our pulses. 
When he pulled away and stood, I closed my eyes, grateful for his power to calm me, but still yearning foolishly for more. My eyes flew open again when the cushion beneath me shifted, as Dyre planted a knee there and leaned over me. His long red braid brushed over my arm as he gripped my face again, tilting my head back. His violet eyes flashed to black, then back to violet, right before his lips pressed to mine. 
I froze, my brain short-circuiting as it tried to catch up to what was happening. Then I reached for him, greedily pulling him closer, hungrily devouring that cool, sweet mouth. Questions flew through my mind, but I ignored them. I didn’t care why this was happening. I didn’t care if it was only pity or some other misplaced reason… I needed to burn this moment into my memory. To soak in the taste and feel of him, just this once. 
His fingers slid through my hair to fist at the base of my skull, holding me immobile as he withdrew. His eyes flashed completely black, and Sunshine’s eerie, multi-layered voice rippled over me, making me shudder. “Ours.”
I felt like I couldn’t breathe again. But this time it was for far different reasons. 
“I’ll go start some dinner,” Niamh said flatly. “It’s getting gross in here.”
Ambrose chuckled darkly. 
I suddenly remembered that we weren’t alone and tried to sit up, but Dyre—no, Sunshine—held me down with an iron grip on my hair and a hand on my chest. A low rumbling growl emanated from the necromancer, and my eyes widened. 
What was happening right now?






  
  Chapter 5

Andy


River looked down at the small pillow that covered his lap, his shiny black hair falling forward to hide his face. “I shouldn’t have kept secrets from you,” he said with a tired sigh. “Not with everything that’s going on.” He lifted his head again, as if forcing himself to meet my eyes. His citrine gaze was filled with a wealth of emotion that I couldn’t begin to sort out. But there was definitely some old pain lingering there. “It’s just second nature to me now, to keep that part of me a secret.” 
“What do you mean?” I asked, truly puzzled. It was an amazing ability. One I’d never heard of. Even the Lovell coven couldn’t manipulate time. If they could… Oh. 
River gave me a wry, bitter smile at whatever expression he saw on my face. “Exactly,” he said, his deep voice tired. 
Aahil snorted softly off to my side, apparently reaching the same conclusion that I had. River glanced at Zhong, but the sweet gargoyle was a bit slower to catch on. 
“It’s a trait in some cat lines. Why do you think cats have a reputation for always being under foot? It’s a natural perception, when one can literally shift time and appear seemingly out of nowhere,” River said with a bit of wry humor. Then he grew serious again. “But even among my kind, not many have the ability to manipulate time. It’s a rare and powerful ability. And rare, powerful abilities tend to make you a prime target for people who want to use you for nefarious purposes,” he explained softly. 
Zhong let out a long-suffering sigh that seemed to mourn the way the world worked. Poor sweet thing. “Of course.”
“And,” River said with a wince, “even if their requests to use my power come from a place of good intentions… well, as you can see, sometimes I fail. Spectacularly.”
It hurt. The reminder of Hasumi’s loss made me see it all over again in my mind’s eye, the person I loved dissolving before my eyes because they had attempted to protect me. A meaningless gesture, since River was able to yank me out of the way of the stupid fucking spell. But none of us had known that at the time. 
A small, dark part of me still wanted to be angry at the shapeshifter, wanted to blame him for Hasumi’s death. But I knew that wasn’t fair. And the agony in River’s eyes as he watched me struggle with my feelings was proof enough that he had done the best he could. 
“Even if you had all known about my abilities, I doubt any of your lovers would have simply stood there waiting for me to save you,” River said softly. “I’m so sorry Andy. Believe me, I tried. I tried so fucking hard to…” He stopped and cleared his throat. 
“Its limited,” he said after a moment’s pause. “What I can do. It varies a little bit depending on the situation—the magic around me, how tired I am. But typically, I can only go back a little under a minute from the present. Sometimes, that tiny blip of time is enough to make a big difference. That’s why Bella sent me to the SA. I could sneak around more effectively than anyone else. And if I knew I was about to get caught, I could shift time just enough to loop back and take myself somewhere else. But sometimes, it’s nowhere near enough.” He swallowed some strong emotion, his Adam’s apple bobbing in his throat. “I can do it a few times in a row, but every time I use the ability back-to-back, the window shrinks, and my innate magic is depleted.”  
“You were so exhausted,” Zhong said quietly, his deep, rumbly voice full of compassion. “Back at the clearing.”
River huffed a bitter laugh. “I tried. Over and over. I just couldn’t get everyone out of the way in time, no matter how far I stretched the limits of my magic.” He squared his shoulders and glanced between Zong, Aahil, and me. “I know it sounds callous, but… the outcome could have been far worse. Would have been, if I hadn’t depleted every bit of magic I possessed trying to find a way to avoid catastrophe.”
Aahil scoffed, and I glanced at him to see a bitter sneer on his beautiful face. The sight caused a deep pang of pain in my gut. Goddess, he must feel so lost. So angry. And yet, nothing was on fire at the moment. So, I supposed he could sneer all he liked. 
River met the jinn’s dangerous gaze head-on. “I know you don’t believe me,” he said flatly. “I know you’re hurting. But…” He glanced at me, then back at Aahil. “What if you had lost both of them?”
A muscle flexed in Aahil’s lean cheek as he clenched his jaw so hard I was afraid he was going to hurt himself. And still, no words escaped him. No poison or accusations. But his golden eyes were full of fire, blazing with fury. Or… maybe with panic at the thought of losing both of his anchors?
“I watched you all die,” River whispered, looking down as he fiddled with the trim on his makeshift crotch cover. “In one combination or another. This was the best I could do. The least casualties I could manage.”
Aahil launched himself so fast I didn’t even see him move. One moment, he was sitting there, seething. The next moment, he was pinning River to the ground, straddling the other man’s chest with a forearm against his throat. “Aahil!” I shouted, grabbing his free arm and attempting to pull him off the unresisting shifter. 
“What’s one more casualty,” the jinn hissed, not even looking at me. “He says the word like it’s such a small thing. Like it means nothing to him. Let me show him just how casual murder can be.”
His skin was burning hot, and my fingers felt scalded just from holding onto him. River’s skin was probably blistering. “It’s not his fault!” I snapped. “Blame the fucking cult, you idiot. Not the guy who saved my fucking life. Hell, if you really need someone to blame, blame me!”
I didn’t realize I felt that way until the words escaped my lips. Aahil’s furious gaze snapped to me at the same moment Zhong stood and bodily lifted the jinn off the shifter like he was picking up a misbehaving child. 
“It’s no one’s fault!” the gargoyle snapped, plonking Aahil roughly down beside me and crossing his arms over his massive chest to glare down at us like a couple of idiots. He rarely directed any sort of anger toward me or the others in our little family. But he certainly seemed pissed off now. It was only then that I remembered the big gargoyle had a soft spot for the cat shifter. 
River sat up, rubbing the reddened skin of his throat as he replaced his modesty pillow. “He’s right,” he said hoarsely. “As much as we might feel otherwise, as hard as it is to believe it, I didn’t cause Hasumi’s death. I simply couldn’t manage to prevent it. And it certainly wasn’t your fault Andy.” He sighed. “Though I feared you would feel this way. I knew the moment I made the choice, that I would be hated for it. Just… keep the blame pointed at me, beautiful. Don’t turn it on yourself.”
I swallowed down the tears that wanted to escape, and my voice was shaky when I spoke. “But I’m alive, when Hasumi isn’t. You chose me. You should have saved Hasumi instead.” My hands fisted in the soft cushion beneath me. “I’m not worth anyone’s life.”
River snorted. Lifting a dark brow, he nodded toward Aahil and Zhong. “I think they’d disagree. And more importantly, I knew Hasumi just long enough to know that they would feel the same way. If given the choice, your weaver would have chosen you.”
He gave me a sad look. “Hasumi did choose you, the moment they stepped in front of that spell to shield you.”
I shook my head, but River reached out and gripped my shoulder, making me look at him. “You’re the center, Oleander. The glue that holds this whole place and all the people in it together. And even if that wasn’t the case…” His gaze was unwavering. “I couldn’t let you die. I just… couldn’t. It had to be you.”
The sob I had been trying to hold back finally escaped, and I found myself crushed between Zhong and Aahil, bawling like a baby. I wanted River to be wrong. I wanted to deny everything he had just said. But deep down, I knew he was right. At the very least, without me our pocket world sanctuary would collapse, leaving everyone at the mercy of the people who wanted to kill or use them. 
And… maybe he was right about the rest too. It was a staggering thought, that I might mean so much to so many people. But the proof was right there, in the way Zhong petted my hair and Aahil—standoffish, emotionally constipated Aahil—clung to me as I cried. Somehow, I had become important for more than my coveted evil Lovell blood.
“I need to go,” River said, interrupting my life-altering epiphany. 
I struggled free of Zhong and Aahil to look at River in surprise. “Go? Go where?”
He ran a hand through his hair, pushing it back away from his face. “Home. Back to Magea.”
A wave of panic hit me like a ton of bricks. He wanted to go home. To leave.
The strength of my reaction to that left me breathless. "What? No! You can’t leave.” I reached for his hand, clutching it desperately. “I’m sorry. We’ve all been terrible to you, I know. None of this was your fault and… you did the best you could. I… thank you. Thank you for saving me. For saving the rest of them. I… you can’t leave.”
He tilted his head, giving me a strange, surprised look as he squeezed my hand in return. “I won’t be gone long. I just need to retrieve something from my old home.”
He… oh. I felt myself blush at the realization. He wasn’t planning to leave leave. He wasn’t so fed up with us—with me—that he had decided he wanted nothing more to do with us. Why was that such a relief? 
“You can’t go back to Magea,” Zhong said, ever the voice of calm and reason. 
River bristled a bit at that, releasing my hand and glancing between the three of us as if he was preparing for a fight. “Why not? You said I wasn’t a prisoner here. When you freed me from the SA. You said I could come and go as I wished. Am I under house arrest now?”
I shook my head. “Of course not. It’s just…”
“It’s a stupid risk, you idiot,” Aahil snapped. “You claim to possess some sort of reasoning abilities in that empty head of yours. Surely you cannot be that stupid.”
River stared at the jinn as if Aahil had just grown two heads. I fought a reflexive smile at his expression. I knew that feeling well. But by this point, I was no longer shocked by Aahil’s mood swings. I knew the little terror cared about people more than he ever wanted to let on. I wasn’t the least bit surprised he was being protective of River, not really. The shifter was one of us. No matter how angry the jinn might be at him right now. 
The death threats from earlier were just part of the whole “Aahil Cares” package. My jinn was a complex creature. 
“What Aahil means to say,” I said with a warning glance at the little jerk, “is that it’s too dangerous for you to go back to Magea right now. In case you hadn’t noticed, there is a murderous cult and a rouge government agency gunning for me and anyone who is associated with me. I’m sure they’ve noticed you joined us by now. And you just said that powerful people want what you’ve got. We do not need them capturing you and making you do their bidding.”
But the stubborn cat just pressed his lips together and shook his head. “I’m aware of the risk, but this is important. I’ll be quick.” His expression softened and he gave me a pleading look. “Bella sent me some of my things, yes, but it was just a few bare essentials. She didn’t send anything of sentimental value. There are things that I would like to have with me, since you aren’t throwing me out.”
I shook my head. He wanted to go back for some silly knickknacks? Ridiculous. 
But I think we all knew I was going to cave eventually. I wasn’t prepared for the powerful puppy dog eyes the cat shifter was giving off. And he had saved my life. And been treated like crap in response. 
“Fine,” I snapped. “I’ll make you a portal to your house. But you get five minutes, tops, before I send in someone with teleportation skills to drag your ass back ho—here.” Home. I had almost said back home. 
Apparently, my possessive, protective impulses were just as inflamed as Aahil’s right now. River wasn’t mine. But I knew with sudden clarity that he belonged here, with us. Scrubbing a hand over my face, I stood and mentally prepared myself to make a stupid, shaky portal back to Magea for the stupid shifter. 
“You might want to put on pants first,” I informed him flatly.
Aahil stood up beside me in one fluid motion, crossing his arms over his lean chest and looking down his nose at me, even though I was taller than him. “So, the mangey cat gets whatever he wants now?”
I arched a brow at him. “Like you’re one to talk, jinn. Have you ever not gotten your way?”
Zhong chuckled, a faint smile crossing his handsome face. “She’s right, Aahil.” Then he risked losing a hand, as he reached out and ruffled Aahil’s hair. “Or are you just jealous? Don’t worry, we still love you too, little one.”
Aahil gave him a glare that could melt solid stone. “Mortifying. I’ll remember this,” he promised darkly.
Zhong’s cheeks and the tips of his pointed ears went slightly pink, and he cleared his throat, turning away from the promise of retribution in Aahil’s gaze. 
I smirked for a second, until reality caught up with me again and the pain washed the humor away. “Come on, cat,” I muttered. “Let’s go see how your luck magic holds up.”






  
  Chapter 6

Dyre


Iwrestled with Sunny for control. 
I agree with you, you idiot, I silently seethed, but this isn’t the way to go about it. Hasumi just died for fuck’s sake. And we haven’t properly explained anything to Elijah. He probably thinks we’re insane!
I got the distinct mental harrumph of displeasure the wraith sent my way, loud and clear. More talking? That is all you mortals ever want to do with your limited existence—waste it talking. What is there to say? The angel is ours. We created him. It is our magic that gives him life. And he has already indicated that he wants us. I can taste the desire on his lips. We should be glorying in the physical delights a corporeal body makes possible.
I mentally rolled my eyes. It was quite the feat, trying to carry on an argument with my internal monster while a soft set of chiseled lips clung to mine and Elijah’s bright aura engulfed us. Sunny, I swear to fuck if you don’t back off right now, I’ll make our combined life a living hell. 
A mental snort. You already do that, witch. With your stupid talking. And your pointless and incessant thinking. 
Sunny!
Fine. But if you make our angel cry, I will take over permanently, witch. 
I didn’t think it was an empty threat. But Sunny did finally give me back control of my damned body. I relaxed my grip on Elijah’s soft golden hair and reluctantly pulled back, putting some space between me and the glowing warmth of him. His bright blue eyes met mine, and he stared up at me in shock. And I could feel the tangled emotions coursing beneath the surface, thanks to the maker’s bond between us. 
“I’m sorry,” I said, my voice coming out rough. I cleared my throat and grimaced. “Sunny got carried away. As usual.”
Elijah just blinked at me. Shit. Maybe the emotional rollercoaster of a day had damaged his soul link to his body or something. I quietly felt along the magic ties anchoring him to his new body. And to me. But everything seemed fine. 
More than fine, actually. The spell I’d used to create the revenant I was currently straddling hummed along stronger than ever before. As if it fed off our romantic connection.
“Panic attack over?” Ambrose said, a wry tone in his voice. I had forgotten he was even there, for a moment. I watched him warily as he reached past my arm to pat Elijah on the shoulder. But he didn’t seem angry.
Elijah’s throat worked for a bit before he replied. “Uh. Yes, I suppose it is.” He studied Ambrose’s face as if it held the mysteries of the universe. Then he frowned. He opened his mouth to say something more, but Ambrose cut him off, sliding a sly but tired look between us. 
“It looks like you two need a moment to talk. I’ll just go see if Niamh needs any help with the snacks.”
Then my strange… boyfriend—though the word still seemed so bizarre in my head—vanished in a swirl of shadows. Leaving me still hovering over a very confused and disheveled Elijah. 
I sucked in a breath and went to stand up, but Elijah moved quickly, slapping a hand over mine, pinning it where it still rested over his heart. “Was it only Sunshine?” he said, the words tumbling out of him like he just couldn’t help it. 
I tilted my head, trying to figure out what that strange expression on his face and the jumble of emotions I sensed through our bond all meant. “Was what only Sunshine?” I asked stupidly. 
Elijah licked his lips, and my gaze was automatically drawn there. I was such a monster. My heart still ached with Hasumi’s loss—something I still hadn’t fully accepted—and yet, here I was wanting to kiss the angel again. What was wrong with me? 
“This,” Elijah said, bringing me back to his question. “Us. That kiss,” he said, a rare hint of impatience showing through his usual angelic patience. “Was that all Sunny? Or… was it you?”
I sighed. The motion felt foolish, but I acted before I could give it too much thought, leaning in and pressing a kiss to Elijah’s forehead. “I started it. Sunny just got a little pushy when he realized I was finally done being a stubborn asshole.”
I pulled away from Elijah so I could stop hovering over the man and sit next to him on the couch. Awkwardness wanted to creep in, stealing my confidence and my fragile belief that it was okay to want things… to want this. And to expect my feelings to actually be reciprocated. I shoved the old habit away and pretended like I knew what I was doing. 
Elijah sighed and ran a hand through his shiny, tumbled golden waves. “But you said you weren’t interested. You said it was just the bond making me feel things I shouldn’t. And…” He dropped his hand and met my eyes, his blue gaze filled with anguish. “I’m just a walking corpse to you. A revenant. Just another shambling, undead thing your magic created.”
I huffed and crossed my arms over my chest, pissed off with myself for lying to him. For ever making him doubt his own worth. Goddess, it wasn’t just me who was hurt by my lack of faith in myself. And I was determined to finally end that nonsense right now. 
Bracing myself for rejection, I took his warm hand in my corpse-cold one. “First of all,” I reminded him with a wry grimace, “It’s a tossup which one of us is really most alive. The revenant, or the witch who only lives because of the dark magic and chaotic whims of a wraith.” I sighed and squeezed his hand, trying to find the right words to make him understand. 
Elijah simply waited, as patient and gentle as always. 
“My turning you away had nothing to do with you,” I said truthfully. “I’m an insecure, silly mortal—a fact that Sunny reminds me of daily. And I let my own insecurities get the best of me.” I faltered, groaning at my own awkwardness. Then I soldiered on.
“Damn it, I thought I wasn’t good enough for you, Elijah.” I shook my head. “I still don’t think I am. But it isn’t the stupid bond that makes me want you. And if I’m being honest with myself, I don’t think the bond could create feelings that aren’t real. Amplify them, maybe. Or distort them into something twisted if I really put my mind and my magic to it….” I shook my head. “But I’d never do that to you. So, I can’t hide behind the maker’s bond as an excuse any longer.”
I stopped to catch my breath, knowing I was saying everything all wrong, but somehow unable to keep from yammering. 
Elijah’s thumb traced over the back of my hand, and I watched as it traveled over my knobby knuckles and visible blue veins. “Why now?” he asked quietly. “What changed your mind?”
And there was the pain again, churning inside me, sharp as broken glass. 
“Hasumi,” I said, my voice wavering idiotically. 
Elijah’s pale brows rose for a second, but then he nodded. “Of course. Losing someone often makes people realize that time is limited. I know a bit about regret, about not saying and doing all you can while you have the chance.”
I shook my head. “No. Well, yes. There is that. But I meant before… well, before today.” I ran my free hand over the back of my neck, knowing I’d be beet red, if I had the blood and warmth to blush. “Hasumi was very adamant that I was being stupid where you were concerned and that I should just get over it and accept that it is apparently possible for others—besides Andy and Ambrose—to love a repulsive monster like me.”
I froze when a warm hand cupped my cheek, forcing me to stop rambling and look into those captivatingly bright blue eyes. 
“You’re not a monster, Dyre. I’ve never seen a monster when I look at you,” he said earnestly. “I see a man who has been through horrors many can’t even imagine, and who despite all of that carries himself with power and grace. I see a man who has every reason to be cruel, and cold, and selfish, but who instead uses his cleverness and all his skills and power to help and protect his newfound family, even when he doesn’t think he’s worthy of their love.” 
He smiled, sweet and sad at the same time. “I see a man who doesn’t realize how beautiful, and strong, and uniquely compelling he really is.” He shrugged one shoulder, his gaze never leaving mine. “I’ve always seen you, Dyre. I just never thought it would even be a possibility to do anything but admire you from a distance. Until you gave me a body. Now I’m an abomination with the desire for more.”
I blinked rapidly, fighting the moronic urge to cry. “You say you don’t see a monster when you look at me. But I don’t see an abomination when I look at you,” I told him adamantly. “I don’t see a creation, or a walking corpse the way you seem to think. I see a person—one who is unfailingly good. Who saved us all when we were trapped in that book, simply by keeping hope alive and seeking out a Lovell who wasn’t like the others. By having the capacity to trust her, even after you had been so used and betrayed.” I shook my head, unable to accurately relay everything I saw in him. “When I look at you, I see light, Elijah. And not because you’re a literal angel. It’s because of who you are. I see someone so empathetic and understanding and fucking patient with all of us. How could I ever look at you and see anything but the amazing man you are? Ghost or alive. Revenant or whatever else you want to call yourself… you are nothing short of amazing, Elijah. I’d have to be blind and brain dead to not see that. 
Elijah laughed. The deep, rich sound was like music, filling the cold, empty spaces inside and around me. I was a complete sap. How could a simple laugh make me feel like this? Goddess help me, save me from turning into some lovesick twat who sits in his room writing poetry all day. 
Sunshine’s dark chuckle rippled through my mind. Too late. 
“Oh, shut up,” I muttered, earning a weird look from Elijah. “Not you. The wraith.”
Elijah just chuckled again. “Let me guess; Sunny thinks we’re both silly mortals for having ridiculous doubts and fears.”
I sighed. “At the very least. He wanted to fuck you the second you had a body. Who knew ancient evil entities were so obsessed with sex?”
The angel gave me a lopsided smirk that would have looked more at home on a devil. “Poor Sunny.” He winked. “I know what it’s like to be trapped in an incorporeal form for a couple hundred years.”
I snorted a laugh, then we both slowly sobered, sitting in silence as the levity faded. I wasn’t sure what to say now. I had revealed my twisted heart to him, and he hadn’t run away screaming or voiced any understandable second thoughts. But the weight of loss was settling in again, reminding us both that it was probably the wrong time for emotional revelations or jokes about horny evil entities. 
I am not evil. Anymore. You simply have some very limited mortal ideas about nebulous concepts like “right” and “wrong.” 
Sure, I said silently. If you say so, wraith. 
Thankfully, Ambrose and Niamh returned right about then with a tray of snacks and more tea. 
“All sorted?” Ambrose asked as he passed around the food, not a single hint of judgement in his upper crust tone. 
I met his red-and-black eyes and nodded, earning a slow, soft smile in return. I really was ridiculously blessed, for a possessed husk of a man. 
I stayed on the couch with Elijah, our hands still linked, as the others settled in around us and conversation drifted to Hasumi. We had all formed fond memories of the water weaver in our short time together, and it felt right to relive them now. Among lovers and friends. Family. 
My heart still ached at the loss of such a beautiful presence in my life. And at the thought of the potential relationship I hadn’t gotten to explore. But I was thankful to have known Hasumi at all. They—along with the others—had quite literally saved me from myself. Led me to know myself. And I would forever be grateful for that. 
“To a bright soul who led us through dark times,” Elijah said at one point, holding up a tumbler of whiskey in toast. “May they rest in light and peace.”
No sooner had we finished the toast, than a wave of elemental magic filled the room.
Aahil materialized in a shower of sparks. His golden eyes flicked over me and Elijah, who was currently lying with his head in my lap and his long legs dangling over the end of the couch as I petted his hair. 
The jinn’s eyes narrowed dangerously, but he turned away in the next instant, speaking to Niamh and Ambrose as if he hadn’t just been glaring at me with a look of pure hatred. Typical.
“Andy asked me to tell you all you’ve been summoned to the back courtyard,” he said, his silky voice full of disdain. “The dumb cat has something to say.”
Then, with one last sideways glance at me, he disappeared in a completely unnecessary shower of sparks. I ignored Sunny’s commentary on the possible reasons for the tiny terror’s glaring. Surely he wasn’t jealous of Elijah just because of that one weird passing encounter we’d had… Goddess. Maybe he wanted Elijah? Or maybe he had indigestion. Anything was possible, with Aahil. 
“I wonder what River’s up to,” Ambrose said easily, as if our mourning hadn’t just been interrupted by the rudest messenger ever. “Shall we go see?”
Elijah heaved a put-upon sigh, but he eventually took Ambrose’s outstretched hand and let the boogey man pull him away from my lap and to his feet. I gave him an amused look, even though I also didn’t want to move from my warm place on the couch. With the angel. 
Niamh rolled her eyes at us as she strode by. “Anything’s better than watching you bumble around with your harem of weirdos,” she muttered to me in passing.
My harem. Funny. I lifted my middle finger at her back, but I was pretty sure I saw her smile when she turned down the hallway. 
My amusement faded as fast as it had come, as the reminder of Hasumi’s loss hit me yet again. How could everything be so right and so wrong all at once? 
I will miss them as well, Sunshine commented in my mind. The water weaver made far more sense than the rest of you silly mortals. Even if they were too concerned with everyone else’s wellbeing. 






  
  Chapter 7

Somewhere in  Magea


“Dear goddess,” Moon whispered as she knelt in the straw, her hands pressed to her forehead and heart the way her gran had taught her. Her knees hurt where they rested on the rough ground, right on the bruises and scrapes she’d gotten from falling down earlier when the big people said to “Hurry up, useless child.”
“I know you’re real busy, and we’re not supposed to ask you for stuff unless it’s super important,” she prayed. “Momma always said we’re supposed to try to find a sol-solution by ourselves before we ask for he-help.” She sniffed, trying to hold back her tears. She wasn’t a baby anymore, she was a big girl. Bigger than Sky, anyway, by at least three whole minutes. That made her the big sister. So she couldn’t act like a baby. “It’s only, we tried real hard by ourselves already,” she whispered into the rapidly cooling night. “And it only gets us yelled at and beat.” 
There was still a little bit of faint light coming through the dusty old window in the shed, enough for her to make out shapes. She looked at her brother, who was curled up in the corner under the blanket the adults had given them, his thumb in his mouth, and his eyes squinched shut as he made sucky noises in his sleep. See, Sky still sucked his thumb like a baby. So she was the big sister. It was her job to take care of them now.
She knew Sky was still hungry, so she had saved half of her half of the bread for him for breakfast tomorrow. They didn’t get much because they were small, and because they had to earn their keep. And Moon and Sky couldn’t do the scary spell they had to do to earn their keep today, so they only got one blanket, and one piece of bread to share. Because they were bad. It must be. They were bad kids, but she hoped the goddess would help them anyway. Just this once. 
“Please, goddess,” Moon whispered, her eyes tearing up again like a baby. “I’m scared, and I’m cold, and I’m hungry, and I want to go home.”
She didn’t know what the goddess would do about that, since they didn’t have a home anymore. The house was burned up. And mommy and daddy and gran with it. But gran said that the goddess could do a whole lot of things that seemed impossible. So she asked anyway. “I don’t wanna do the hard spells anymore. They hurt. And Sky is hungry and scared too. Can you please just send us home? Pretty please?”
She waited and waited, kneeling there on the hard ground until it was fully dark and she was sure she was frozen there and would never be able to get up ever again. Rain started falling outside, pattering on the tin roof of the wooden shed. Sky whimpered and snorted in his sleep. “Please,” she whispered. 
Then she really did cry like a baby. 
They were bad kids. And the goddess was punishing them.
“I’ll be good, I promise!” she whispered as the rain fell harder, clutching her hands together. There was magic in the air, in the elements around them, in the rain that was falling. Surely the goddess was listening? “I’ll never be mean to Sky, and I’ll eat all my yucky vegetables, and I’ll pick up all my toys and never make a mess. If we can’t go home, can you please just make the big people not be mean to us anymore? They were supposed to help us. They said they’d take care of us now we don’t have a mommy and daddy. They said we would help them do big, important things and protect the world from monsters. But the magic feels icky. I wanna go back to my old home. I… I… I…” she hiccupped, and a big ol’ bawl came out of her. “I want my mommy and daddy!”
She barely heard it when the goddess finally answered her. The voice was so soft, almost drowned out by the rain. But it came with a little flare of magic that made her feel the feeling you get when your mommy hugs you and calls you silly names. I’m here, it whispered. And Moon thought maybe the voice wasn’t talking out loud after all. Maybe it was in her head. Did that mean it wasn’t real? Or was that just how the goddess talked to everyone? 
I’m real, little one. I’m here. You are not alone. 
“I wanna go home now,” she whispered into the darkness. “Please. I don’t like it here.”
The voice was quiet for a while. Then it spoke, but she could only make out a few words here and there for some reason, like a wonky phone call. 
Not now. A little longer. Until they’re near. 
Moon was tired of being the big sister. She didn’t want to wait. It was hard to stop crying, but she made herself do it eventually, as the soft, pretty voice of the goddess ebbed and flowed in volume, whispering words in her mind that she didn’t quite understand, but that made her feel less alone anyway. She started to feel less like crying. Crawling over to Sky, she snuggled up under the covers with him and put her thumb in her mouth too—just for a little bit, because she wasn’t a baby. Her eyes fluttered closed. 
Just before she finally fell asleep, she prayed one last prayer, her sleepy voice barely a whisper. “Dear goddess,” she said with every ounce of hope she had in her body, because gran said intention was important. “Please stay here with us. Please don’t leave us alone again.”
“I will stay with you,” the goddess whispered. And this time her voice was stronger. Moon heard it not just in her head, but in her ears, too, and it was the most beautiful thing she had ever heard in her whole life. “I promise I will not leave you, little ones.”






  
  Chapter 8

Andy


Istood in the back courtyard next to my chaotic, unstable portal, waiting for River and Bis to return. 
The shifter’s insistence on going back to Magea just for some silly sentimental memento was a ridiculous risk. But to make matters worse, when Hibiscus found out what we were doing, he threw an absolute fit. The little guy was still pissed at me for not letting him come out with us when Bella summoned us into danger. He had begged to go with us this last time and I told him no in no uncertain terms. Turns out I was right to deny his wishes, cold comfort though it was, since one of us had died on that particular cursed outing. For all I knew, we could have lost Bis and Hasumi if I’d let him come with us.
But this time, when he crossed his little arms and stomped his little foot, insisting that he wasn’t going to let River go back to Magea alone… well, Aahil is right to constantly accuse me of being stupidly soft. Bis had been curled up in a prickly ball of grief ever since we came back without Hasumi. And I knew he was growing quite attached to River. I could guess what he was feeling. That he hadn’t gone with us last time, and he lost Hasumi, and now he didn’t want to let his new friend out of his sight for fear he’d lose him too. 
I ground my teeth together and looked at my watch. They had exactly ten minutes to step through that portal before I went after them and dragged them back. Not only would I be risking the attention of everyone who wanted to kill us the moment I stepped through that portal, I also was going to fucking murder River for making me do it. Then everyone else would murder me, for being idiotic enough to allow this dumb ass mission in the first place. So… best if River and Bis just hurried the fuck up and saved us all a whole lot of misery and murdering. 
“Come on,” I whispered, crossing my arms over my chest and impatiently tapping my fingers on my arm. “Move it, jackass cat.” Zhong was quietly pacing in the background, and his anxiety only made my own fear that much worse.
I was two minutes away from stepping through that portal when I felt a shift in the magic and a grinning jaguar shifter stepped through with my best friend perched on his shoulder. “There!” he said with the first genuine happiness this place had seen in a couple days. “See, no harm done.”
He held up what appeared to be a slender case of some sort, and he had a weird-looking roundish bag slung over his shoulder. I waved a hand and dispelled the portal, hissing slightly as the frisson of unstable energy gave me a little smack on the way out. “That’s what all the fuss was about?” I demanded, narrowing my eyes. That bag resting on his hip looked suspiciously like the ones some of the elder witches toted to solstice parties. 
He better not have just risked his life for a fucking drum. 
River sighed and gave me a sad look. “I know you have been cut off from having a coven or a clan—but it’s important. Ceremony. Coming together with a group of people who share the experience of being alive—in this case, people who share your love and pain. It can be healing.”
Seeing my mutinous expression (because fuck covens and groups of elitist witches, thank you very much) River shook his head. “Please let me do this for you, Andy. For me. For them.” He waved vaguely in the direction of the house, where the others were tucked away, unaware of River’s little side trip. “Since I failed so miserably at doing anything else to spare you this pain.”
Zhong stepped up beside me, for once not waiting for my decision. Not deferring to the wishes of his master. Apparently, he really did like River. That, or he was concerned that I would stubbornly refuse anything that might help me with this gaping black hole of grief that was eating at my core. 
“What do you need?” Zhong asked the shifter. “Blankets? Cushions? Candles? Herbs?”
River gave him a soft smile of gratitude. “All of that would be lovely. Anything you think we need to make ourselves comfortable out here for a while. And maybe… wood for the fire pit, if there’s any left to spare? I know resources are tight here.”
Aahil snorted. “Don’t worry about the fire. I’ve got that covered, no fuel needed.” He had also been waiting nearby while River and Bis were away… but I think he had been more worried for our rodent child than the shapeshifter.
River nodded his head at the jinn in acknowledgement. “Thank you. Could you… maybe go fetch the others?”
Aahil rolled his golden-brown eyes and heaved a put-upon sigh, crossing his arms over his lean chest and popping a hip like the drama queen he was. “Do I look like a messenger service to you, cat?” he snarked.
I nudged his shoulder. “Aahil. Not now.”
“Fine,” he said with a huff, disappearing in a shower of sparks. 
Bis chirped at me from River’s shoulder, but seemed content to stay where he was. I pushed away the tiny twinge of jealousy. Bis could make friends. It was fine. And besides, the little guy seemed so curious and excited about whatever River was planning. I’d rather that than have him curled up in a prickly ball of despair the way he had been before this little trip. 
“River’s culture is so fascinating,” the hedgehog-skunk-rat hybrid informed me as River went to claim a spot in the grass and pull his hide drum from its bag. “Don’t you think so, mamma? Like witches sometimes, but not.”
I sighed and went to join them. “Yes, Bis. Or at least, I think so. I’m making assumptions. You’re part native American, aren’t you?” I said, addressing River. 
He glanced up at me as he opened the slender case and got out an elegant wooden flute. “Hmm? Oh, yeah. A bit of a mutt. My mother is Apache, Navajo, and Japanese—a human with a little bit of magic from somewhere in our history. My dad was a shifter from Magea, but she didn’t realize exactly what he was until she was pregnant with me. The shifter genes are obviously dominant. But I think my mother’s side ensured that I got the rarer abilities. Something about how the latent magic from her heritage mixed with dad’s side.” He shrugged. 
I smiled faintly. “That’s cool. You’ll have to tell me more sometime. If you’re willing. I’d love to learn more about, well… every part of that.” 
He huffed a laugh. “Anytime. I love sharing about my heritage. I think culture is meant to be shared. It makes us all richer for the experience.” He looked up at me from under his long, dark lashes. “And maybe you can teach me more about your heritage as well? I only know the basics about witches. I was born in the Planus realm and raised there for a few years before my mom took me to Magea. But even though I mostly grew up in Magea, I spent most of my time with an isolated clan of shifters. I still have plenty to learn.”
I shook my head at him. He probably knew more about witches—and every other type of magical being in Magea—than I did. He lit up at any mention of learning something new. He was the biggest nerd I’d ever met. But it was… somehow really endearing. I could listen to him go on and on for hours when he really got going on some subject that enthralled him. 
Eventually, Aahil and Zhong returned, and the others started to trickle in, pulling me out of my contemplation about my feelings for the strange, wonderful shifter. Everyone seemed curious but guarded. They all radiated pain and loss, their auras swirling with the dark colors of it. And I was sure my own energy was no different. 
Hopefully whatever River had planned for us would help. Because I felt like we were all bleeding out. 






  
  Chapter 9

Andy


River really was a wonder. He had come back from Magea wearing a fitted t-shirt and a long, flowing, patterned skirt that somehow reminded me of both his native American and Japanese heritage. It was a beautiful blending of traditional and modern, new and old, Planus and magic, masculine and soft. He settled his skirt around him as he sat cross-legged on the blanket Zhong had brought him, his hide drum resting on his lap. As the others filtered in looking curious, wary—and a bit high—he softly began to play a slow beat on the drum. It gradually grew louder and a bit faster, reminding me of a heartbeat. A pulse. 
I expected questions. Demands. Snarky comments. But no one spoke as we all found a place on the cushions and blankets that were scattered in a circle around the courtyard. It was as if the purely mundane drum in River’s hands held a magic all its own. I felt it call to something inside me. Something primal. Something bittersweet and wild. 
Grief, I thought. Though it was mixed with something else. And I immediately missed Hasumi’s ability to tell me exactly what it was I was feeling. To help me sort out the maelstrom inside my head and my heart. 
River’s citrine eyes met mine, and he gave me a soft, sad smile. Then he got to work drawing us all out of our misery and pain. Bringing those feelings alive and letting them swirl around us, free and unrestrained. He sang. His deep voice was a soft hum at first, a chant without words, that nonetheless managed to speak right to my heart. 
Slowly his voice rose, and words formed. He didn’t lecture us or give us some peptalk about moving on. Instead, he sang of all the things Hasumi was. A song about grace and feeling. About the sensitive, empathic, fluid essence of who the water weaver was. Somehow his song painted the picture perfectly, even though he didn’t know Hasumi the way the rest of us did. Somehow, he had seen. He knew. Ever observant, even when he didn’t seem to be, like the cat he was. 
His song fell back into wordless sound again, emotion given wing without words, and he nodded toward us. I felt the urge to join him swell in my throat, but I held it back. No one wanted to hear me sing. 
A deep, smoky voice joined River’s, soft and slinking, cool as shadows to my senses, which were open and taking in not only sight and sound, but the auras around me. The loss. The love. 
Ambrose smiled faintly at me as he hummed and vocalized, as if he were a trained musician. It wasn’t long before he was joined by a chorus of voices. Niamh’s throaty alto, Zhong and Dyre’s rich bass, Elijah’s warm baritone. Even Aahil joined in, in a heart wrenchingly clear and perfect tenor. 
River’s eyes locked with mine again, and he quirked a brow as he continued to play his drum, the others carrying the song. “Join us, Andy,” he said, just loudly enough to carry over the sounds around us.
I shook my head, my cheeks flushing with embarrassment. “I can’t.” 
I was completely and utterly awful at singing. I could hear the rich fabric of tones around me when others sang or played. But I couldn’t carry a tune in a bucket myself. 
River just shook his head. “Pick a note and hum,” he insisted. “Be the foundation, and we will build around you.”
The beautiful song paused. I swallowed the lump in my throat as everyone stared at me, waiting. Be the foundation. It felt like River was talking about more than just a silly song. These amazing people had made me their foundation. Built their new lives around me. Even after I had led Hasumi to their death… these idiots still trusted me so completely.
Tears flowed unchecked down my cheek as I picked a wavering note and hummed it as loud as I could. It wasn’t until that very moment that I let myself acknowledge the full scope of my pain and grief. Hasumi’s loss was a huge, gaping hole in my heart. But I had also lost all faith in myself. In my ability to make decisions that affected everyone around me. 
I cried for Hasumi. I cried for my own hurt and loss, and the hurt and loss the others suffered through as well. But I also cried for love. For the aching, warm, terrifying strength of what I felt humming along all the magical bonds I shared with my friends and lovers. With my found family of lost souls. I bawled like a baby, but I held onto that one, odd, wavering note. Being the foundation. 
And just as River predicted, they all built around me. I didn’t have to match their tone or find a note. They adjusted to me. Moving when I moved. Pausing when I paused. Letting me lead them even though I had no idea what I was doing. 
I was surprised when I glanced around the circle and found tears on even the most stoic faces. Aahil sat to my right, and when my gaze landed on him, seeing the raw, shimmering tears in his golden eyes, he took my hand in his and squeezed, clinging to me for dear life, his fiery energy surging through my aura thanks to our bond. I could do this. I could endure this pain. Because I had to. For them.
It wasn’t just Aahil who needed an anchor. We all did. And somewhere deep inside, somehow, I suddenly accepted that I was the only one who could do it. I relaxed my magical shields fully, opening myself, dropping all of my defenses, all of my tension, and judgement, and guilt. Letting out a deep breath, I let my magic and my love flow outward, flooding every bond I possessed. 
A collective gasp rippled through the circle, as everyone but River was suddenly connected. The love, the deep affection and respect, the solid, unwavering support that echoed back to me, amplified by every bright spark around me, was like a golden tonic that eased all the wounded places inside me. Inside us all. 
When the song faded and the drumbeats slowed, I pulled back my magic. But the connection lingered, warm and alive in my aura and beneath my skin. River glanced around the circle, looking at each of us in turn. “There it is,” he said with a soft smile. “Whatever you just did, it was what you all needed.”
He set his drum aside, and picked up the wooden flute. “Sssh,” he soothed. “Don’t talk yet. Just stay in that space. Let it move through you. Let Hasumi’s spirit move through you and release it to the sky.”
He played a soft, haunting, rhythmic song. The woodwind whisper of the flute seemed fitting. As if it could carry energy—or feelings—straight up to whatever higher place might exist. It really did feel like something sacred, a ceremony. Despite the absence of grave words or fancy flower wreaths, or any trappings of societal niceties, it felt like a sacred space, more than any funeral I had ever attended. And eventually, as memories of Hasumi filled my mind, the pain in and around me began to shift, to turn to fondness and joy instead. 
We were all lucky to have had the water weaver in our lives. And Hasumi would not have wanted us to linger in sadness any longer than we absolutely had to. They had always wanted us all to be happy and whole. 
As the sacred feeling slowly subsided and the “ceremony” part of the evening wound down, we all moved closer together, grouped around the firepit next to the endless crackling magic flames Aahil produced. Ambrose disappeared, then reappeared with a pot of his “herbal” tea. And Aahil momentarily left us only to return with a bottle of what I was pretty sure was a very expensive Indian whiskey. I didn’t even ask where he’d found it. Some questions were best left unanswered. 
Despite the reason for the gathering, the grief of evening morphed into telling sweet or humorous stories about our experiences with Hasumi. As the herbs and liquor flowed, there was more music, and eventually, dancing. Niamh surprised us all by asking River if she could borrow his flute. When he easily agreed, she played a fast, jaunty fae song that had everyone making their most ridiculous attempts at dancing a jig. 
When she finished, someone dragged an antique gramophone from the dusty recesses of the mansion into the hallway just inside the door and began playing ancient records. The sound carried out into the courtyard nicely, adding a strange but welcome backdrop to our antics. I watched fondly as Ambrose drew a blushing Dyre into a rather impressive fancy formal dance of some sort. The kind of thing I probably would have been forced to learn, if I had grown up among my stuffy aristocratic witch relatives. Elijah watched them with a wistful expression on his face, and I grinned when Ambrose dragged him into the fun as well, forcing them to execute some sort of weird three-way waltz that had them all laughing. 
And sharing a kiss here and there. Which made my heart swell with happiness for them. Apparently, we were all past trying to fight our feelings at this point. Finally. 
Aahil offered me his bottle. and I gladly took the last swig, mourning the loss of the excellent liquor. We had managed to consume it in record time, with a little help from the others. I had a low, lingering buzz despite the limited amounts of substances I’d imbibed, which made me think Aahil had added a little something to the alcohol. But I wasn’t complaining.
The jinn set the empty bottle aside and nudged my shoulder. I obligingly wrapped an arm around him, and he did the unspeakable and snuggled up against my side. Then he acted more himself, leaning in to bite the side of my neck. “I’m trying not to be a complete asshole, but is it wrong that I want to violently fuck you right now?” he whispered in my ear. 
I was not the only one who was buzzed. Practically immortal all-powerful elemental or not, Aahil had hit that whiskey (and whatever else) hard. And he was brimming with strong emotions. That tended to bring out the urge to lose yourself.
“Ow!” I laughed and teasingly swatted at him. The temptation to take him up on his offer was strong. But he still had some hesitation about sex when he was sober. And I didn’t want him to do something he might freak out about later. “Are you a jinn or a rottweiler? Go bite someone else. I’m moping.”
He huffed, then pressed a kiss to the underside of my jaw. “I love you, witch.”
I tilted my head to look down at him. “I love you too, you tiny terror. Go play. Come see me again when you’re sober and we’ll talk.”
He sighed, long and deep, like I’d just ruined his whole life and crushed all his hopes and dreams. “Fine.”
Dragging himself to his feet, he brushed his silky hair back out of his eyes and sauntered closer to the fire, where Zhong was talking with Niamh. Then the gorgeous jinn took off his shirt, tossed it aside, and started swaying his lean hips, the firelight gleaming on his golden skin and shiny hair, glinting off the piercings in his nipples and belly button. His movements accentuated the fluid, powerful way he moved, reminding me of how he moved in bed, all sensual, sinuous grace. 
If he was determined to show me what I was missing, he was succeeding. What a brat.  
Zhong’s eyes kept straying to the jinn as he struggled to keep up with his conversation with Niamh, and Aahil grinned, wicked and self-satisfied. I shook my head at his antics. Let Zhong handle him. I was too buzzed to play his games. 
River plopped down beside me with a sigh, his eyes on Aahil, just like everyone else at the moment. “He really is something, isn’t he?”
I chuckled darkly. “That’s one way of putting it.”
“You say that,” he commented with a wry, humorous tone. “But the two of you are well-matched.” He waved a big hand, indicating the gathering by the fire. “You all are. It’s… beautiful to witness.”
I shrugged. I privately agreed, but I didn’t want to be an asshole and brag about it to the odd man out. “You seem surprised,” I said instead. “But isn’t polyamory pretty common in shifter clans?” 
He nodded as he chuckled at the others, who were acting like a bunch of kids trying to out-dance each other now, making an absolute mockery of Aahil’s lustful display. Although… Elijah had some surprisingly sensual hip skills himself. 
“Yes,” River said in answer to my question. “It’s pretty common with my people. And platonic communal living in general as well. But I’ve never been a part of something like that. I always felt… like an outsider somehow. Even though I love my clan.” He shrugged. “And I’ve never seen a group bonded so completely. So right for each other. I suppose it makes me jealous.”
I turned my head to look at him, a fluttery feeling washing through my stomach. “Jealous?”
He glanced over at me, then huffed a laugh, looking down at his hands, where they rested in his lap. “I didn’t mean to say that out loud. Isn’t that strange? How does the brain decide so quickly which thoughts stay thoughts and which thoughts become words? I read an article once about the neural pathways involved, but it’s been quite some time. I’ve forgotten the specifics. Maybe I should brush up on the—”
“River.”
He stooped talking and gave me a sheepish look. “Sorry. I went off on a tangent. I know people hate that.”
I huffed a laugh and patted his knee. “I don’t mind your tangents. It’s cute. But I think this time I’d rather stay on topic.”
He blinked at me with firelight dancing in his big, sparkly citrine eyes. “Cute?”
Speaking of things I hadn’t meant to say out loud... I shrugged. “Sure. You’re excited about knowledge. And the things that you’re interested in tell me a lot about you. But, I think you’re deflecting here.” I smirked. 
He ran a hand through his long black hair and sat taller. “Maybe.”
I nudged my shoulder against his. “I’m sorry you feel left out. It must be lonely, being the only single person in a house full of sex-crazed weirdos.”
He tilted his head, watching my face as he spoke. “I don’t think you’re sex crazed. That is something else entirely. You all seem to have a healthy libido, sure. But you clearly love each other. Why would you try to diminish that?”
My face heated up as I did my best to take his literal interpretation of what I’d said in stride. “I didn’t mean it,” I said with a grimace. “I was deflecting that time. With humor and flippant words. It’s a thing I do.”
He shook his head. “Ah. I’m being weird again.”
And that was sad. So fucking sad that people had made him feel bad for how he thought or who he was. Because he was awesome. And I got the feeling people had been shitty to him a lot in the past. 
“You’re not weird,” I said firmly. “You’re just perfect. Thank you for everything you did for us tonight. For everything you did for me. You risked going back to Magea to make this perfect for us. You insisted on helping, even though I was being stubborn and trying to lock up all my feelings and wallow in guilt.” I sighed. “And, fuck, you’re the whole damned reason I’m even alive right now. So… thank you.”
“And stop being mean to yourself,” I added, maybe still a bit drunker than I realized, the way the words just spewed out. “And if you want to fuck one of them, just speak up. They’re a bit dense sometimes, so they might need you to be blunt and make the first move. But I know most of them think you’re hot.”
I expected some sort of blushing or stammering denial in response to my unfiltered bluntness. But I had forgotten that I was speaking to a shifter. From what I’d heard over the years, and from how River acted, I got the impression they didn’t have a lot of hangups about sex. “Well, the thought had occurred to me,” he said with a lopsided smile. “But like I said, you’re all so emotionally bonded. I wasn’t sure there was room for a meaningless bit of fun.”
I just stared at him. I was way too buzzed and emotionally scrambled right now to formulate a nice, logical response to that. “Who says it has to be meaningless?” I managed. 
His eyes met mine, and his teasing expression sobered, softening into something more tender. Something vulnerable and real. “Doesn’t it?”
I licked my lips, my heart suddenly pounding so hard I thought it might leap right out of my chest. What was happening right now? “I don’t think so,” I murmured. “I don’t think any of us do ‘meaningless’ anymore.”
His glittering gaze dropped to my lips, then back up again. “So, if I kissed you right now…”
It was getting hard to breathe for some reason. But my mouth moved anyway. “It wouldn’t be meaningless to me.”
“Oh.” He breathed the word, barely a whisper, a second before his soft lips met mine and his hand slid into my hair to cup the back of my head, holding me close. 
I sank into the kiss, magic and excitement flaring through me like an electric current. Then I tilted my head, inviting him in, deepening the kiss. Goddess, I had been trying not to notice how much I wanted this guy—how much I liked him—for so long now. The tongue that met mine didn’t feel human. A bit longer than I expected, and… textured. I groaned at the thought of what it might feel like to be licked everywhere by that tongue. 
River’s free hand came to my waist, and he started to pull me closer, but then he stopped and pulled away. His eyes were glowing faintly as he gazed at me like he wanted to eat me. Like he was the cat and I was the mouse. Or… he was the leopard who could take down much bigger prey… 
I shuddered and he pulled away even more. “Fuck.”
I frowned at him. “What? Do I have bad breath or something? That whiskey was a bit much.”
But he just smiled and shook his head at me. “No. It’s not that. I’m pretty sure I could never get enough of kissing you, Oleander. But you’re intoxicated. And I although I have never fully understood why some cultures find it taboo to commit intimate acts when under the influence of substances, I know witches are one of those cultures. I think it’s perfectly natural to ease your way though fraught emotional times by indulging in sex and other sensual pleasures. I don’t see it as taking advantage, the way some insist. It’s simply sharing mutual pleasure. In fact, some studies show that—”
I put my hand over his mouth. “River.”
He closed his eyes and stopped babbling. When I removed my hand from his mouth, he sighed. “I’m sorry. I did it again. But what I was trying to say was—”
“I know,” I said grudgingly. “It might not be the best idea to plow the witch while she’s drunk and grieving.”
He touched my cheek, his handsome face apologetic. “I would like nothing more than to play with you. But as I believe you recently turned down your pretty, murderous jinn for similar reasons, I should probably respect the social norms.”
I rolled my eyes, but sure enough, when I glanced over toward the fire, I found Aahil watching us with a murderous expression on his face, his arms crossed over his lean chest and the promise of revenge in his eyes. 
“Goddess damn it.”
River chuckled, then leaned in to whisper in my ear, making Aahil arch a dark eyebrow at us from across the way. “Do you… share? Perhaps he wouldn’t be so likely to murder me if his cock was down my throat while you rode me.”
I almost died of lust right then and there. This directness was going to take some getting used to. But I felt it was only fair to warn River before I expired. “I wouldn’t count on that saving you,” I whispered back gravely. “He’d probably enjoy choking you with it.”
Aahil’s other brow rose to match its mate, as if he could hear us whispering from all the way over there. Although, he was a fire jinn, with sex magic. He could probably sense where our minds were at without hearing us at all. 
“I’d probably enjoy it too,” River whispered back. 
When I turned my head to look at him, he winked. “What a way to go, right?” Then he pressed a quick, playful kiss to my lips and jumped up to go talk to Zhong, putting a big, protective gargoyle between him and the tiny ball of sexy murder who was headed my way. 






  
  Chapter 10

Somewhere in  Magea


“Now be a good boy and push your magic into the vial,” Crooked Nose said with a fake smile. The tall male witch’s name wasn’t really Crooked Nose. It was Pete. That was a dumb name, but not dumb enough for the dickwad standing in front of Sky. He lifted his chin a little at that thought. Dickwad was a good one. He’d heard his daddy say it once and it cracked him up. A dick was a penis. And Crooked Nose was definitely as ridiculous as a wad of squishy penises. And Sky was sick of being a good boy.
Sighing, Crooked Nose Dickwad straightened and reached out a long arm, grabbing ahold of Moon by her upper arm and yanking her close. “I see that look in your eyes, kid.” The fake smile was gone now. Which was better. But also worse. The smile was creepy. But if the adults weren’t pretending to be nice, that meant they were about to get mean. 
“Push your magic into the vial, you little shit, or it’s your sister who’ll suffer.”  
Sky felt his eyes water and his bottom lip went all wobbly at that. He didn’t like it when the big witches hit Moon. He could be a good boy if it was for Moon. 
Reaching out his hand, Sky took the vial of spring water from Crooked Nose. Wrapping his fingers around the glass, he held the vial close to his chest and closed his eyes. Then Sky did what the witch wanted. What they always wanted, when they weren’t trying to get him and Moon to activate weird icky spells for them. He located his magic deep inside himself and pushed it outward, focusing on the vial. 
At first it was okay. But then Crooked Nose yanked the vial away and shoved another one into Sky’s hand. Halfway through enchanting the second vial, Sky started to get dizzy, and his head hurt. By the time he was done with the third vial, he felt like he was gonna puke, and everything looked all hazy around the edges. 
“Let go of me, you big jerk,” Moon said, and Crooked Nose yelped when she bit his hand. But the stupid adult had gotten what he wanted, so he let her go. “Sky, are you okay?” she said, patting his head.
Sky opened his mouth to reply that no, he wasn’t okay. But the big stupid witch talked over him. “Your turn, girlie. Come on, hurry up.”
Moon squinted her eyes at the big witch, and Sky knew the guy was gonna get it. People said girls were sweet. But he didn’t understand why. Moon was the meanest person he’d ever met. Meaner than Dicknose. Hey! Dicknose. That was even better than Croooked Nose. Sky’s vision went in and out in floaty waves and he laughed to himself as he imagined stupid Peter with a penis for a nose. Peter was another word for penis. Ha. Penis. He felt tired. 
Moon growled like a guard dog they had once back home. She was gonna let that guy have it. And Sky didn’t even feel sorry for him, the way he normally would. Because that guy deserved it. 
But then a voice spoke in his head. 
No, little one. Don’t fight him. Now isn’t the time. I can’t protect you yet. 
Moon stopped growling and he knew she heard the voice too. The goddess had been talking to them for a while now. She helped them find extra food when the adults weren’t looking, and figure out ways to stay warm and keep from getting hit. But she always said “not now” and “not yet.” And Sky wondered when it was ever going to be “now.”
Moon let out a huff and took the vials the man pushed at her, using her own magic to imbue them, just like Sky had done. When she was done, she was all gray and shaky. But Dicknose was happy. He put one of the vials to his lips and chugged it down. Then he tucked the other corked vials into his pocket. 
Gross. He just ate my magic. For some reason that really did make Sky gag. Peter wrinkled his big, crooked nose at Sky and hurried to the door of the dog cage they were currently in, wrapping the thick enchanted chain around the post and locking the padlock before he strolled away. 
Sky’s tummy heaved a few times, but he didn’t really puke. He hadn’t had anything to eat yet today, so there was nothing to come back up. Moon wrapped her arms around him, and they sat down in the straw, both of them swaying and shaking. Mommy always said to be very careful about pushing our magic outside themselves that way. And to never tell anyone what they could do with it. But the witches already knew about that when they came and took them away. When they burned their house and… Sky hiccupped as he started crying. He wanted to go home. 
“Sweet ones,” the goddess voice said, out loud now that there were no adults around, not just in our head. “I promise this terrible time won’t last forever.”
“I shoulda blasted him,” Moon grumbled into Sky’s shoulder. “I’m sick of stupid adults and their stupid… stupid… everything!”
Now she was crying too. They clung to each other and cried, but quietly. Too afraid to attract attention. They had already found out the hard way that if they weren’t quiet, the big witches would get mad. And that was never good. 
“No,” the goddess whispered, and it felt a little bit like Mommy or Daddy rubbing his back. “You shouldn’t do anything to make them mad. Not now. Not yet. You are strong, brave little witches. But even you can’t fight against a whole group of grownups.”
Sky’s tummy hurt. He was hungry and cold, and he was sick of the big people who said they’d help them hurting them instead. He felt… empty… like a big empty bucket, when they made them push their magic out into those vials. And every day he wondered if one time the emptiness would just swallow him up and poof, no more Sky. 
“We’re gonna die, aren’t we?” he said, his voice feeling like it didn’t belong to his body.
But the goddess sent a strong, warm feeling their way. “No!” she said, her voice sounding angrier, and a bit more real than usual. “I won’t let that happen. I’m here. You are not alone. We just have to wait until help arrives.”
Sky looked over Moon’s shoulder and gasped. “Moon! Look!”
There, standing right by them, was a faint, see-through outline of a person. Like a ghost. He couldn’t make out features. Just misty light and flowy bits. But he knew it was their goddess. Mommy said the goddess was love. And that was what he felt from this person. She was angry, but not at him and Moon. She was angry like mommy got sometimes, when she went into what daddy called “mother bear mode.” 
Then the person shape faded away, and the goddess’s voice was once again only in their head, faint and fading. I have to go. But I’ll be back little ones. Rest. I promise I won’t go far.
Sky and Moon cuddled up under their old blanket in the straw. For now, they were in an old chain-link dog pen. But he knew the witches would move them again soon. Maybe this time they’d get a shed with walls to keep the wind out. Or… maybe if they were really good and didn’t argue with the big people, they’d get to stay inside an actual house like they did that one time. Even if it was in the basement, still, that was so much better than sleeping outside in the dirt. 
And with that hopeful thought, Sky drifted off into an exhausted sleep. 
He woke up when one of the big witches rattled the chain on their pen. “Wakey, wakey, it’s lunch time.” The witch walked away, leaving a couple pieces of bread and some hard jerky just inside the pen. Barely enough for him and Sky to share. And it would probably be all they got today, unless their magic came back enough for them to do a spell for the other witches. 
Moon groaned and stood up to go get the food. But when she did, something fell out of the folds of the blanket. 
Two shiny red apples, a couple of unwrapped granola bars, and… a big piece of chocolate. He looked up at his sister. “Where did this come from?” he whispered, looking around, hoping no one else had seen. 
She shook her head, quickly crouching back down to cover up the things with the blanket. “The goddess. It has to be.” Her eyes were big and round as they met his. “She showed herself to us. Maybe she brought us these. But we can’t let the others see. We’ll wait ‘til it’s dark to eat them.”
Sky nodded in agreement. Then he looked around the empty yard where they were currently camped out by an old, run-down house that the witches probably kicked someone else out of. “Thank you,” he whispered to the air. And to the goddess he knew was watching over them.  






  
  Chapter 11

Andy


Every day the news got worse. And every day, I ignored it. 
I knew, deep down inside, that I couldn’t hide forever. But we had all lost something infinitely precious, and I didn’t think I could survive that again. I wasn’t sure how we survived it now.
No, that’s not right. I knew exactly how we survived losing Hasumi. It was because we had each other. Because this strange family of ours had something more powerful between us than blood. But I knew I couldn’t—wouldn’t—survive another loss. So I hid. 
River’s ceremony was a good idea. It hadn’t taken the pain away—nothing could ever do that. But it softened the edges, made it easier to breathe, to remember that I still had so much to live for. So many people in my life who loved me. And that reminder of family, of clan, and love, and support… that made it easier to ignore everything going on outside our little bubble. 
I might try to be a better person, but I still had evil Lovell blood pumping through my veins. So, no one should be the least bit surprised if I decided to be ridiculously fucking selfish.
But try as I might to ignore it, the news reached us. Bella had a direct link to my magic and the house, via her own evil Lovell blood. She could send shit though the wards whenever she wanted to.
Rather than pulling away to nurse her own hurt and loss, she seemed to double down on what she saw as her goddess-given mission, or whatever. The annoying asshole. Every few hours there was a flaming missive arriving on my fucking kitchen table. My first instinct was to throw them all away. Or just let them sit there in a flaming heap forever, like some immortal flame on the altar of her insanity. 
But my curiosity, and the nagging of several of the more moral people around me, meant that we’d eventually end up caving and seeing what new horrors awaited us. Newspaper articles, handwritten notes and lists, and even a few more of those stupid rebel pamphlets… several times a day, every day, for what was going on three weeks now. If I ever saw the annoying pest again, I was going to strangle her just for being a pain in my ass. 
I didn’t want to know what the fucked up outside world was getting up to. I wanted to remain here, safe and somewhat secure, licking my wounds. Let other people handle this bullshit. They had chased me out of both realms. Hunted me and my people even now. And even the current victims in this situation, the non-witches, other paranormal races who were now hunted by the cult… they certainly hadn’t been too keen on welcoming a Lovell witch among them, back when I was just an orphaned child trying to find a place. 
They hadn’t come begging for all the Lovell’s dark secrets or black magic grimoires the way some of the witches had, but they had made it clear, with hostile looks and snide “whispers” meant to be heard, that I was scum because of who my parents were. Even the humans, who didn’t know who or what I was when I lived among them… if they knew the truth of what I was, even without knowing my family’s sordid history, they’d likely try to burn me alive or start spewing religious curses at me just for existing. Their history was rife with examples of how well they accepted witches and other creatures when they’d run into them in the past. 
So, fuck them. Fuck them all, and let them sort out shit on their own. I wasn’t their fucking savior. And the people who sheltered here with me had suffered enough for several lifetimes. Fuck that noise. 
Still, the damned information filtered in and lodge in my brain with every one of Bellas stupid deliveries and every quiet side eye from River, and occasionally from the others as well. The cult was continuing to attack weaker magical beings, and their attacks were getting bolder as they went after bigger places, more obvious locations. 
The SA was failing to stop them. The Supernatural Alliance was too busy fighting within their own organization, weeding out betrayers and cult sympathizers in their midst. The violence and evil was snowballing, and the all-powerful government organization that was meant to protect both Magea and Planus, was slowly crumbling in on itself. Just as the cult had probably planned all along. 
But it wasn’t my fucking problem. Nope. Absolutely not. 
My insulin pump beeped an annoying tone, telling me my blood sugar was sky high. Probably thanks to the stress, since I’d been careful about my eating habits. Damn it, I was trying to conserve fucking inulin, since I couldn’t just run out to the pharmacy and grab a couple years supply anytime I wanted. I glared at the device as I punched buttons and gave myself an extra dose of the life-saving medicine that I was being denied by the asshats currently destroying two worlds. 
“Fuckers. Fuck every last one of you shit-eating slime suckers!” I muttered to myself and the universe at large.
A big hand landed on my shoulder, startling me out of my light-hearted revelry. I jumped, then rolled my eyes. I should have felt Zhong approaching. I shouldn’t even be thinking about the bullshit that wasn’t my problem. Goddess. 
“Andy?” Zhong said softly, his deep voice like a soothing balm to my slowly bubbling anger. “Maybe you should take a break.”
I huffed and clipped my insulin pump back onto my waistband. I wanted to protest. But glancing around the library, I had to admit he was probably right. Dyre had abandoned me a couple hours ago to go take a nap, because even his love of discovering new spells had been exhausted. Ancient books were strewn all over the place with pages open. There were half a dozen loose sheets of notebook paper lying around from where I had been taking notes from several books all at once. And my main notebook was currently lying open face down near the fireplace, where I had thrown it in a fit of rage just a few minutes earlier. 
If I was going to stay here and hide in my safe little bubble with the surviving members of our odd little family, then I really needed to find a permanent way to keep the place from imploding. Or being attacked by angels or interdimensional beings. Or being located and infiltrated by the cult. I also needed to find a way for us to grow more food and harness more magic from the atmosphere here, since the conditions weren’t like back home and our resources were limited. 
Damn it, I needed to secure our sanctuary. It was either that, or get pulled back into my psychotic sister’s bullshit and go die defending people who pissed me off. 
“Andy,” Zhong said again, in his patient, “I love my master, but she is an idiot” tone of voice. 
I sighed. “Fine. Fine.” Walking to the fireplace, I kicked my useless notebook into the embers. Then I turned to Zhong and gave him my best, most cheerful smile. “What did you have in mind?”
He shook his head at me, then ran a hand through his tight gray curls and over one horn. “I don’t know, master. But you are going to make yourself sick like this.”
I spread my hands and kept my smile in place. “Like what? I was just doing a little light research in my spare time.”
He narrowed his yellow eyes at me and crossed his massive arms over his chest, his tail lashing behind him. “You’ve been in here for twelve hours straight. And you only came out before that because Aahil threatened to set one of us on fire to get your attention long enough for me to shove some food into you.”
I waved away his concern. “I was just focused. You know, trying to redirect all my emotions and anger into something productive. Like permanently stabilizing the pocket world.”
He just scowled harder. But I was saved from whatever lecture he had planned by the arrival of a certain information-obsessed shapeshifter. “Hey, River,” I said cheerily. 
He looked up from the book he was holding and stopped mid-step on his way to reshelve it. “Um. Hello. Are you quite alright, Oleander?” He frowned. “Don’t pull a muscle. Your face won’t actually get stuck that way, but despite the inaccuracy of old wives’ tales and childhood sayings in general, there is some good in the saying. You really will cause yourself pain by contorting your face that way for long periods of time. And it can cause premature wrinkles.”
I groaned and let my face relax. “Thanks,” I said dryly. 
He shrugged and put his book back on the shelf. Then he turned back to face me, his glittering citrine eyes taking in my mutinous expression and Zhong’s exasperated stance. “May I share a story with you?” he asked, slinking closer. It seemed impossible for him not to slink. The man always moved with the same grace and power of his leopard form. 
“Sure,” I said, resigned but skeptical about where this was going. 
River smiled a little and came to stand with me and Zhong, crossing his arms over his chest just like the Gargoyle. I felt like I was being glared at by a couple of disapproving parents. Zhong was mad and River was “just disappointed,” probably. Like every TV show family ever. Geesh. I crossed my arms too, just to be part of the crew. 
“When I was younger,” River said easily, ignoring my mocking stance. “I didn’t fit in very well among the other younglings.” He raised an eyebrow, but I didn’t comment. I knew how kids could be. And an odd duck like River was probably a prime target for childish taunting. “But,” he said with a wry little smile. “I quickly learned that when I couldn’t be outside, running in my wild form, I could hide away in the library.”
I shrugged. “Only natural for someone with your interests.”
He shook his head with a wry laugh, and I got a little distracted by how shiny his tangled, shoulder-length waves were. “It was. But it very quickly transformed from natural interest to cowardice and obsession.”
I snorted, but he continued on. “Andy, I admire your drive to learn and to push your magical knowledge and proficiency in the name of protecting yourself and those you hold dear. But take it from me, one cannot live one’s life in hiding and intellectual distractions.” 
“Seems like it worked out fine for you,” I snarked back. 
He took a step closer and reached out to grip my chin with the tips of his fingers, his eyes flashing. “You are maddeningly obstinate, did you know that?” 
I grinned, ignoring Zhong’s snort of laughter. “I’ve been told that a time or two,” I informed River. 
He shook his head. “You jest, but I’m serious, Andy. By hiding in my books, I just shut out the joy of living in the real world, of living my life. And of course, it gave the other kids one more thing to pick on me about.”
“I’m not worried about childhood bullies,” I said flatly. 
Zhong moved closer to us, putting a hand on my shoulder again. “But you are missing out on living your life,” he cajoled.
My shoulders sagged. “I know, okay? It’s just… everything fucking sucks right now!”
My eyes watered with irritating tears, and I clenched my fists in frustration. Damnit! I was tired of crying. Tired of being sad. Of feeling guilty. Tired of fucking hiding, too. But I sure as shit wasn’t going to go do what the whole world seemed to want me to do and join Bella’s stupid rebellion.
My racing train of jumbled thoughts screeched to a sudden halt when River’s lips met mine. I froze for a second in surprise, but I wasn’t about to pass up the invitation. I returned the kiss with enthusiasm. When we came up for air, he was still holding my chin, that small touch the only other point of contact as he looked into my eyes, amused but still. Assessing, maybe?
“I thought you said it wasn’t a good idea to make out with emotionally vulnerable witches,” I reminded him, thinking of that time by the fire, when he’d kissed me, but then ultimately rejected me. 
He smirked. “As far as I know you are not currently under the influence of any mind-altering substances?”
At my minute head shake, he grinned. “Good. Then, as I said, I think the logic behind not engaging in pleasurable physical distractions when distraught is flawed.” Then he winked at me. “I’m fully willing to entertain you, if that’s what it takes to get you out of this stuffy library and into a better state of mind.”
Well, then.
I laughed. “Oh, such a noble sacrifice. Purely for my welfare, of course.”
He leaned in and playfully kissed the tip of my nose before releasing me. “Don’t be silly, witch. I don’t particularly enjoy lying. I’d much rather be straightforward. This is as much for my own good as it is for yours. But if you prefer that I recite sonnets in your name, I can. In fact, I know quite a few decent ones from a collection of books I found in—”
I put a hand over his mouth to stop him before I lost him entirely to the memory of his literary find. “No. No sonnets right now.”
He laughed, then licked my hand with that strangely textured tongue of his, prompting me to yank my hand off his face. “Perfect.”
Zhong shifted his feet, reminding us both of his colossal presence. “Should I… clean up the library for you while you’re gone?” he asked, his voice rough and his gaze anywhere but on me and River. 
I snorted a disbelieving laugh. “Sure, big guy. We’re going to go fuck now. You clean the place up. Maybe make us some dinner? I think there’s some laundry to do while you’re at it…” 
His broad shoulders slumped for a second there until his brain caught up and overcame his weird gargoyle conditioning. He lifted his gaze to mine, the tips of his pointed ears showing a faint bit of pink through his usual grayish skin tone. “Oh. You’re teasing me.”
River shook his head and gave me a chiding look. As if the giant hunk of man before us couldn’t take a little teasing now and then. He reached out and touched Zhong’s forearm, his face full of sympathy. “You can’t honestly believe I would just swoop in here and insert myself between you two then throw you out to do chores!”
I sighed and walked around them, headed toward the door. “He knows better,” I said with a wink at Zhong to let him know I meant it. “He knows he’s an equal with his own voice. He just needs reminding sometimes. I prefer to let him figure it out himself, since me telling him a thousand times hasn’t done the trick.”
Zhong rolled his eyes at me. “I’m not that bad.” I raised at brow at him, and he huffed. “Well, maybe it takes me by surprise sometimes still, but I’m learning. Not everyone sees my kind as second-class citizens.”
Then he looked down at River and seemed to really register what me and the shifter were saying. “Are you… sure?” he said, the confidence fading from his deep voice again. 
I shook my head fondly, watching as he and River interacted. Zhong had made it clear that he wanted to keep River around, and I wasn’t blind. I could tell he wanted him for more than just a friend and lap cat. But how did River feel about the situation?
No one in this little harem of mine had expressed any issue with sharing thus far—once they worked through their personal stuff. And river had asked about sharing Aahil. But maybe this was different? I got the feeling Zhong wasn’t just being kind and offering to step aside. But I’ve certainly been wrong about things a time or two… hundred… in my life. 
River just smiled up at the big gray softie, his citrine eyes sparkling. “Mmm… yes. I do like variety in my bed. And I admit, I’ve been wanting to fuck you since the moment you swept me up in your arms and carried me up the stairs that first day. Do you remember that? Or was I just another chore for you to deal with?” He rubbed his hand up and down Zhong’s arm big, muscular arm, and I had to stifle a laugh at his sly, flirty tone, so different than the way he flirted with me. River really was… versatile. 
Zhong turned as red as I’ve ever seen him. It was quite a feat, with his gray skin. His throat worked as he swallowed a few times before he managed to reply. “I remember.”
River grinned, showing his sharp canines. “Yay.”
I lost control then, my laughter escaping me. “Yay,” I said in a similar tone of voice. “Goddess, River, you really are something.”
He glanced at me in surprise, but the hint of wariness that flashed over his features was gone the moment he saw that I wasn’t mocking him. “I do try.”
Zhong cleared his throat and glanced between us. “Should we… um… upstairs?”
And that was fucking adorable. The poor gargoyle still couldn’t make full sentences. He really did have it bad for the shifter. 
“I mean…” I said slowly, forcing my voice to sound almost serious. “I wouldn’t want to interrupt whatever this is.” I waved a hand to indicate the two of them. 
Zhong shook his head at me. But River growled a low animal growl and leapt forward, startling a stupid yelp out of me. “Lead the way, witch,” he purred, his eyes starting to glow. “Maybe run a little?”
It was my turn to stare at him in lusty disbelief. Was he being serious right now? Did he actually want me to act like… prey? And why the fuck did that turn me on? 
Squaring my shoulders and lifting my chin in my best haughty, old-money witch imitation, I turned away from him. “A witch would never run from a lowly animal. As if I’d ever be scared of you.”
Then I opened the library door, and ran like my life depended on it. 






  
  Chapter 12

Andy


Ireally needed to start working out. At least do some cardio so I had a chance of escaping attackers. Or, you know, hot leopard shifters. Not that I actually wanted to escape in this situation. 
But still, the grand staircase was massive, and I was puffing like a steam engine by the time I reached the top. River could have easily caught me, but he was obviously giving me a head start. When I reached the top of the stairs, I glanced back to see River and Zhong step out from the hallway into the open foyer below. Only one of them was people shaped. 
And even that one had fangs, horns, wings, and a tail. 
River slunk out from behind Zhong, a big, lithe cat, dark as shadows, with just a hint of brown flashing here and there, the leopard spots hidden behind his black fur. His citrine eyes flashed and seemed to glow for a second there as he crouched, his long tail lashing behind him. Then he leapt, landing at least half a dozen steps up the staircase and letting out a tearing growl. 
I wasn’t afraid of him. I knew it was all a game. And yet, the primal part of my brain screamed in terror and begged us to run away or call up a spell, ASAP. The cat started jogging up the steps, Zhong following behind with his massive wings outspread and his fangs bared, and I jolted into motion, trying hard not to judge myself for the way my lower belly clenched and the blood rushed to my clit. 
I pounded down the hall, not daring to waste any more time looking behind me. Instead of heading for my room, I pelted for the smaller set of spiral stairs at the opposite end of the hall, huffing and puffing my way to the third floor. River’s room was up here, one of the few areas that had been cleaned out in this part of the ridiculously oversized mansion. But I breezed past his door and darted into one of the other rooms instead. 
Quietly closing the door behind me, I crept across the gleaming hardwood and toward the closet. It wasn’t dusty in here, thanks to the spells keeping the house preserved for generations of Lovells to enjoy. But it smelled a bit musty all the same—disuse somehow left its mark even without debris. While the clean hardwood and rugs didn’t let me leave any dusty footprints behind, I knew my scent would still lead the big cat right to the closet. 
Once I reached the closet, I touched the door handle. Then I cast a shield spell that Dyre said would dull scents and quickly hurried through the other door—which led to a bathroom that was shared with the suite next door. It was a nice arrangement. Probably meant to house guests with children, so the parents could have a space of their own, but keep the kids close by. 
Not that I’d ever met any Lovells that liked children enough to keep them close, when I was living here as a child.
I had barely eased the door closed and made my way into the second bedroom before I heard the sound of sneaky footsteps next door. A bang and a growl announced the closet doors opening, and I used the loud moment to dash across the room and out the door into the hallway. 
Grinning to myself, I eased the bedroom door shut, turned, and ran right smack into a solid granite wall. 
Big hands gripped my upper arms and Zhong’s deep chuckle coiled through me like a caress. “Ah, ah, ah. Where are you going, master?” he purred, his spade-tipped tail lashing behind him. 
A low, rumbling growl sounded from right behind me, and I stiffened in instinctual terror. Predator, my instincts screamed. Followed very closely by hot damn. 
A ripple of magic washed over me, and River’s arms slid around my waist, his head resting on my shoulder as he purred, “No fair. I wanted to chase her down.”
I shuddered, quickly losing my grip on reality. And my patience for the game. 
Zhong chuckled, low and rich, his yellow eyes creasing with amusement. “I don’t think our witch is patient enough for that.”
River sighed. “Too bad.” But his hands splayed over my torso, one covering my soft stomach, while the other slid upward, between my breasts, and came to rest at the base of my throat. “I love hunting down juicy prey.”
I made some kind of weird, strangled sound somewhere between a whine and a moan and pressed back into his body, pressing my ass against his hips—and the impressive erection that waited for me. River purred in appreciation and nuzzled my hair aside so he could clamp down on the side of my neck with his sharp teeth. 
Zong sighed, clearly done playing the big baddie. The softie. “You look perfect in his arms,” he told me, releasing my arms to touch my face, to glide his big thumb over my bottom lip. “I knew you would.”
I shuddered when River licked the side of my neck with his rough tongue. “Run,” he murmured against my skin. “If you make it to my room before I catch you, I’ll give you a prize.”
Then he pulled back and gave me a shove, sending me stumbling forward. 
I felt lightheaded and a little embarrassed, since I was new to this whole hunting fixation of his… but I could occasionally follow directions. I did as I was told, dashing down the hall as fast as I could without looking back. 
I felt River shift back to leopard form, heard the scrabble of claws on the shiny floor, and my heart kicked like an agitated mule in my chest, adrenaline pushing me to run faster. As if I really was in danger. 
When really, all I was focused on was that prize he’d promised. Whatever it was, I was certain I wanted it. 
My hand reached for the doorknob. A large, warm body crashed into me from behind, teeth grazing the back of my neck through the tangle of my hair. I was pressed up against the door before I could turn the knob, all the wind knocked out of me, making me gasp for air. River’s magic washed over me again, brushing my aura from head to toe, with us in such close proximity, and I was stunned by the way he felt so right. 
Jaguar teeth were replaced by soft lips and biting kisses. And the heavy paws against my shoulders became hands, sliding down to my hips, holding me pinned against the door as he ground his rigid dick against my ass, making me gasp—and this time not just for air. 
“I win,” he purred in my ear. 
I huffed and somehow managed to find my voice through the flurry of adrenaline and lust. “No way. I got to the door before you.”
He chuckled and spun me around to face him, still pressed flush against me—and completely naked thanks to all the shapeshifting. “You didn’t actually make it into the room, witch. But I’m feeling generous. Let’s call it a tie.”
I forgot what we were arguing about when his lips met mine. He tasted like wild magic and effervescent joy. I drank him in, and it felt like some missing puzzle piece just… clicked. River reached around me, the doorknob clicked, and the door vanished from behind me, making me fall backward into the room. 
But he was there, catching me with surprising strength and carrying me to the bed. This room was more alive than the other rooms I had been hiding in. River had made it his own, lined every shelf and horizontal surface with books and shiny things he found around the place, hung swaths of fabric and stolen drapes on the walls, and piled his bed full of stolen pillows and soft blankets. When he dropped me onto the bed it was like landing in a nest. One I was pretty sure I wouldn’t want to ever leave. 
Zhong stepped into the room behind us and shut the door, his eyes laser-focused on me and River. The shifter was already naked, and it wasn’t long before he and Zhong had me stripped out of my clothes, in between teasing kisses and caresses. When I was fully stripped, Zong leaned over me, his massive upper body pinning me to the bed as he kissed me breathless. 
When we came up for air, I quirked a brow at him, running a hand over the t-shirt that was in my way. “Why are you still wearing clothes?”
He chuckled and stood up, one knee still braced on the bed. “Because getting you naked is always top priority,” he said with a grin. 
The giant gargoyle froze when River slid his arms around his tapered waist from behind. “That doesn’t seem fair at all,” the shifter purred. He drew his hands around to Zhong’s back and paused. “May I?”
Zhong was blushing again. The granite look was all a lie. He was really just a walking pile of mush. His first attempt at words made his voice crack, so he cleared his throat and tried again. “Yes,” he managed, his voice even deeper than usual, like a rockslide rumbling through me. “Please.”
Zhong had tailored his shirts to have openings in the back for his massive bat wings. Like most of the others, this t-shirt had a couple sets of ties in the back where the fabric was crisscrossed and tied in place. I couldn’t see River at the moment, but I assumed he’d been asking if he could untie Zhong’s shirt. He proved me right a few seconds later when the stretchy fabric loosened, and his hands slid beneath, pushing the shirt off Zhong’s shoulders in a slow caress. 
“Great feline mother, you are a work of art,” River murmured as Zhong helped the shirt along and tossed it aside, leaving River’s hands—and mine—free to roam over miles of smooth, perfectly chiseled muscles. 
“If you make him blush any harder, he’s going to go up in flames, granite or not,” I commented, pausing to rub my thumb over one of Zhong’s nipples just to make him squirm. 
River laughed, and his hands smoothed down Zhong’s sides, coming to rest on the waistband of his pants. “That sounds like a challenge,” he purred. “Okay, big guy?”
Zhong rolled his eyes at our antics and his tail twitched, smacking River in the arm. “I’m not some blushing virgin about to run away in fear,” he ground out. His deep voice dropped to mutter, “Just because I’m not as pushy as everyone else around here, you’d think I was a priest.”
I chuckled along with them, but really, River’s caution and the way he checked in with Zhong was adorable. And appreciated. No matter how hot he might be, I wasn’t going to let anyone disrespect the people I loved. Good thing I apparently didn’t have to worry about that with River. 
Zhong removed his big hands from my tits so he could unfasten his fly himself, then he went back to kissing me, slow and sensual and full of love, while River stripped off his pants. 
The cat joined us in bed, crawling up to kneel behind where I sat on the edge enjoying my gargoyle. River’s touch was eager and sure, but tender all the same as he reached around to cup my breasts and kiss the side of my neck. His soft hair tickled my cheek and shoulder, and I sighed against Zhong’s lips when River lightly bit down on my neck. 
Reaching out, I gripped the massive, rock-hard cock in front of me, my body demanding more. The gargoyle let out a deep moan at my touch, but he didn’t let himself enjoy it for long before he pulled away. “No,” he rumbled, bending to plant a hard kiss on my lips before straightening again. “Not yet.” He glanced from me over my shoulder to where River was kneeling and back again, his yellow eyes glowing with lust. “This is your first time together, isn’t it?”
What an absolute softie. I opened my mouth to tell him just that, but River beat me to it, his warm hand sliding from my breast up to my throat. “So thoughtful and generous,” he purred. “What a gentleman.” He gently gripped just below my jaw and tilted my head back, so I was looking up at him. “But what does our lady witch think about that?”
I swallowed, feeling my throat work against his palm. I didn’t much care who fucked me at the moment, I was tired of games and talking. I needed them. Yesterday. 
Apparently, my thoughts showed on my face, because River smirked and his crystalline eyes flashed with his innate magic. “Both?” he asked with a curious head tilt. 
“Both,” I breathed. “Immediately.”
He laughed and released me. “As you wish, mistress witch.”
I shook my head at his words and followed his lead when his hands gripped my hips and gently urged me onto all fours on the bed. Zhong didn’t hesitate this time when I beckoned him closer. I gripped his dick, which was so hard I really did wonder if he was turning to stone. I brought it to my mouth and playfully circled the head with my tongue, lapping up a bead of moisture that leaked from the tip. But I was too impatient to play around. Opening wide, I took in as much of him as I could manage, which wasn’t much at all. Then I set to work using my lips, tongue, and hand to touch as much of his massive cock as I possibly could. 
One big hand tangled in my hair and Zhong’s chiseled abs flexed as he tried to keep from thrusting forward into my touch. I looked up at him and hummed at the sight, my pussy clenching at the thought that I was the one who put that look on his perfect features. That I was the one who made that big body clench and tremble. 
Then I sucked in a breath, momentarily distracted. While I had been attending to Zhong, River had positioned himself below me. I gasped in surprise at the warm, wet drag of his long, rough tongue along my folds. When it hit my clit, I bucked involuntarily and cried out, shuddering at the overwhelming sensation. 
“Mmm,” the savage hummed against my thigh. “Delicious.”
I tried my best to focus on Zhong while River lapped at my pussy, his hands gripping my hips, pulling me down against his face in away that made me fear he’d suffocate himself. Eventually, it was all too much and I let him have all my weight—it was River’s fault if he asphyxiated during cunnilingus. When the first orgasm tore through me, I choked on Zhong’s engorged cock and pressed my hips downward, full-on grinding against River’s face. 
The shifter didn’t protest. 
In fact, when Zhong moved to lift me off River a few minutes later, River growled and clung to me, like an animal protesting the removal of his favorite new toy. But eventually he came to his senses and gave in to Zhong’s greater strength and my whimper of protest, and released me. 
River’s eyes really were glowing now as Zong shoved him over and sat on the bed, pulling me with him so I straddled the big gargoyle. The shifter licked his lips and divided a wicked look between me and Zhong. “I was just getting started, why did you go and spoil my fun, gargoyle?”
I huffed and replied before Zhong could, looking over my shoulder at River. “Just getting started? My poor clit almost fell off.”
Both men barked a laugh. Zhong wrapped his big hands around my waist and fitted me closer to him, so I was sitting with his impressive erection laid all along the length of my pussy… and against my wonderfully abused clit. “Apologies,” the gargoyle rumbled. He answered River, but he kept his yellow eyes riveted on mine, the promise there unmistakable. “But if that went on any longer, I was going to explode. And I’d rather do that inside my master while she screams like a wild banshee.”
“I do not wail like a banshee!” I said, giving his broad chest an offended whack for good measure. But we both knew that was a lie.
River crawled up behind me to plant a kiss on my shoulder, his arms coming around my waist above Zhong’s, to caress and knead my breasts. “Pity,” he sighed. “That sounds like something I’d love to see.”
I shook my head at him. There was no shame here. No embarrassment or worry about how he fit with us. River might have his insecurities, just like the rest of us, but clearly sex and intimacy were not among those worries. 
Their hands on me reignited the momentarily stoked flames inside me. I rocked against Zhong, enjoying the pressure and friction as two sets of hands roved over my body, making me feel like a goddess. Zhong pulled me into a deep, hungry kiss, and it drove me higher, knowing he was dying to sheath that giant cock inside me and fill me up the way only he could. River’s hands danced over my skin, trailing from my breasts and down my sides, over my hips to the generous swell of my ass.
When we came up for air, Zhong licked his lips, hesitating a second before finding the courage to make his request. “I know it’s the first time you and River have been together like this, but… would you be okay with—”
I took pity on the big softie and finished his sentence for him. “I said I wanted you both, didn’t I?” I murmured, leaning in to catch the pointed tip of his ear between my teeth playfully before I sat up again. Then I looked over my shoulder at River. 
Goddess, he was beautiful. All the lean, defined grace and strength of a gymnast. His copper skin seemed to glow in the soft light coming through the window, and his thick black hair seemed made for sinking your fingers into. I followed the matching mat of shiny black hair from his chest downward, over perfect abs and to a long, thick cock, eager for my attention. Mouth watering, I forced my gaze back up to meet his smirking citrine eyes. “Do you mind?” I asked, managing to somehow make my voice sound unconcerned, like we were discussing the weather. 
His sensual lips curved up into the smirk to end all smirks. “Do I mind sinking myself into your deliciously round ass while the gargoyle somehow stuffs that granite pillar into you at the same time?” He sighed. “Oh, I suppose I could. If I must.” Then he grew slightly more serious, his hands stroking soothingly over the swell of my hips. “And don’t worry. I’m well versed and well studied in the art of anal play. I’ll take good care of you and make sure it’s good for you.”
I grinned at his playful, easy acceptance, and at his very River response. I was sure he had read every book that existed on the subject of sex, since it was a topic that interested him. And he probably took notes. 
“I think we’re good,” I told Zhong with a wink. He seemed to think that River and I would be somehow missing out on something if we didn’t make this into some slow, methodical courtship. But I think River and I were on the same page—simply thrilled to share our bodies however the opportunity presented itself. 






  
  Chapter 13

Andy


River heard the humor and acceptance in my tone. He moved closer, pressing kisses to my shoulder and back, his hands sliding from my hips, down along the top of my thighs, and back again. “Why don’t you enjoy your gargoyle while I get you ready, beautiful.” 
I hummed my approval, leaning forward to kiss Zhong. He pressed his hips up to meet me, helping me slide along his length and enjoy the glorious friction. Meanwhile, River found lube somewhere and set to work lovingly and thoroughly preparing me for the fun they had planned for me. 
I came again moments later, shuddering against Zhong, his throbbing cock still pressed against my pussy and River’s fingers sunk in my ass. “Enough,” I managed to sob though panting breaths. “Please. I’m ready. I’m good. Just fuck me already!”
That earned a deep chuckle from both of them. Then River withdrew and Zhong scooted down so he could lay flat, allowing me to lean forward a bit as he worked as much of his monster cock inside me as he possibly could. The change in position let me control how far he went, to slide on and off him without being impaled. I braced my hands on his broad chest and moaned  as I was stretched to my limit, Zhong’s cock lighting up every sensitive place inside me. 
He gripped my hips and held me still, letting out a deep groan of his own when he bottomed out inside me, his eyes closing in bliss. I knew he was doing his best not to thrust deeper and hurt me. And that knowledge just made me want more. I squeezed my muscles around him, and his eyes flew open. “Goddess,” he breathed. 
I wasn’t sure if he was calling me goddess, or praying for aid. But either way, it only spurred me to start moving again. He cupped my tits, caressed my face and neck, urging me on. 
River smoothed his hands over my back and ass, straddling Zhong’s legs as he arched over me to plant a kiss between my shoulder blades. “Are you ready for me?”
I answered by arching my back, canting my hips up toward him for better access. “Yes.”
True to his word, River was gentle and careful, slowly working his way into my ass while cooing endearments and encouragement. When he was finally seated inside me, all three of us let out a collective sigh. I felt like I might come apart at the seams, I was stuffed so full. But I never wanted it to end. 
“So fucking tight,” River moaned against my shoulder. He shifted his weight, pulling out ever so slightly, then pushing back in, making me gasp. “Goddess, Zhong.”
I knew they could feel each other through the thin barrier of my flesh. The sensation must be extra obvious when Zhong’s monster cock left so little room inside me. And River wasn’t exactly small. I was about to have my organs rearranged. And I was so here for it. 
Wiggling my hips a little, I urged them on. “Someone needs to move before I die of anticipation,” I complained. 
“River,” Zhong ground out, his deep voice dropped to subterranean levels. “You first.”
River chuckled and I could feel him grinning against my back. “We’ll find a rhythm. Take turns. You won’t hurt her, big guy. The goddess made her body to give and receive pleasure.”
What a nerd. But he wasn’t wrong. “Zhong,” I commanded in my best master voice. “I command you to stop holding back and fuck my brains out.”
He lifted a brow at me, his hands coming to rest on my hips. “Far be it from me to deny your request.” 
It didn’t take long for them to find their rhythm. And with each long, deep drag of their cocks inside me, I found it increasingly hard to breathe. Hard to control my body. I gave over control, letting Zhong take my weight and move me like a doll, unable to do anything but take all the pleasure they were able to dole out. 
At one point, River pulled me back and up, so the back of my thighs rested against the front of his, supporting me and allowing Zhong more room to thrust. We all gasped and moaned at the change in sensation, and I writhed between them as they both sank even deeper. 
River wrapped one arm around my waist and teased my breasts with the other, lightly pinching my nipple as he sank he teeth into my shoulder, buried deep inside me from behind. He held me there, shuddering, while Zhong pounded up into me, fucking us both hard and fast. 
I really did scream like a banshee. I couldn’t help it. My orgasm crashed over me with so much force the edges of my vision went black. And the waves of pleasure only increased when I felt both men swell inside me, pulsing hot as they came, filling me with their hot release. 
The entire world faded away, and I gladly let it go, lost in pure sensation.
I collapsed in River’s arms, limp as a ragdoll and gasping like a fish out of water. He caught me, but he was shaky too. Zhong supported us both as we all gently extricated ourselves from the tangle of limbs we had become. Then he scooped me up and carried me toward the bathroom, already anticipating my need for a good mop up. 
River followed, padding after us on nearly silent feet, still graceful even after all that. “What are you doing?” he protested as Zhong sat me on the edge of the clawfoot tub and started fiddling with the taps. 
I arched a brow at the shifter. “Bathing? I’m leaking buckets of come, here.”
He didn’t flinch at my blunt words. But his brow was creased in irritation. “Now? Wouldn’t you rather cuddle for a bit first?”
I frowned at him when he paced closer and ran his hand through my hair, brushing it back from my face. And off my neck, where he had left a particularly good love bite. His eyes lingered on the mark for a bit before finding my face. He seemed… agitated. 
“River?” I said, as the deliciously warm water started to fill the tub and lap against my legs. “Am I missing something here?”
He looked to Zhong as if expecting help. Then he darted a lost look around the room when the gargoyle only gave him a questioning look. “I… you don’t…” he let out a sigh, ran a hand through his tangled black hair, then drew himself up straighter, squaring his shoulders. “Right. Of course. I’m sorry. I made assumptions. I don’t always get these things right. I misinterpreted things.”
Now I was even more confused. “River,” I said firmly. “What did you misinterpret? You’ve gotta help us out here.”
He jerked his gaze up from the floor to meet my eyes. “I…” Another sigh. “I thought we might bond for a while. At least a little bit, but…” his voice turned almost mournful for a second there. “But you want to wash my scent away. So clearly, I was wrong about… what we are to each other.” He shook his head and gave me a sad smile, his voice suddenly too even and cheery. “I didn’t mean to make things awkward. I’m sorry. This was fun. Enjoy your bath.”
He turned to go, but I reached out and grabbed his wrist, while Zhong not so subtly slid to stand between River and the door. “No way,” I said, tugging him closer. “I still don’t get it. But you seem hurt, and that’s not gonna fly. This is some shifter thing, isn’t it? Get in here.”
I tugged on his arm again, urging him into the half-full tub with me. It was a bit of a tight fit, but the tub—like every other tub or shower in this gaudy house—was bigger than your usual cheap, modern Planus realm bathing arrangement. Zhong wouldn’t fit in here with us. But I was sure he’d understand. 
Once I got a reluctant River into the steamy, bubbly water behind me, I sat between his long legs and leaned back against his chest, trapping him there. Tilting my head to look up at his face, I tried again to understand what was going on. “Okay, now explain for real this time,” I told him. “And remember I haven’t the foggiest idea of anything to do with shifter sex.”
River gave a dry, self-deprecating laugh. “Of course. How short-sighted of me.” He ran a wet hand through his hair and glanced at Zhong, who plopped down to sit on the bathmat beside the tub, meaning he was still a bit above eyelevel with us.
Zhong waved away his concern. “Why didn’t you want Andy to take a bath?” he asked curiously, no judgement in his tone. 
River leaned down and ran his nose along the side of my neck and into my hair, inhaling deeply. “Because then she won’t smell like me anymore. Like us.”
I huffed a laugh. “Dude, I am not going to walk around dripping cum. That’s a bit much.”
He chuckled into my hair. “No. I know. I wouldn’t expect you to never bathe. It’s just…” He sighed. “In shifter culture, it’s fairly common to bask in the connection for at least a short time. It’s how we bond. It makes me feel closer to you, when our scents are all entwined and you smell like… well, mine.” He waved a hand as if to dismiss the weight of that statement, and his voice shifted into professor mode. “Shapeshifters don’t have every animal instinct that their animal counterpart might possess. But some impulses linger. And some, like bonding through scent, aren’t specific to any certain animal, but a general shapeshifter trait. There have been some interesting studies regarding the influence of these animalistic drives on how well shifters are able to integrate into other cultures, such as with witches or humans for example.”
I held up a hand. “Wait. That’s fascinating and all, but can we postpone the lecture for later, once we all understand what upset you and fix that.”
He ran a hand through his hair again, then looped his arms around my waist. “Yes, of course. I’m sorry.”
“You don’t have to apologize,” Zhong said softly. “Don’t apologize for who you are or what you like, River. It’s okay.”
I nodded in agreement. “Of course! I didn’t mean to make you feel bad about sharing the facts. I just want to make sure we don’t get sidetracked and forget that you were upset and that’s the important thing right now.”
He glanced between the two of us like we were some sort of interesting puzzle. “You really are wonderful,” he murmured. “Both of you.”
I shook my head. “River. Focus.”
“Right. Well. What more do you need to know?”
I mulled that over for a second. “So, you like it when your sexual partner smells like you. And you’d like to… I don’t know, bask in that for a bit after. Is that what you’re saying?”
“Yes,” he said, softly, almost shy. “I’d really like that.”
I glanced at Zhong and he shook his head. Right. He had no clue either. 
“There’s something more to it, though, isn’t there?” I prompted, squeezing River’s hand where it rested on my stomach beneath the bubbles. Zhong reached out and turned off the tap so the tub didn’t overflow while we chatted. 
River tensed behind me, but he made himself spit it out. Our shifter wasn’t a coward. And he seemed to pride himself on being forthright whenever possible. “Among my people, if you sleep with someone then immediately go wash away all traces of them… well, it simply means there is no bond between you. That it was just sex and nothing more. Which isn’t wrong. It’s fine to enjoy casual sex. It’s only… I thought perhaps we might have… more? But I’m sorry. It was foolish of me to assume that.”
Oh. 
Zhong’s expression mirrored the little tug I felt in my chest. “So just to be perfectly clear,” I said softly. “You were upset because you thought I was rushing in here to wash off because I wanted to get rid of your scent. Because that would mean I don’t feel anything for you? And that would mean what we just shared was just for funzies and no other reason?”
River shrugged. “Essentially, yes. I shouldn’t be so sensitive.”
I turned around as much as I could so I could give him a stern look. “You’re not too sensitive. But you are surrounded by a bunch of non-shifters.” I reached out a wet hand to lay my fingers along his jaw. “River. I really like you. I suspect Zhong does too.”
I shot a glance Zhong’s way, and he nodded emphatically. “I do.”
“We weren’t trying to snub you,” I continued. “I just didn’t want to drip all over the bed. It’s a problem generally, but when Zhong is involved… well,” I waved at the faintly blushing gargoyle. “You’ve seen the size of him. Things get messy.”
The shapeshifter laughed then, some of his playfulness returning. “You do have truly massive balls, Zhong. Logically it would follow…”
I elbowed River. “Don’t tease him or he’ll never share the wealth again.”
Zhong ran a hand over his face, then covered his crotch with a towel. “All that aside,” he said dryly. “River, Andy and I would never treat someone we respect as if they were just an amusement.”
I arched a brow at the gargoyle. “Oh, I think you more than respect him.”
He narrowed his yellow eyes at me. “Master, please.”
River laughed. “What you are both saying is that I was hurt for no reason. I shouldn’t have jumped to conclusions. I suppose… well, I suppose I just want so badly to be one of you, that it made me react without thinking.”
Oh, my heart. I knew there was chemistry, and friendship, and mutual attraction between us. This was definitely more than a casual fuck. But… was he saying he wanted to stay? To be part of this strange… whatever the hell it was, with the rest of us?
“Well,” I said, turning back to grab the bottle of shampoo that rested on a nearby shelf. “It’s a good thing you want to be like the rest of the weirdos around here,” I informed him airily, even though I wanted to smile so hard it hurt. “Since you’re already one of us whether you like it or not.” I held out the bottle. “Now, someone shampoo my hair. Then we can get out of the tub and roll in River’s bed, or whatever, and get nice and smelly.”






  
  Chapter 14

Ambrose


Ashiver of emotion tickled at the edge of my awareness, but I smiled softly to myself and ignored it. It wasn’t the sort of energy I devoured. If I had to guess, I’d say the absolutely unappetizing (but lovely) bursts of excitement and euphoria I sensed were coming from Andy and River. It was about time someone welcomed that sexy cat into our family the right way. 
And I wouldn’t be the least bit surprised if Zhong was with them. The gargoyle had been poorly disguising his little crush for weeks now. 
I dismissed that fun thought and focused on the tantalizing, and much more appetizing, energetic “aroma” that called to me from elsewhere in the mansion. 
I reached the door to the courtyard and saw that Dyre and Elijah were still out there practicing something to do with their linked magics. I paused near the threshold, sinking into the shadows so I wouldn’t be seen as I spied on my chillingly gorgeous redheaded lover and his handsome angel. My first impulse had been to assume the darkness calling to my boogeyman nature was coming from Dyre—or more accurately, Sunny. But no. My necromancer was relaxed and at ease, a rare smile gracing his features as he shook his head at something Elijah said. 
Ah, they were perfect for each other. And they needed this time alone to get comfortable with the new bond between them. I had no interest in interfering. Though I did linger long enough to watch them both become distracted and forget about whatever spell they were working on long enough to share a sweet kiss. 
Be still my little black heart. 
Still smiling, I left the sweet scene behind and wandered deeper into the mansion. My happiness turned slightly bittersweet as I thought how much Hasumi would have enjoyed seeing Dyre and Elijah together, laughing and happy as the two of them rarely ever were. The water elemental had wanted nothing more than for all of us here to feel loved and accepted. Hasumi had been plotting about turning us all into a family from nearly day one.  
I found Niamh and Hibiscus in one of the lesser-used parlors, where Bis had set up his own gaudy little nest of a bedroom. His “collections” decorated every spare shelf and horizontal surface. There was a shelf of various sized pinecones. One containing a bunch of rocks that called to him for whatever reason. Dried flowers. Little paper hats Zhong had folded for him during stretches of extreme boredom. A set of small antlers that had once belonged to Niamh (and how she had surprised us all when they fell off and new ones grew in!) A pile of old jewelry he’d found here and there throughout the Lovell place. The little rodent person collected anything and everything that caught his fancy. 
It sounded like he and Niamh were currently discussing their plans to convince Andy to let Bis carry weapons and accompany us if we ever went back into the other realms to help the resistance. All the gods and goddesses help them when they brought that idea to our witch. But they seemed content, so I left them to it. 
Trailing my finger along the banister of the small back servants’ stair, I sighed. In truth, I think I’d known all along the source of the fear, sadness, and despair that shivered over my awareness like a tempting lover’s caress, like a feast for the hunger inside me. I had just hoped it would fade so I wouldn’t feel so compelled to help. 
I might be a scary looking nightmare made of shadows, who fed off terror and bad dreams, but even I had things that scared me. 
I closed my eyes and felt the delicious pull of dejection and crawling anxiety. No, it wasn’t fading. If anything, it was getting stronger, calling to me, demanding that I go find it and feast. 
“Hasumi,” I said softly to the empty air around me. “Wherever you’ve gone in whatever afterlife awaits us, I hope you can hear me. You owe me for this. I expect some sort of divine cosmic miracle as a reward for my sacrifice.”
I could almost hear the water weaver’s musical laughter as I headed up the stairs. 
The waves of delicious darkness lured me up to the third floor. The only room that was really in use up here was River’s bedroom, but the energy wasn’t coming from there. I let some of the despair sink into my aura, sipping at it like a fine wine as I slowly made my way down the hallway. I could dematerialize and arrive in an instant, but if we were being honest, I was putting off the inevitable. 
Or savoring it. Yes. Let’s go with that. I was simply taking my time to savor the richness of my meal. That was all it was. 
I studied the beautiful but cold faces in the family portraits I passed, probably lesser witches or relatives the Lovells weren’t particularly fond of, since they were hidden all the way up here on the third floor. 
Strange, how witches and other humanoid creatures put so much stock in lineages and such. I had no idea how I came into being. Did I have a mother? A father? Or had I simply spawned from the shadows, the way elementals arose from their elements? I had no memory of ever being anything other than what I was now—fully grown and complete.
It hardly mattered. Now that I understood all the fuss about having a family, I was certain the one I had found here was far superior to any my birth might have shackled me with. 
Which was why I needed to hurry up and get on with it. “Stop dawdling, Ambrose,” I muttered to myself. “How have you suddenly become such a coward?”
“And why the fuck are you lurking in the shadows talking to yourself?” A smooth voice added, somehow managing to sound both sensual and unimpressed. 
I sighed and turned toward the mostly closed door on the opposite side of the hallway. “Oh, there you are!” I said with as much fake enthusiasm as I could muster. “Just who I was looking for.”
Pushing the door open, I leaned against the doorframe to regard the tiny jinn who was currently sitting on the floor in the corner of the room. I knew he was petite. But he seemed so much smaller now, lacking the fire and force of personality that usually made him seem much bigger. His posture looked casual, with one knee drawn up and an arm resting loosely on top. But I could sense emotions—at least some of them. And he was positively leaking things I wanted to lap up like a cat presented with a nice warm saucer of milk. I knew my eyes were probably glowing. I couldn’t help it. Aahil was old and powerful to begin with, and the hardship and trauma he had endured had made him into a veritable feast for a creature like myself. 
“What do you want?” he demanded, lifting his chin a notch to glare at me with those dark-lashed, honey-gold eyes. 
I slowly started to walk toward him, drawn that way without even thinking about it. Flames sparked to life along the fingers of the hand that dangled over his knee, and I paused. Oh, right. This was Aahil we were talking about here, not my dinner. 
I crossed my arms and looked down at the beautiful terror. He was all bundled up in oversized “peasant” clothes, as he called the sweatshirt and joggers he currently wore. But it didn’t do much to detract from his looks. Fire jinn were a literal incarnation of seductive fire energy, of sex and passion, after all. I didn’t think there was anything that would ever make Aahil look less than delicious. But even though it did nothing to hide his nature, I knew the outfit was a form of armor for him. He’d worn nothing but that for a long time after we retrieved him from the fucking O’Leary coven. They had nearly destroyed the man. The fucking bastards.
Ignoring the implied threat of his fire, I walked over to him and sank down to hold up the wall on the other side of him, crossing my legs, my elbows on my knees so I could rest my face in my hands. “What are you doing all the way up here?” I asked casually. As if we were just… hanging out. I glanced meaningfully around the dark, dusty room, then back at the jinn. “Doesn’t seem nearly shiny or luxurious enough for a bratty prince like you.”
He scoffed. The flames on his hand formed into a small ball, and he rolled it over his graceful fingers and back like a performer doing magic tricks. “A prince, now am I? Good to see you acknowledge my general superiority, boogeyman. You may be just a touch less dull than I thought.”
I chuckled and straightened to put a hand to my chest. “Compliments! From the Brat Prince of Snide? I feel so honored by your faint praises, your majesty.”
He narrowed his eyes at me, and the corners of his sensuous lips tensed, either with displeasure or because he was fighting the urge to do the unspeakable and laugh at my absurdity. “Go away,” he said flatly. 
I sighed. “Aahil. I know you’re suffering. I could sense it all the way on the other side of this nightmare-filled monstrosity of a house.”
He flicked his fingers, launching the little ball of fire at the far wall, where it burst into a shower of sparks and disappeared. “And?” he drawled, as if I was the most uninteresting bug to ever crawl across his path. 
“Why?” I muttered to myself. “Why do they all find this so damned attractive?”
“What are you nattering on about now, abomination?” Aahil demanded. “I didn’t come up here to listen to shadows yammer nonsense.”
I shook my head. “I was just wondering why everyone puts up with your bratty attitude. I mean, don’t get me wrong, you’re beautiful and all. I can be a bit of a pill myself. And I like a little brat taming now and then. But you make me want to wring your little neck in far less pleasant ways.”
He stared at me blankly for a beat, then his lips quirked up into a sly smile that might have been wickedly teasing… if it wasn’t so venomous. “Try it.”
I let out a surprised bark of laughter. “No thank you,” I managed, wiping at the tears in the corners of my eyes before gesturing at myself. “I might be all dark and spooky, but I’m not a masochist. Being set on fire doesn’t really appeal.”
He didn’t even so much as crack a smile. “Then why. Are. You. Here?” he said between clenched teeth, showing me his cute little fangs. 
I shrugged. “I could feel the darkness in you. It’s been a while since I had a filling snack.”
He rolled his eyes at me. “You’ve been feeding off all the other saps in this damned house for days. You’re hardly starving.”
I leaned my head back against the wall and rested my hands in my lap as I stared at the intricately detailed ceiling. “You’re right. I’m not in any danger of starvation,” I admitted. “But I think you might be in danger of snuffing out the last bit of your own spark, little flame.”
He tensed at my use of Hasumi’s nickname for him. “Fuck you.”
“Mmm,” I said easily. “Yes, yes. Bitchy jinn. Very dangerous. So scary. I’m going to start siphoning off some of that darkness for you now, okay?”
I could almost hear his teeth grinding together. But he didn’t actually object. So I opened up my aura, just a little bit more, drawing in some of the dark, heavy emotional energy that surrounded him.
“I hate that you can do that,” he said after a time, his voice nearly a whisper. 
“I know,” I replied in the same soft tone. It was too much like what Hasumi had done for him. 
But instead of feeding him lighter, more positive emotions, the way Hasumi would have, I was simply devouring the dark ones. Hasumi and I had worked really well in tandem. I kind of felt like I was missing my other half in times like this. It was a weird sensation for someone who had never relied on anyone before all this. 
Which, I realized, was probably a big part of what Aahil was feeling as well. The jinn had hated that he had to rely on Hasumi to keep him in check when his powers and his emotions were too much for him. But he had come to trust in Hasumi. He had actually liked the water weaver. Maybe loved them. Having to suddenly manage it all alone must be painful. And allowing someone like me to see and ease his struggles instead—someone he had a lukewarm relationship with at best… it had to be awful.
“I don’t hate you, Aahil,” I told him truthfully, daring a glance to the side as I continued to siphon off the worst of the darkness surrounding him. “I know I’m not your favorite person in the world. But I do want to help.”
He let his head thunk back against the wall, then rolled it to the side so his glowing gold eyes met mine. “I know.”
I thought that was all he was going to say. And that was fine. It was enough. At least he was letting me take away some of his pain. Maybe it would be enough to keep him from wanting to hurt himself. 
I was surprised when he spoke into the silence that stretched between us. “I don’t actually hate you either. Surprisingly.” Another pause. “I’m trying,” he said haltingly. “Or, I was trying. To stop pushing everyone away. To stop… being so me, I suppose.”
He looked down, his dark, red-streaked hair falling forward to hide his face, clearly mortified by his own words. “Idiot,” he muttered. “Forget I said that. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”
I braced myself and did possibly the most dangerous thing I’d done in quite some time. I scooted closer and placed my hand on his knee. “What’s wrong with you is that you just lost your lover. Your friend. And one of your biggest sources of stability and safety. Aahil, why are you hiding up here when you should be downstairs being comforted by Andy, or Zong, or… literally any of the others who are so good at loving you?”
He shook his head, his long hair still hiding his face. “Because I’m afraid, Ambrose,” he whispered, so faint I could barely make out the words. “Fucking afraid.”
“I can taste that,” I said lightly, attempting to ease his discomfort. “It’s quite delicious. But what is it you’re afraid of?”
He closed his eyes. “I’m afraid that without Hasumi, I’ll go back to how I was before,” he admitted slowly. Hesitantly. As if he really was making a concerted effort to open up to me. Astounding, given this was Aahil. “I’m afraid I’ll loose myself again, and this time I won’t be able to find my way back. I’m afraid I’ll be fine one second, and the next I’ll lose control of the fire and burn down everything and everyone I’ve come to care about.”
Oh. Well, of course. 
“You won’t,” I said evenly. 
He finally opened his eyes and lifted his head, fire sparking in the depths of his glowing eyes. “And you’re so sure of that? So sure you’re willing to risk them all? Jinn fire is nearly unstoppable when it’s truly unleashed. Would you see me burn them all to ash? Would you live with the sounds of Oleander’s dying screams echoing in your ears for eternity? Or your necromancer? I’d rather wither away and die up here alone than… than… ever hurt anyone against my will ever again.”
“Oh, jinn,” I said on an exhale, drinking even deeper from the well of pain and fear he was wallowing in, unspooling it and pulling it inside me where it was transmuted into power and vitality. Without thinking, I slipped an arm around his shoulders and pulled him in against my side. 
I was shocked when he allowed it. Even more stunned when he actually leaned into me, relaxing against my side with a little sigh that said he’d been longing for someone to hold him. Maybe for someone to keep him together, now that he feared falling apart again. 
“It’s okay,” I said, letting my shadows envelop us, hiding the jinn’s embarrassing vulnerability from the world. “I’ve got you.”
And I rested my cheek against his silky soft head as the fiery little jinn sobbed his broken heart out.






  
  Chapter 15

Aahil


Pathetic. I was absolutely pathetic. But the thought hardly held any weight for me anymore. I’d spent so much time feeling pathetic since I was imprisoned in the Bestiary. And after. The feeling had practically lost its ability to affect me. 
Hasumi was gone. Vanished into the aether in one quick burst of magic. For a day or two there, I had been stupid enough to think maybe they had survived. Maybe they had simply dematerialized or turned into vapor to escape the spell and would reform before my eyes when I was least expecting it, alive and whole, and too beautiful for this world. 
I was a fool. People died. Even nearly immortal elementals. It was a simple fact. And yet, I couldn’t seem to get past the pain that clung to me every waking moment of every day. As I sat there next to the annoying boogeyman who wouldn’t take a hint and leave me the fuck alone… the unwanted epiphany finally wormed its way inside me. 
I couldn’t just get over it, because Hasumi hadn’t been just another elemental. Just an acquaintance or an occasional fun fuck. They had helped me from the moment they met me, back before I even knew what help was. Back before I admitted I wanted to live. And they had held me together recently, too. When the fucking O’Leary bastards nearly destroyed me. It was all because of Hasumi and Andy that I was even alive right now, and in control of my own mind and powers. But this pain was more than that. 
I cared for Hasumi. Deeply. I… loved them. It turned out that was my problem. The reason I was falling apart once again. The thought washed through me, and my first instinct was to reject it. Ridiculous enough that I loved the witch. Loving and becoming attached to multiple people was just nonsense. Weakness.
But in the end, I was just too tired to fight it. Too tired of trying to keep all of my swirling emotions in check. So, I gave up. I gave in. I collapsed against the stupid boogeyman and let the feelings overwhelm me, crying so hard I feared there’d be nothing left of me but sand in the end. 
The darkness of him was comforting. Like being embraced by the shadows. Welcomed and held by my own pain and despair. It was the oddest sensation. And yet, fitting somehow. 
Sometimes I felt like there was nothing inside me but a never-ending well of darkness. But here was the one person who wouldn’t see that as a problem. And I cried even harder for that realization. For the knowledge that it wasn’t only Hasumi and Oleander I had come to care for. That it was sickeningly obvious now how much I cared for all of them. And how much it would hurt if I lost them. 
The terror inside me wasn’t only because I feared losing myself and losing control of my powers. It was because I was afraid of going through this pain again if something happened to the others. I was afraid of this horribly vulnerability that came with affection and love.
I cried until I was utterly spent. Then the embarrassment started to creep in. This was not the way an ancient fire elemental was supposed to act. I was supposed to be fury. Seduction. Heat. Enticement. Not… this soggy puddle I had become. I straightened, lifting my chin. I was stronger than this.
“There he is,” Ambrose said, his deep voice full of an annoying amount of cheer. A boogeyman should be broody. Not so… impish. “Feeling better now?”
I scoffed and tried to scoot away, but he didn’t remove his arm from around my shoulders. “Unhand me,” I said, trying to find my usual tone of command. My voice wobbled and fell flat. Damn it. 
“Don’t worry,” the boogeyman said in that same stupidly easy-going tone of voice. Like this was all just a normal occurrence and nothing utterly embarrassing had occurred here. “I won’t tell anyone how cuddly you are.” He cocked his head as if considering something. “Though I think we could probably find a better place to cuddle, if you’d like? Somewhere less… dusty.” He nodded meaningfully at the room around us. 
I ran a hand through my hair, brushing it back from my face. “Don’t be stupid. I don’t want cuddle with you.”
He just chuckled, And the deep, dark sound was oddly pleasing. “Mhm. My room or yours, firecracker?”
I made a disgusted face at him. “That is a horrid nickname. Never utter it again.”
“Mine then? Fine. See you there.” Then the annoying man winked at me and disappeared in a puff of whirling black shadows. 
“Idiot,” I muttered under my breath. I lifted the hem of my baggy sweatshirt to wipe my damp cheeks, then scrubbed both hands over my face and growled in frustration. 
Then I dematerialized and followed the stupid boogeyman.
My bare feet landed on an antique rug that covered most of the gleaming, intricately patterned hardwood. I had never seen the inside of Ambrose’s bedroom. I looked around, taking things in as I made a slow circuit of the room, running a finger over the perfectly polished wood of a fancy dresser similar to the one in my room, then sinking down to sit on his meticulously made-up bed. That was pretty much it. A dresser, the bed, a small bedside table, and a plain armchair. No knickknacks. No shiny decorations. “I like what you’ve done with the place,” I drawled. “Very… sparse. Boogeyman-chic?”
Ambrose didn’t seem offended. He just shrugged off his long black butler’s coat, making it disappear into the shadows somewhere. Then he went to a meticulously arranged drink tray on the dresser and got out a couple of glasses. He didn’t look at me as he poured the whiskey. “Sad, I know,” he said with a shrug. “But this is the first time I’ve ever even had a bedroom to speak of. I—like others of my kind, as far as I know—was always on the move. To avoid detection. Feed and move on. Endlessly. It was quite droll.” He turned and looked around the room, then shook his head, as if only now realizing how utterly boring it was. “I suppose I just don’t think about decorating.”
He crossed the room and held out one of the glasses to me. When I just arched a brow at him, he gave me a wry look. “I know it won’t last long, but maybe it will take the edge off your nerves for just a little while.”
I narrowed my eyes. “Nerves? What kind of idiotic nonsense are you going on about now?”
He just stared into my eyes with that annoying way he had, kind of like Hasumi had always done, but with more of a cocky smirk—like he knew exactly what I was feeling. What I was denying. 
“I know you’re not comfortable with intimacy. You don’t have to be nervous around me, Aahil,” he said as he sank down to sit next to me. “But I get that this level of honesty and closeness is outside your comfort zone. So, drink up. And I’ll take a few more sips of all that fear that’s gathering around you again, hmm?”
I took the glass of liquor and tossed it back in one swallow, then set it aside. “Do you have to be so sappy?” I snapped. Then I yanked my sweatshirt off over my head and tossed it aside. I wasn’t wearing another shirt underneath. Turning toward him slightly, I leaned back on my hands and gave him a sultry look, letting a little bit of my seduction magic flow through me. Letting it quiet the stupid fear that I absolutely wasn’t feeling right now. “We can just get to it,” I said in a bored tone. “You don’t have to woo me.”
He just… blinked at me. Sometimes that happened. Particularly if I turned up the magic a bit too much. But I was hardly accessing a trickle of it right now. So, he must just be captivated by my beauty. I ran a hand over my chest, drawing circles around my nipple rings, then downward, across my abs to the waistband of my joggers in a slow tease. 
Ambrose suddenly sprang into motion, reaching out to grab my wrist. I tensed, then forced myself to relax. I wanted this. It was fine. I could let him toss me around a bit if that’s what he wanted. I had been regaining bits of my sexuality here and there—with Andy, Zhong… even inexplicably with the stupid necromancer. I could do this. 
But the glow in Ambrose’s red eyes didn’t seem to be sparked by lust. He looked… angry. He set his glass of whiskey aside and turned back to me, pulling my hand away from my waistband and setting both our hands on his knee. “Aahil, no.”
I cocked my head at him, utterly confused. “No?”
He let out a long sigh and rolled his eyes toward the ceiling. “Gods and goddesses grant me patience.” Then those softly glowing red eyes met mine again. “No, Aahil. I did not bring you here so I could fuck you. I’m not… did you honestly think—what? That you need to pay me back for helping you deal with your darkness and grief?”
I glared at him and tried to snatch my hand back, but he held fast. Apparently, boogeymen were also stronger than they looked. “Of course not,” I bit out. Though, he wasn’t exactly wrong. Maybe I had thought that, subconsciously. I really was fucked up. I hated being used. So why would I turn myself into currency? “That would be stupid,” I muttered.
He arched a brow at me as if he could see the lie plain as day. “Oh? Then what was all this just now?”
I looked away. “It wasn’t only that. I just…” I groaned and flopped back to lie sideways across his meticulous bedcovers, the sudden urge swirling through me to mess up every neat thing in this barren room. Would that upset the man? Would anything ever ruffle him?
He was more like Hasumi than I wanted to admit. Both of them always so irritatingly contained! 
He finally let go of my hand and I used both palms to cover my eyes so I might survive what I was about to say. “I thought… maybe it would be nice. To forget for a while. To feel something else.” Dropping my hands, I reminded myself that I was the fire. The desert sun on hot sand. Primal heat and passion. I had no reason to be embarrassed. Ridiculous. “But, oh well,” I said with as much disdain as I could muster. Your loss.”
He nudged the side of my thigh with his knee, and I looked over to find him silently laughing at me. “Move. Lay the right way.”
I heaved an exasperated sigh, but did as I was told, flopping down again the right way on the bed, my head on one of his surprisingly nice pillows. “Happy?”
He lay down next to me and held out an arm. “Nearly. Come here.”
I growled a little and sat up. “Do I look like a dog to you? You expect me to just leap to do your bidding now? You are not my master, shadow-walker.” I was tempted to set his bed on fire. But it seemed a waste. It was really quite comfortable. Maybe I’d set it on fire later. When I was done sitting on it. 
He just stared at me, patient and unaffected. “Aahil.”
“Fine,” I sighed, flopping back down with my head on his shoulder. “Enjoy the moment while it lasts. I hear burning to death is a painful way to go.”
He just looped his long arm around me and settled me closer to his side. “Need a blanket or anything?”
I huffed. “I hate you.”
He just patted my hip. “I know.”
“The light one there,” I said imperiously, pointing at the folded throw that lay over the chair on his side of the bed. Even that was boring. Gray and white cotton. Not a scrap of color or rich fabric to be seen.
He stretched out and grabbed the stupid blanket, then spread it over us. “There,” he said happily. “Isn’t this much better than that dusty room upstairs?”
I put my hand on the center of his chest, for lack of a better option. “What is going on right now?”
The boogeyman just gave me a little squeeze. “I believe we said we were coming here to cuddle, Aahil. Comfort. That is what’s going on. Nothing more. At least… not while you’re hurting. We can definitely discuss it later, if you want. But you’re not the only one who could use a bit of a snuggle.” He sighed, his handsome face finally losing its humor and reflecting some of the sadness I felt. “I miss them too, you know.”
I pressed my face against his shoulder and muffled my frustrated groan. “Fussing. Kid gloves. Babying me like I’m some fragile flower. Is everyone in this damned mansion a complete dumb ass?”
“Aahil?” Ambrose placed the first two fingers of his free hand under my chin and tilted my head up, forcing me to look at him. His skin was inhuman. Soft and supple like midnight velvet. And yes, I wanted more of his gorgeous blue-black skin touching mine for reasons besides just boring comfort. 
“What?” I sniped. 
“Shut up and accept the comfort already,” he said firmly. Then his full lips caressed mine, just for a moment, soft and undemanding, but full of promise. “Let me help you sleep and unload some of your pain. We can talk about how badly you want me to fuck you some other time. Sound good, darling?”
I huffed, heat suffusing my face and neck. “Disgusting.”
“Shh… sleep firecracker.” 
I felt the boogeyman magic wash over me, but I didn’t fight it. He was right. I was exhausted. I hadn’t slept much at all since Hasumi’s death, too plagued by nightmares to actually fall asleep. But this man was a master of dreams—or nightmares—and I found myself slipping off into a dreamless sleep almost immediately, cradled in his oddly safe embrace. 






  
  Chapter 16

Andy


After my little interlude with River and Zhong, I dozed for a bit, the stress and burnout of running on pure nervous energy finally catching up with me. I woke up slowly, my mind still chasing the remnants of some faint dream. 
I stretched, careful not to wake the men who were sleeping beside me. My body definitely felt better, the tension from the past few days replaced with a soft, languid feeling. I turned my head to the side, taking in the view of River’s tousled black hair on my pillow. He was curled on his side next to me, one arm flung over my waist, his handsome face looking so sweet and relaxed in his sleep. Zhong was lying on his back behind the shifter, taking up most of my oversized bed as he snored faintly. The soft rumbling sound made me smile. 
My heart still ached at Hasumi’s loss, but here was the proof that no matter how much that loss hurt, I was still so amazingly blessed by the goddess. I didn’t know what I’d ever done to earn so much love and support from such amazing people. But I needed to stop taking that blessing for granted. 
I rubbed absently at my wrist a few times before I stopped staring all googly eyed at the beautiful men in my bed and realized what the tingling sensation in my wrist really meant. The unsettled feeling that lingered in my aura and settled in my chest wasn’t all due to my own grief. 
Silently cursing my own stupidity, I slowly sat up. I had been so obsessed with burying my own pain and stress in my research and spellwork that I had become selfish. I wasn’t the only one who loved Hasumi. There was certainly someone who had loved them just as much as I did. And who had needed them even more. 
I carefully slipped out from under River’s arm, trying my best not to wake him. He huffed in his sleep and rolled over, immediately curling up against Zhong instead. The gargoyle reached over to gently ruffle River’s shiny hair, then cracked his eyes open enough to look at me. 
I made a dismissive gesture, urging him to go back to sleep. “Aahil,” I mouthed. 
Zhong nodded and closed his eyes, settling in to go back to sleep. I went and quickly pulled on some clothes. Just as I finished dressing up, River started to shimmer. His magic rippled over him, and he seamlessly transformed into a big, sleek black jaguar, still curled up against Zhong’s side. Still completely asleep. 
Zhong didn’t open his eyes. He just lifted a hand and gave the big cat some sleepy scratches at the back of his neck. River started purring like a giant house cat and snuggled even closer to the gargoyle as they both relaxed back into sleep. 
“That’s so ridiculously fucking cute,” I breathed to myself. 
Then I shook my head and quietly left the room to find my jinn. 
Aahil was hurting. Of course he was. He was probably so afraid without Hasumi there to help him manage his overwhelming emotions and keep his power in check. And I had completely ditched him to wallow in my own pain and fear. I could feel him now, along the thread of our magical bond, and I berated myself for not checking on him sooner. 
I knew he had the propensity to turn his anger and pain toward himself when he was upset. But he had seemed to be doing okay the last couple of days. Or, as okay as any of us were. I should have checked in on him though. He had a bad habit of pretending he wasn’t falling apart inside when in reality he was in shambles. I felt like a terrible partner, and now I was talking myself into a panic, afraid he was going to hurt himself like he had threatened to so many times before. 
I turned my focus inward and followed that faint sense of him, surprised when it led me to one of the last places I would have ever expected. Ambrose’s room. The door wasn’t fully latched, so I tiptoed over and pushed it open just a bit wider to peer inside, not sure what I would find. 
Ambrose’s red eyes met mine from where he lay on his bed, with a small blanket-covered bundle lying half on top of his chest. I took in the sight and my chest swelled with a bittersweet feeling of relief and love. “Is he okay?” I whispered when the blanket-covered jinn didn’t stir. 
Ambrose gave me a soft smile. “Sleeping,” he whispered back. 
Of course. If there was one person left in this messed-up house who could ease his pain and make him rest, it was Ambrose. The man literally devoured nightmares. “Thank you,” I whispered, knowing the words didn’t do my feelings justice. It was… Goddess, it was such a warm, safe feeling, knowing that no matter what, everyone in our odd little family had each other’s backs. 
Ambrose lifted his free hand to crook a finger at me, beckoning me inside. I smiled and snuck in, easing the door closed behind me. Then I carefully settled onto the bed beside Aahil, curling myself around him in the big spoon position. 
The jinn sighed in his sleep and snuggled his face more securely into Ambrose’s shoulder, while simultaneously wiggling his butt closer to me. I chuckled softly and managed to get the edge of the blanket free so I could slip underneath and soak up the heat radiating off the fire elemental. 
“Stop wiggling around,” he murmured, his sultry voice heavy with sleep.
“I’m sorry I’m late,” I said softly, nuzzling my face into his silky hair.
He huffed, and I knew if he was sitting up and more awake, he’d have his nose in the air and his haughtiest expression on. “I don’t know what you’re blathering about witch. Shut up.”
I chuckled again. He knew exactly what I meant. “Love you, jerk.”
He gripped my hand under the covers, where it lay on his stomach and gave it a squeeze. “Gross. Less talking, more sleeping.”
I snuggled into him, meeting Ambrose’s gaze over the top of his head. The boogeyman grinned and kissed the top of Aahil’s head. “Yes. I was much enjoying my cuddle, witch. Don’t you dare ruin it with your awful affection.”
Aahil snorted. I rolled my eyes. And we all began to relax.
A sudden storm of alarm erupted inside me and raced through my aura, making me jerk upright with a yelp. 
Ambrose and Aahil sat up too, though much more slowly, to stare at me—Ambrose with concern, Aahil with irritation. 
I groaned and tried to tone down the magic flowing through me as I scrambled off the bed. “The wards,” I muttered. “The fucking wards are going crazy.”
“I’ll—” Ambrose started. Aahil vanished from sight in a shower of sparks, and he paused before continuing his sentence, “go check things out,” he said dryly. Then he also dematerialized, both of them off to see what was going on. 
“Fuck,” I muttered as I hurried toward the door. It must be nice to be able to just poof off to wherever the hell you wanted on a second’s notice. I had to huff and puff my way down a couple flights of stairs, damn it. 
The others joined me along the way. They weren’t as intimately tied to the house’s security as I was, but they were all tied to me, in one way or another, which let them sense when there was a problem. And there was a huge problem. 
An intruder was standing in the middle of the grand entry. Bella. But she wasn’t alone. A man knelt on the marble floor in front of her with his hands tied behind his back. Her hand was fisted in his hair and she held a knife to his throat. 
“Bella? What the hell?” I demanded, finishing my descent and coming to a halt with the others in a ring around my crazed-looking sister. 
Her wild eyes darted around the room, then came back to rest on me, and I saw burning fury there. “It’s time to stop hiding, little sister,” she snarled. “I need your help.”
I crossed my arms over my chest and glared at her. “My help? You need a long stay at a fucking insane asylum. Why in the realms did you just blast through my wards dragging along an enemy?” The only reason the wards would react so strongly in alarm was if someone with harmful intent tried to cross the barrier. So, this guy was either SA or cult. And the only way he had been able to actually get into the pocket world was because someone of Lovell blood had brought him in. 
I was fuming. How dare she violate my sanctuary this way? And now that he was inside the wards, how would that affect their ability to keep others of his kind out? “You’d better fucking explain yourself in the next five seconds,” I growled, “or you’re dead.”
She sneered at me. “As dead as Junaid? As dead as your pretty little elemental? For once in your life, stop being so fucking stubborn and listen to me!” Her voice rose to a shout before she got a grip again and spoke in a tone of forced civility. “I need to know what’s in his head. Now. I know your people can find out. And then you can help me stop this shit once and for all.”
I arched a brow at her. “You’re here because you think one of us can read minds? And you are still insisting that I get involved in your stupid, dangerous schemes? After both of us have lost so much? Are you absolutely fucking insane?!”
She narrowed her eyes at me. The only feature we really had in common. “Oleander Lovell,” she snapped. “I saved your petulant ass from the whims of our coven. I have protected your secrets while you hide here like a spoiled child in your little fantasy world. But I will not let Junaid’s death go unavenged. He will not have died for nothing!”
The man she was holding whimpered and a thin trickle of blood dripped down his throat where her knife had apparently slipped during her rage. “You will help me, little sister. Or I will slit this maggot’s throat right here and now and use the blood magic our dear parents forced me to learn when I was ten years old to bring down every last one of your wards.” She grinned. “One way or another, you are going to come out of hiding and end this evil.”
I gaped at her. “Are you fucking threatening me right now? In my own home?” 
She growled, clearly completely out of patience with me. “In our home, Oleander. The one I fucking gave up so I could live on the run while you were well taken care of. The mansion you lounge in while the world falls apart because you can’t be fucking bothered to lift a finger. My home, which I would have inherited by right if I hadn’t given it to you. I will level it. I might not be as clever as you are with your magic. My well might not be big enough or my mind flexible enough to create or destroy an entire pocket world by myself. But I doubt you want to live here in a smoking pile of rubble.”
I glared at her. “Fuck you.”
She glared back and tightened her grip on her captive. “Five.”
“You won’t do it,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest and acting like I wasn’t the least bit concerned. 
“Four,” she snarled.
“Andy,” Zhong said softly, “Maybe we should—”
“Shut up!” we both snapped at him in unison, neither one of us looking away from the other. 
“Three,” Bella bit out, bracing the knife more firmly against her victim’s throat. 
“If you kill him, you won’t get information,” I said dryly. 
“Two,” she warned. 
I rolled my eyes. “If ruin our sanctuary you definitely won’t get any fucking help from me.”
“One,” she whispered. 
“Go to hell,” I snapped. “I’m sure mom and dad are waiting for you with open arms!”
“Zero.” She moved without hesitation, slitting the guy’s throat with one vicious motion and reaching for her magic in the next instant. 
I blinked, feeling a little disoriented. 
“Two,” Bella warned.
River was somehow standing between us. “Stop it. Both of you just stop acting like bratty kids fighting over a toy and listen to yourselves! You’re both acting like complete assholes, and I know both of you well enough to know that’s not who you are.” 
He glanced my way and lifted an eyebrow. “Especially you, Oleander.”
“One,” Bella whispered. 
I rolled my eyes. “Oh, fucking fine! I’ll listen to whatever bullshit she has to say. But that’s it.” I pointed at Bella in warning. “I’m not agreeing to fight your stupid war for you.”
Bella yanked on her captive’s hair, dragging him to his feet. “Up.” 
I shook my head at her and gestured toward the kitchen. I didn’t want to do this shit in there, but there were herbs there, and the floor was marble, like out here, easier to mop up blood than the other rooms that had rugs or hardwood. “Fucking bullshit,” I muttered as I stomped off, leading the way. 
But under all my bluster was adrenaline and sheer panic. I recognized the sensations of River’s time jumping. If he had intervened, that probably meant things had gone horribly wrong the first time around. Or maybe the first few times around. I would have to ask him about it later. But one thing was clear. I couldn’t trust my sister. Not if what I suspected was true and she really had attempted to destroy our sanctuary. 
“Goddess fuck my life,” I muttered to myself. “I knew this whole fucking day was too good to be true.”






  
  Chapter 17

Andy


Ifilled the kettle with water and set it to heat, then went to get down mugs and teas, surreptitiously slipping a few spell amplifying ingredients into my pocket as I went—just in case. Meanwhile, everyone gathered into the oversized kitchen, making the space feel cramped. And I did my best to ignore the captive cultist my sister was dragging around. 
When I was done puttering, and I thought I could at least somewhat control my facial expressions and not let every stray thought show on my face, I took my steaming cup of tea and went to sit at the table. 
Bella was glaring at me with a mutinous expression. Every single other person in the room wore a guarded mask, probably wondering if the two of us were going to kill each other. 
“Are you done now?” Bella demanded. “We don’t have time for you to play fucking games and fuss over your teabags, Oleander. There is a war going on. Every second you dither and delay more people die.”
I huffed. “You overexaggerate. What is it this time—did someone try to kidnap the magic counsel’s secretary or something?”
She snarled at me, like a freaking animal. “Haven’t you been reading the letters and news clips I’ve been sending you? Are you really so petty that you are content to sit here on your fat ass and do nothing?”
Weak. The fact that she thought taking a jab at my body was a way to insult me just showed how little she knew about me. I just smiled blandly while everyone around me bristled, wondering who would be the first one to snap and put her in her place. 
I raised an eyebrow when Dyre slowly crossed the room to stand before her, ignoring the captive that knelt at her side. I was a little surprised it was him rushing to defend my honor, honestly. He wasn’t usually one to react to such basic taunts. But then the soft caress of dark magic rippled in the air, and it made perfect sense. The voice that emanated from the necromancer wasn’t his own. It was the eerie, multi-layered voice of ancient evil. He leaned down and put himself at eye level with my stupid sister, his eyes gone entirely black. 
“Attempt to insult or disrespect my witch again, mortal, and I will tear your soul screaming from your body and devour it slowly, bit by agonizing bit. Then we will resurrect your corpse and ensure it is violated in every possible way while the last remaining remnant of your being watches on in horror.” He smiled, slow and gentle, his gaze never wavering. “I can make the process last for centuries.”
Bella blinked up at him, her face losing all of its color. I thought for a second there she might actually faint. But of course, she was cut from the same stubborn cloth that I was. She cleared her throat, swallowed, and tried to straighten her spine. But she still looked a bit like she was cowering. 
“Call off your monster,” she demanded, not looking at me, her voice cracking a bit at the end. 
Sunshine straightened and reached out to gently trace a long, cold finger along her cheek. “Why does everyone insist on believing we obey Oleander? She does not control me. She does not control any of the creatures in this room, foolish, foolish little witch. You would do well to remember that when you are making your demands.”
Then he turned and strolled over to the counter to get himself a cup of tea. 
I gave my sister a look meant to convey my supreme lack of fucks over whether or not Sunny and Dyre carried out their threats against her. “You were saying?” I said drolly as I took a sip of my tea. Ah, that was the stuff. A blend meant to enhance energy and focus… with just a touch of Ambrose’s psychedelics added to it, of course. I needed something strong to get me to relax before I cracked a tooth from clenching my jaw so damned hard. 
Bella huffed. Her captive had started to edge away from her while she was distracted, but she yanked him closer, repositioning her dagger at his throat. “Everything has gone to hell out there while you hide here in your little bubble,” she said in a somewhat more civil tone of voice. “The cult’s attacks have escalated to bigger and bigger targets. They’ve completely taken over a handful of smaller cities in Magea. The S.A. is no help. They fight them, but they don’t give a single fuck about the civilians and innocents that get caught in the crossfire. And you would know all of this if you were paying any attention to the information I’ve been sending you!”
I rolled my eyes. “I told you I didn’t want to be involved. Your stupid hero complex already cost us all someone we loved.”
She shook her head at me. “I know that. I’m not an idiot. I heard you loud and clear the last time we were together. Which is why I haven’t asked for your help since then. But we are losing, Andy. They are always one step ahead of us. They have too many spies, too many magical artifacts, and no moral compass to hold them back.”
She shook her captive by his hair like a dog with a tasty bit of prey. “But I finally caught one. This bastard is part of the inner circle, or close enough. I know they are planning to target somewhere big. Maybe even the heart of Magea. And this grub knows the details!”
I sighed. “And you couldn’t just torture information out of him yourself?” I said tiredly. She certainly seemed capable of something so disgusting. 
She narrowed her eyes at me, her gaze full of desperation and manic light. “I could. But it wouldn’t be enough. We aren’t enough. The rebels are growing in number every day, and we are devoted to stopping this madness before it spreads even further. But the truth is, they are stronger.
Some of the anger flowed out of her and she seemed to deflate a bit at the admission, a little something like grudging resentment filling her voice. “The cult and the SA have been in a race to collect old magical artifacts. And somewhere along the way, the cult has found a way to enslave magical beings. Every time they take over a city, they come out of the attack with even more soldiers. Slaves who do whatever they are told to do. The supremacists keep multiplying, Andy. The only way we have any chance of winning is with your help.” She gave me a pointed look. “But you are going to have to drop some of your naive, sheltered morals. There is no talking. There is no peaceful resolution. The only thing these people will ever respect is power and force. Domination on a scale only you and your people can carry out.”
I rubbed the center of my forehead, where a dull headache was starting to turn into a full-fledged throb. She was right. I was being a selfish coward. And yet…
I could still feel the ghost of Hasumi’s touch, the faint memory of what their energy felt like attached to mine, like a phantom limb after an amputation. My chest constricted and I felt like I couldn’t get enough air. 
What would the water weaver say? That I was letting my fear and pain cloud my judgement? That we couldn’t just let two entire realms fall to supremacist rule simply because I was terrified of losing another limb… another chunk of my heart? Or would they caution me to protect our precious, hard-won little family at all costs, even if it meant letting the world burn?
“What do you expect us to do with him?” I asked her, stalling for time. Time to make a decision I didn’t want to make. Time before I was forced to become someone I never wanted to be. “Why not just torture the information out of him first, then come here. Why bring him with you?”
She nodded along as I spoke. “That certainly would have been easier. But I was afraid you wouldn’t believe me. I thought maybe if you heard it direct from the source, you’d be more motivated to do something.” Then she shrugged. “Besides, I thought maybe one of your harem members might be able to get the information more efficiently. And I was kind of in a hurry trying not to be caught when I grabbed him.”
The captive in question finally spoke. His voice was so full of scathing disapproval and condescension, he could have been one of our long-lost family members. “You’re both going to die anyway, traitorous scum. You’ve defiled your bloodline, betrayed the natural order of things by siding with beasts. Witches will rule the realms, the way we were always meant to do! We will—”
His monolog was cut short when Bella let go of his hair long enough to smack him in the back of his head—hard. She used his distraction and his outraged gasp to jam the blade of her dagger between his teeth. “Shut the fuck up, Numb Nuts.”
Niamh chuckled dryly. “If there was ever a doubt she’s related to you, I think that just proved your connection.”
I narrowed my eyes at the fae. “Shut up.”
If I had any qualms about torturing the guy, they were rapidly dwindling after that little dumb-assed rant. I glanced around the room, considering. Then I met my jinn’s golden eyes. “Possession?” I asked him evenly. I hated to ask it of him. I didn’t want him to ever again have to use his powers the way my ancestors and the fucking O’Leary coven had forced him to do.
He jiggled his head from side to side, considering. “That could work, yes. But the thing about possessing someone is that while I can force access to their memories, it’s a bit messy. Jumbled. And it will only show me what they remember happening around them. Sometimes it can be inaccurate, because knowledge is more than just what a person sees or hears. It also involves thought. Reasoning, drawing conclusions, all of that.” He waved a hand. “I can do it, but there might be better ways.” 
He grinned, slow and wicked, his eyes not leaving mine, but his words clearly for our captive. “Like regular old fashioned physical torture, for example. It has the added benefit of being quite fun. Oh, the things I can do to a body with various applications of fire….”
I fought the urge to chuckle at his blatant attempt to scare the fuck out of the cultist. 
A warm hand landed on my shoulder, drawing my attention up and to my side. Ambrose’s soft, closed-lipped smile was far less bloodthirsty than Aahil’s, but far, far scarier somehow. His deep voice was soft and pleasant, his demeanor that of a polite and helpful butler. “I have a better idea. If I may?”






  
  Chapter 18

Andy


Sometimes I forgot that I was technically surrounded by creatures that many would call monsters. 
Not all of my lovers were terrifying, of course. But given the right context… well, I could see any one of them starring as the predator in a human horror novel, is all I’m saying. 
The poor cultist. He probably thought we were sparing him. Goddess was he ever wrong. 
I stood back against the wall by the door, my face clearly showing what I thought of torture. We had dragged the cultist guy out to the center of the courtyard, on the grass, where blood and bodily fluids wouldn’t be an issue. Outside, where the lingering energetic echoes of pain and suffering would be easier to cleanse. 
And Bella made sure to explain these reasons to the jerk who had chosen the wrong side of this little conflict for world domination. I think he might have wet himself a little. 
Dyre busied himself sharpening his athame, which was soaked with obvious dark energy. He positioned it carefully next to a bunch of other weird implements on a metal tray he’d found in the basement. And no, I didn’t want to think about how it fit his purposes so well or what my family had used it for, once upon a time. 
Niamh was busy expertly tying the man’s arms and legs to a chair. He didn’t struggle, didn’t cry out or beg for mercy—because Aahil was currently possessing him, making him sit still like a nice, helpful little victim. 
“This is so fucked up,” I muttered. 
Elijah came to stand beside me and wrap an around my shoulder, tucking me in against his side. “You don’t have to watch,” he said gently. 
I huffed, glancing up into his troubled blue eyes. “You don’t either,” I reminded him. If anyone was going to hate this, it was the guy who could sense soul energy.
But Elijah just shook his head. “No, I need to bear witness.”
And I felt the same way. If I was going to be an accomplice to something as awful as torture, then I was damned well going to stand here and suffer the consequences of my moral failings. I wasn’t going to hide inside behind the mansion walls while terror was acted out in my name, the way my family had loved to do. 
Zhong took up position behind the captive, shirtless and rippling with muscle in a clear reminder that there would be no escape, no running away, even if the witch somehow found a way to outsmart the magic users around him. Bella and the others circled the chair, forming a ring of security and judgement. 
“All set,” Dyre announced, running a finger lovingly over the sharp implements one last time. 
“Aahil,” Ambrose said with a congenial smile as he stepped up next to the metal tray and picked up a pair of pliers. “You may come out now. We’re ready to begin.”
Aahil appeared on Dyre’s other side, releasing the cultist from his possession. “This is going to be so much fun,” he said in a breathy voice that almost sounded lustful. He lifted a hand, and flames danced along his fingers. “Brand, please.”
I watched with a churning stomach as Dyre easily handed Aahil a swirling piece of metal attached to a handle… like a stamp. 
The cultist came back to life, now that he had control of his own body. He blinked blearily a time or two. Then the yammering started. 
First it was threats. How we wouldn’t get away with this. How he had been spelled not to recall pertinent information anyway. How we would all regret our actions when the cultists took over, yadda, yadda. 
Ambrose just ignored him and stepped closer, head tilted as he inspected the point of his dagger, pressing it against the gloved finger of his opposite hand. “You have a beautiful voice,” he purred, finally looking at the man. “I’ll enjoy hearing more of it.”
He leaned in and set the tip of the dagger against the man’s chest, parting the fabric with a careful downward swipe, then slowly, carefully dragging the tip of the dagger in a circle round his stomach. He didn’t draw blood, but the threat was implicit.
“Please,” the man began to beg. “I don’t know anything. I swear. Please don’t do this.”
Witch magic flared as the man tried to prepare a spell, but Bella already had a suppression spell on him, and it wouldn’t have done any good anyway. He was way overpowered by the beings around him. 
Ambrose’s dark aura swelled as his grinned widened. “Yes,” he purred in his dark velvet voice, leaning closer to the witch, so he could murmur in his ear. “Sing for me, darling.”
Tendrils of blackness curled around the boogeyman, and reached outward, sliding up the witch’s legs. His eyes widened and he began to squirm, trying desperately to escape the creature before him. “No. What the fuck are you? Ah!”
The knife pressed to his belly, a shroud of blackness began to swirl around the circle of tormentors, and I looked away. 
Then the screaming started. 
The man screamed and cried until his voice as broken and hoarse, begging us to stop. And eventually begging us to kill him. Promising us anything we wanted if we would just make the pain end. 
His screams grew weaker as he tired, as he was drained of life force and of the will to live. Eventually he was reduced to broken whispers and gasps, little sobs between moments of babbling insanity. And all the while, Ambrose whispered questions. Kept a running commentary on how much fun they were having together. 
Bella stepped in a time or two to whisper in Ambrose’s ear, and the boogeyman changed his inquiries accordingly, until he told us everything. All we needed to hear and more. 
“Fucking finally,” I said on a heavy sigh, rubbing my temples as the harsh breathing and pleading stopped. “Goddess, I have a headache.”
Elijah patted my back. “That was rough. But, better than the alternative, I suppose.”
We both looked on as Ambrose drew back his darkness, leaving the cultist tied to a chair in the sunshine in the middle of the courtyard. Bella was still standing next to Ambrose, but everyone else had taken a seat at some point in the proceedings. River was in jaguar form, curled up under a shrub taking a nap. 
I shook my head at the guy’s ability to sleep through all that racket. 
Ambrose straightened his jacket and held out an arm to me as I went to join him. He pressed a soft kiss to the side of my head and gave me a sideways hug. “Will that suffice, lovely witch?”
I nodded. “I suppose. But I’m not entirely sure he wouldn’t have preferred real torture.”
I glanced at the cultist who sat there crying in the afternoon sun, completely unharmed. 
“Oh, it certainly seemed real enough to him, at the time,” Ambrose assured me with a shark-toothed grin. 
I shuddered, recalling the time we had all been caught up in one of Ambrose’s nightmares when he was first freed from the bestiary. It had absolutely felt real. And it had almost killed a couple of us… 
But this I could live with, much better than knowing that my lovers had just sliced up some guy for funzies. 
Bella shook her head in awe. “That was insanely effective,” she marveled. “And not a drop of blood wasted.”
I didn’t exactly love the little spark of greed I saw in her eyes when she looked at Ambrose, but I didn’t comment. 
The cultist finally caught his breath and lifted his head, blinking stupidly at the circle of people around him. Some of whom were only just now rousing themselves from their seats in the grass. “What…” He muttered, his voice still hoarse from all that screaming. “How…” he looked down at himself, his eyes widening. “I was bleeding. There was so much pain. I… how?”
Ambrose winked at him. “Contrary to your beliefs, little boy, witches are not the supreme race, and they never will be. You might think yourselves mighty. But you are mere children compared to some of the other beings around you. Remember that.”
“Did we get everything we need?” I asked Bella tiredly.
She nodded. Then she cut a look toward the captive. “We’ll talk more once we get rid of that.”
“What are you going to do with me?” the cultist asked, confusion creasing his brow. He was probably wondering why we’d go to the trouble of avoiding physical torture, only to go ahead and kill him afterward.
Aahil popped out of existence for a little trip to the Lovell vault. Then he returned in a shower of sparks that was a bit excessive compared to his usual flare. The strap of a messenger bag was draped across his chest, the bag concealing the amplifying artifact resting at his hip. 
“Okay,” he said with a grin, “Off we go.” 
He grabbed hold of the cultist’s still bound arm and they both disappeared with a wash of heat and magic. 
I shook out my hands, trying to get rid of the full body tingles that wave of amplified magic had caused. “I will never get used to that.”
Bella tilted her head at me. Clearly, she had felt the backlash of amplified magic, but I didn’t think it was as intense for her. I wasn’t about to explain to her all about my bonds with the people around me. I wasn’t entirely sure I trusted her with the information. 
Aahil returned in seconds, but this time, the wash of magic wasn’t as intense. The messenger bag was gone, restored to its place in the vault. 
“All done,” he said smugly. “Our new friend is currently trying to work his way out of his restraints… somewhere in the far reaches of the Magean jungle, on the eastern side of the globe, as far away from the heart as possible. 
I chuckled. If the guy was currently there, he was about as far away from the heart—the center of the Magean city of Hearthfire, where the Lovell mansion had once stood, and the main hub of magical government—as he could possibly be. Even if he managed to get himself untied before something ate him, he wouldn’t be rejoining his cult friends until it was far too late for him to be of any help. 
But my amusement was short lived. He had spilled everything he knew. And Bella was right. The cult had amassed enough power and knocked down or infiltrated enough of the SA. They planned to attack the heart and take over the government and the Alliance’s police force. Soon. 
Wars in the magical world were different than those in the human world; they weren’t won with numbers, they were won with power. And the cult had enough magical tricks up their sleeves now to win this war. The moment the Alliance was eliminated or completely taken over from the inside, the cult would be the ones with all the power, and there would be no organized force strong enough to stop them. It would snowball from there, with the strong magic users who chose to fight back lacking the organization—and the ruthlessness—it would take to be effective.  
As Bella led the group back inside to discuss what the hell we were supposed to do with this knowledge, I reached down and ran my hand over River’s soft black jaguar head. He nudged me gently and I took his cue, moving to a bench off the side of the main path. 
“Shift back,” I demanded. 
He gave me a little rumbly noise somewhere between a purr and a whine, but I just gave him an impatient stare. Now wasn’t the time to enjoy playing with the overgrown cat. And I was pretty sure he was just hiding in this form to avoid having to interact with Bella anyway. 
He sighed and transformed back into a human shape. I raked my eyes up the length of his beautiful, lithe, copper-skinned form, and forced myself to focus on more important things than licking him. “What happened?” I bit out, crossing my arms over my chest to avoid the temptation to touch. “Earlier. When she first got here. I know you used your magic.”
He gave me a wry little smile that told me he knew what I was thinking about his looks. But he did me the favor of retrieving his pants from under a bush and tugging them on, so we could focus on my question.
He didn’t pretend not to know what I was talking about or try to shield my feelings. He simply told me the truth. “She made her demands and her threat. You, in your infinite and usually adorable, stubborn way, refused to be told what to do. She ripped down the wards using your blood connection and essentially killed us all.”
I stared at him in silence for a few seconds, processing. I had suspected something like that, of course. Otherwise, why would River have had to alter time? But still, the confirmation hurt. 
“We can’t trust her,” I said flatly. 
I had held onto my suspicions, told myself not to trust too easily just because she was my sister. But damn it, I had really hoped I was wrong. I had really hoped that being a Lovell didn’t automatically make us all evil bitches.
He sighed and ran a hand over his face. “Should you trust her blindly? No.” He lifted his citrine gaze to mine. “I’ve known Belladonna longer than you have. As an adult, at least. I’ve worked with her and the rebels for quite a long time, while you’ve hardly had any time to get to know her.” He shrugged. “It’s not a matter of whether or not you can trust her. As with most people, it’s more a matter of what you can trust her for and to what degree.” 
I frowned at him in confusion, and he took my hand, willing me to understand. “Bella is serious and driven. She’s very passionate about what she believes in. Very much like you in some respects. You also get really fired up when you think something isn’t right. She isn’t some terrible, evil person. But she learned at a young age that it is acceptable to make sacrifices to achieve your goals. She’s ruthless, when she has to be. And… I think Junaid tempered that side of her, balanced her out a little bit. He was the softer side of the duo. Now that he’s gone, I think maybe her moral compass has shifted a little off center.”
I shook my head. “I lost someone too, but it didn’t make me into a raving, heartless psychopath! Don’t make excuses for her.”
He just gave me a sad look. “No. You’re right. Losing Hasumi didn’t send you into a murderous rage. But as much as you loved them, it is different. For starters, you only had a short time to get attached. Bella has been with Junaid since she was a teenager. He has been the one sense of security and love in her life. Losing him, she lost everything, Andy. I know it’s not fair to make comparisons like that, but you are still surrounded by people who love you, while she is essentially alone. Oh, she has her rebels and her acquaintances in her cause. But she’s a very closed off person. From what I’ve seen, she has no actual close connections the way you do.” He shrugged. “You and the others had each other to lean on to get you through your grief—remember the ceremony we did? All the time we’ve spent comforting each other and just being there together through it. I’m sure she had nothing like that to help her survive the day her world fell apart. All she has now is this cause.”
He gave me a wry look. “And… you and Bella have different personalities. Different ways of coping. Her way is to rage and fight on. Your way….”
I sighed. “My way is to hide in a pocket world where the chances of anything bad happening to the people I love ever again is much, much less than if I were to run off into a magical war and drag them along with me.”
His chiseled lips curved up into a sad smile. “It doesn’t make you weak, you know. You love them. And you are more of a protector than an avenger. It’s your big heart that makes you who you are. Not everyone is so lucky.”
I huffed. “Us,” I said evenly. 
He tilted his head. “I don’t follow?”
I squeezed his hand. “You said I want to protect ‘them’ because I love them. You didn’t include yourself in that statement.”
He widened his eyes at me as that sank in. “Should I?”
I chuckled and leaned in to brush a kiss across his lips, which he eagerly returned. “It’s early days for us still, maybe, but yes… I think you should.”
He smiled against my lips, then pulled back a bit to press a kiss to my forehead. “Us, then. You reacted the way you have because you want to protect us. Because you love us. And we love you too.”
I probably had the goofiest look on my face. Luckily, there was no one there to witness it but River. 
But the levity faded as my thoughts returned to what he was saying about my sister. “So, she’s lonely, bitter, and hurt. And she learned from my parents—and from living on her own once she escaped them—that sometimes you have to break a few eggs to make an omelet. While I’m just a big softie with morals who doesn’t understand being a jerk.”
He quirked a brow at me. “Essentially, yes.”
“And the answer to my question about whether or not we can trust her is ‘that depends.’”
He huffed a laugh. “Essentially.”
I tried to realign my black and white thinking. You’d think after all I’d seen and done the past few months. After all the varied discussions I’d had with my lovers about right and wrong, good and evil, that I’d understand the real world was all drawn in shades of gray. But sometimes I slipped back into old thinking patterns. 
“We can trust her to put the cause first,” I muttered. “Over everything, up to and including the people around her. We can trust she does want the cult gone and the SA to be either destroyed and replaced or fixed so people are safe. But we can’t trust her to play by the rules.” I sighed. “I can’t trust her to think like I do. I can’t trust her to keep me or any of my people safe while we help her save the day.”
He nodded. “That is my assessment, yes.”
I closed my eyes and let one more fucking challenge sink into my brain with all the others we were facing. “Can I trust her to do what’s right after this whole thing goes down?” I whispered. “Because what will she do when she no longer has this big cause to focus her obsession?”
“Three times,” he said softly. “It took me three tries. I reversed time and reset the world three times to save us all from her desperation and anger. It took a lot of magic. But I did it. I will be by your side. And I will keep a very close eye on Belladonna Lovell, especially once the fighting is over.”
That helped. Even if River’s powers were limited, they were astounding. He had the ability to divert disaster if it came to that—as long as we were alert and ready for it when it came. As long as it was something he could fix in a limited window of time. 
But first, we had to survive long enough to win a war. 






  
  Chapter 19

Bis


River knew I was in his backpack. 
I was supposed to stay home where it was safe. Momma would be really mad when she realized I was hitchhiking. But I was sick of always being left out of things. Just because I was small didn’t mean I was a baby. I think Andy forgot, sometimes, that I was probably just as old as she was… maybe even older, since no one knew exactly when I was created. I could have been down in that lab for a decade before she was even born. 
And also, just because I was little didn’t mean I was stupid. In fact, the Lovells who made me probably wanted their man-made familiars to be the smartest creatures on earth. So they probably made sure I had above average intelligence. They wouldn’t bother to create anything unless they could brag about their invention being the best. I needed to be here, just in case.
I knew how to hide. I knew how to keep myself out of physical danger. But what if Andy needed me? I was her familiar, after all—even if she refused to learn about our bond and all the amazing things we could do together. It was my job to make sure she had the ability to access magic in a way no witch without a familiar ever could. If there was an emergency, I would be here for her.
Even though she was lifebonded to the necromancer, and she had all these partly-formed bonds with others, that didn’t make me useless. They couldn’t help her see the things their eyes and senses couldn’t see. Like the crack in the wards holding the pocket world together. If it wasn’t for me, Andy wouldn’t have noticed that until it was too late. I had saved everyone. And yet they told me to stay behind while they went off to battle. As if I was a useless kid, when maybe it would be me who saved them. Again.  
Maybe if I’d been with them the last time they went out, Hasumi would still be alive. 
“Stop squirming,” River breathed, so quiet no one else could hear him. We were at the back of our group, carefully creeping down alleys and into the center of Hearthfire—the heart of the magical community. A small group of rebels had portaled in with us, on the outskirts of town where the entry point was less likely to be noticed. But they were a bit behind us, and they wouldn’t care if River was talking to himself.
I huffed, but stopped moving around. My spines were poking into the fabric of the backpack, and I was probably prickling River. I needed to be good for him, because I knew he was the only one who would have been willing to smuggle me along. River understood that being animal-shaped didn’t make you any less of a person. It didn’t make your opinions matter less than everyone else’s. 
I felt guilty even thinking that. Andy always tried to treat me like a person. But darn it, I was mad at her! She wanted to leave me behind where I would have to sit and wait and wonder if any of them would ever come back, or if I’d be left alone in a pocket world for the rest of my life. I’d rather be out here getting set on fire or whatever. Waiting was the worst. 
“Still squirming,” River whispered. 
“What?” Aahil said softly. I couldn’t see him through the little crack where the flap of the backpack covered my hiding spot on River’s back, but it sounded like he had turned back toward us. “Did you say something kitty cat?”
Crap. Not Aahil. If he found out I was here, he’d definitely tell Momma. He’d find it funny. And he’d want to get on her good side by ratting me out. Darn it all. It was too soon to get caught. We were still too close to the portal, where she could easily turn around and send me back home. 
River huffed. “Just talking to myself,” he said pleasantly. “It feels like my guts are squirming. I really hate that feeling right before you put yourself in mortal danger, you know? Gives me gas.” Then he shrugged. “I read a really interesting book once about all of the physiological changes that happen when people of humanoid body types are placed in situations of extreme stress. Did you know, for example, that there was a sad—though amusing—anecdote about a spy who got caught because his nervous gas gave him away? He farted really loudly when he was supposed to be hiding and—"
Aahil snorted. “Were you dropped on your head as a cub?” he said, forgetting to keep his voice down.
“Um, guys,” Andy whisper-shouted from up ahead. “Can we maybe tell fart stories later? We’re almost there. People are going to try to kill us soon.” Her energy felt anxious, humming and fluctuating along the familiar bond.  I knew how she felt, and not just because of our bond. I could hear what they all could now—the sounds of fighting. Shouts. Explosions. We were nearing the heart. 
I stood on my back legs so I could look out of the backpack again. Witches called this part of the city the heart, but that wasn’t really an official name. It was just the old, rich part of the capitol city of Hearthfire—the city the Lovells had called home, where our mansion hideaway used to be located in the countryside just outside the city limits. For thousands of years, this had been the place all the hoity-toity old family magic users had come to shop and meet up, and conduct politics and social demonstrations. It wasn’t as modern looking as some of the human cities I’d seen when I lived with Andy in the Planus realm… bits of its ancient history peeked through as we crept down the side streets and dark alleys which were narrower than any modern town. 
It should have been a bustling, crowded area. Usually cars, motorbikes, pedal bikes, and pedestrians all crammed in on streets that were originally built to accommodate a single hose-drawn conveyance. But now… everything was quiet. A soft breeze sent a bit of litter tumbling along the sidewalk nearby. Which was also strange, because the cleaning crews in Magean cities used magic to keep everything tidy. Just that bit of wrongness would have been enough to raise my hackles. But it was worse than that. 
It was too silent. There were no people or cars moving around. There was no engine noise, or chatter, or car horns. Nothing but the sound of River’s soft breathing as I pressed closer against his back, and the distant sounds of a fight up ahead.
We reached a main street, and I was able to catch a glimpse of why it was so quiet. People lay on the sidewalks, their limbs at awkward angles, sometimes piled on top of one another, as if all the crowds had fallen where they stood. Cars had crashed, slowly, thanks to the congestion on the main street. But they had trundled into lampposts and storefronts. And into each other.
“Shit,” Andy breathed, and I felt a pang of sorrow through our bond.
I got a glimpse of what she had seen, and I wished I hadn’t. A car had run up onto the sidewalk before crashing into a building. But there had been people lying on the sidewalk when that happened. Those people weren’t just sleeping, like most of the others.  
“Okay,” Bella said in a stern voice, drawing attention away from the disaster around us and demanding that everyone focus on the fight ahead. “Clearly, the sleeping beauty spell worked for them. If what our hostage told us is true, we should be safe. But keep an eye out for patrols. Get the lay of the land before you charge into the fight. I’ll see you again as soon as I can.”
Bella jogged past us, returning back the way we’d come. She was going to open a portal to her people. They were waiting on the outskirts of town, ready to come rushing in to help once the rebel force’s most powerful weapons were in place—us.
I gripped the edge of the backpack tighter as River continued walking, slow and deliberate, his shiny black hair was tied back to keep it out of his eyes, and it swished across the flap of the backpack as he turned his head this way and that, keeping a keen eye out for trouble. 
This was so exciting. And terrifying. We were about to make history and stop the cruelty the witch supremacists supported. But I wasn’t an idiot. I could see just how dangerous it was.
I couldn’t look away from the sleeping people that littered the sidewalk, slumped over benches, or slumbering behind the wheels of stalled cars. The cult apparently had an artifact they called the “Sleeping Beauty Charm,” because it had the ability to put humans and low-to-moderate-level magic users into a deep, coma-like state for days at a time. They had used it to knock out all the locals who might have helped defend their city. 
“I’d love to know the particulars of how that charm works,” I whispered.
River hummed softly in agreement. “The area of effect, and the way the curse lingers so long after the artifact is removed from the area… I’m no spellcaster, but it’s fascinating magic.”
Dyre dropped back to walk beside us, clearly overhearing River and thinking he was speaking to him. I ducked down and tried to pull every last bit of my own magical aura inside myself where the terribly powerful necromancer wouldn’t sense it. 
“Sunny says dark magic,” he murmured, his deep voice soft as he pondered. He liked magical puzzles too. And learning new tricks. “If I were to guess, I’d say whoever made that artifact stole something from a creature like Sunshine. Blood. Soul essence. Maybe they even found a way to entrap the creature and harness its lifeforce….”
I wrinkled my nose. Awful. Bad witches were never just a little bad, they were awful.
What Dyre suggested was probably close to the magic we suspected was used to make me. I was created by taking a bunch of different animals and mashing them together, then stealing part of some human’s soul or consciousness and fusing it to the result. 
It was the only way I could think of to explain how I was a little bit skunk, a little bit rat, a little bit hedgehog, and a lot sentient, thinking, rational being. 
But I still didn’t like to think about it. Because then, I’d have to think about how horrifying things had to happen just for me to exist. I liked being alive. I didn’t like feeling guilty about it. 
The men grew silent as we crept closer to the sounds of battle. I could feel everyone around me powering up, calling their magic to the ready, preparing for a fight. I had overheard Bella, Andy, and the others when they were discussing their plans for how to go about taking down the cult—and probably the SA as well. It all sounded simple when they discussed it logically, in the comfort of our nice, safe pocket world refuge. In our nest. 
But now that we were here, I realized how easily everything could fall into chaos. Plans were nice and all. And we had a bunch of intel from the spy Bella had kidnapped. But when did life ever take anyone’s nice, tidy little plans into account?
The first part of the plan was for our group to get as close as possible to the fighting without actually entering the fight. If at all possible, we were supposed to get inside the SA building before we revealed ourselves, and use that as a sort of fortress from where we could fight off the cultists. Andy and the rest of our family, along with the handful of powerful magic users the rebels had loaned us, were supposed to lie low and get themselves positioned so they could have maximum impact when the SA and the cult were surprised by the large force of rebels and citizens that would show up in a distracting wave. 
We weren’t supposed to do any fighting until the rebels got here to take some of the attention off our group so we could stay out of the skirmish and focus on bigger goals. That way, Andy and crew could take out the leadership and end the fight with less loss of life. 
It was a pretty good plan. At least as far as I could tell, with my limited knowledge of tactical strategy. No one here was well versed in war. But they were all doing the best they could. 
Until we reached the site of the fighting. Then everything went right out the window. 
A large force of SA agents protected the SA building. They were decked out in full gear, loaded up with every technical and magical advantage the government agency could afford, as they fought off what was probably just the first wave of the cult’s attack. They fought with deadly force, but some of them hesitated, only to get mowed down themselves. 
They hesitated because their attackers weren’t what they had been expecting. The surprise caught them off guard, and made those among them who still had morals more susceptible to defeat. Because the enemy they fought was—
“Children,” Zhong breathed, from somewhere up ahead, his deep voice laced with horror.
I forgot about hiding and pulled myself up onto River’s shoulder so I could get a better view of what was happening. Because I could feel the sudden turmoil through Andy’s bond—the shock, the pain. The horror, and the furiously building outrage. Now wasn’t the time to lose control of her magic. She needed me.
Bodies littered the area around the SA building, and it was hard to keep track of what was going on, to see through the smoke and the flashes of magic as the two sides battled. But I could see enough to know what had Andy’s magic suddenly flaring through her aura, lighting her up like an avenging angel from a human Bible story. There were children out there, fighting against full grown, geared-out adult SA agents. 
Little bodies littered the ground beside the adults. 
And I saw what I was sure the others hadn’t even registered yet. That the scattering of adults who were fighting for the cult, alongside the children, moved like robots. Like Dyre’s animated corpses. Like… 
“They’re being controlled,” Aahil said evenly, his voice oddly flat and lacking its usual huskiness. “All of them.”
The cult’s first wave against the SA was made up of children and helpless slaves. 
“Shock value and cannon fodder,” Niamh said between clenched teeth. 
Everyone shifted uneasily around us, and I could feel the magic in them flaring and fluctuating, as they were all overcome with rage and the need to do something. We were supposed to sneak in and stay out of the fight until the last moment. We were supposed to wait for the rebels to come back us up and take care of most of the actual fighting…
“Bis, get in the backpack,” River said softly. “Get in the pack and don’t come out until Andy or one of us comes to get you. I’m sorry. But I need to keep you safe.”
I peeped in protest as he forcibly stuffed me into the backpack, drew the drawstrings closed with jerky motions, and put me inside what sounded like a metal dumpster. “River?” I shouted as loud as my stupidly tiny lungs would let me. “No! Don’t leave me here! I want to help! I need to help Andy!”
But I could feel them moving away. I tried to call to Andy through our familiar bond, but she had never practiced listening for me. And she was so distracted by her rage and her building magic that it was probably drowning out her finer senses. 
I tried to get the backpack flap open, but it was useless. River had tied it so tight I couldn’t get it to budge from the inside. Growling to myself, I started gnawing on my fabric prison.
All the while, I could feel Andy’s horror, and fury, and the wild magic she had never really let herself tap into before. I needed to get to my witch before she unleased her full magic well and fried herself alive with power…






  
  Chapter 20

Somewhere on the Outskirts of the Heart


Moon watched the blond lady with the scarred face while she took Sky’s magic. Mommy and Daddy had told her and Sky lots of times growing up, “don’t hit.” But she really wanted to smack the twisted smile off that creepy lady’s face. 
The goddess said no, though. “Wait,” she said, and “not yet.” Today she said “soon.” But Moon was starting to wonder if the goddess would ever save them. She clenched her fists and tried her best not to glare at the big people in the room. It was better, the goddess said, to do what they said. To pretend to be nice, obedient little children, so the bad people wouldn’t get angry and hit them or forget to feed them. But it was hard to keep from acting out. 
And today it was even harder than usual. Today, they’d been dragged through one portal after another, then stuffed into a room in a healer’s office. Sometimes, they saw other kids, always from a distance. They never got to talk to the others, but sometimes the other kids would see Moon and Sky watching them and they’d wave when the big people weren’t looking. 
They looked even sadder than Moon and Sky did, most of the time. But today, the kids had all gone walking past the front window of the healer’s office in big groups. Some of them were holding knives or guns, or carrying potion bottles. They all looked scared. And even though Moon didn’t know what they were scared of, seeing them look so awful made her tummy hurt and her chest feel funny. 
Where were the other kids going? There were big people around them, snapping at them like old Mr. Thomas’s sheep dogs with a herd. And why were Moon and Sky locked up in this room when all the other kids were going away?
The blond woman with the scars finished with Sky and gulped down her stolen potion. Then she stretched her hands over her head, stretching and grinning. “Goddess, that feels amazing,” she told the other big people. “Like I just woke up from the world’s best sleep and downed about a dozen energy potions. I feel like I could take on the world!”
“Well, let’s hope it protects the pretty side of your face this time around,” one of the men said with a wink. 
They were brother and sister, Moon thought, and that must be the only reason the man got away with saying things like that to the woman. The Prime of their coven. Anyone else who talked to her that way got punished. 
The woman narrowed her eyes at the man. “My scars just prove my dedication to our cause. And to our people.” She nodded toward me and handed him an empty glass vial. “Hurry up, it’s almost time to move into our new headquarters.”
They both laughed, but their words meant nothing to Moon. All she knew was that the big people seemed to think today was a big important day. The man moved toward Moon, and she had to try really hard not to shuffle backward or tell him no. She lifted her chin and told herself she was a big girl. The goddess said to do what the bad people asked of her. For now. But soon, she wouldn’t have to listen to them anymore. 
“Come on, girlie,” the blond man said with a gross grin. “Fill ‘er up for Uncle Kyle, like a good girl.”
Moon took the vial, but she couldn’t help scowling. “You’re not my uncle,” she muttered under her breath.
The man just chuckled, like it was a funny joke. “Still some spark left in this one,” he said to his sister. “Maybe you haven’t been starving them enough.”
The Prime shrugged. “A little spirit just means her magic will be that much stronger. Hurry up, we need to move.”
Moon didn’t wait for the man to do something to make her fill the vial. She was sick of being hit or listening to their mean words. She was so mad that the magic flowed out of her faster than usual. It burned as it flowed out of her aura, an important, private part of her being forced out into the world for this idiot-man to guzzle down. When the vial was full, her head hurt, and everything was a little blurry. 
The stupid Kyle man snatched the vial out of her hands before she could drop it. She felt a little like she might throw up while she watched him toss it back like some big people did with alcohol. 
“You two be good and stay put,” the woman commanded, crossing her arms over her chest and looking down at them with an expression on her face that said she’d beat them black and blue if they didn’t listen. “You’ve got half an hour to rest up before you top off the rest of us. Be quiet and sleep. Do a good job for us and I’ll make sure you both get a nice piece of cake tonight. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”
Moon and Sky looked at each other, then nodded. Like good little children. No punching or swearing. Even though they both knew she’d never give them cake. They were lucky if they even got some stale bread and jerky. If it wasn’t for the things the goddess brought them in secret, they’d probably have starved by now. 
The adults shuffled out of the room, and the door snicked shut behind them. Moon heard the familiar click of a lock, and felt a small trickle of magic as the bad people locked them in with both normal and magical protections. 
They wouldn’t be able to get out. They’d tried lots of times before. It only ended in burned fingers and punishment. Sky came over to her and patted her head, the way Daddy used to sometimes when they’d cry. “It’s okay Moony,” he whispered. “I’m here. Don’t cry.”
She didn’t realize that she was crying, until he said that. She wiped her eyes and sniffed her nose. She couldn’t cry. She was the big sister. “You either,” she told Sky in as adult a voice as she could manage. “Don’t you cry either. It’ll be okay.”
They both had tears running down their cheeks. But they didn’t call each other liars. 
Moon had just climbed up on the healer’s bed thingy with Sky and wrapped up in a scratchy blanket, when a soft brush of familiar magic washed over her poor, tired aura. The goddess appeared before them, her see-though shape becoming solid this time. 
“Oh, little ones,” she said in her beautiful voice. “I’m so sorry you’ve had to endure so much for so long.” A soft hand stroked both their heads, and Moon’s bottom lip wobbled as she tried extra hard not to cry. 
“I wanna go home,” Sky said, beating her to what she was going to say. That was okay, since he was the little brother. 
The goddess smiled softly and squeezed Sky’s shoulder. “I know you do, loves. And I think it’s time. You must be brave a little while longer. I won’t be able to stay solid yet, but I will be with you from now on, right by your sides.”
Moon took Sky’s hand in hers and they both squeezed hard. Were they finally going to get out of here? Was the goddess going to save them? 
“Come now,” the ethereal being said, turning away and striding to the one little window in the room. She had silver-blonde hair, and a flowy sort of pants and shirt that looked like they’d been dried on a clothesline outside. Strange, for a goddess to have wrinkles in her clothes, but Moon was too thankful she was real to be worried about that. Maybe goddesses had to borrow clothes when they wanted to be solid. That made sense. “Quick and quiet, while all the bosses are busy cooing over their dastardly plans,” the goddess whispered. 
Moon was going to tell her that the window would be locked too, and that the magic would burn her fingers… but she was a goddess. It was no surprise when she whispered something and did some kind of magic that let her open the window like it had never been locked. 
“Out you go,” she said, helping to lift first Moon then Sky out the little window and onto the cement below. Moon almost panicked when she realized that the goddess was too big to fit out the tiny window. But then their savior disappeared and re-appeared beside them, less solid now, more like a ghost. “I can’t hold onto my physical form too long yet, but I’m here. This way.”
They followed the goddess down an alleyway and crawled through a hole in a decorative fence. Moon’s heart was like a drum, so loud she could hear it in her ears and feel it tingle through her fingertips. What if the bad people caught them sneaking out? What kind of punishment would they get for that? Would the bad people hurt them worse than ever? Would they… kill them? She hung on tight to Sky’s hand, afraid to be separated from him for even a second. 
What if the goddess wasn’t really a goddess? What if she was a mischievous ghost who was leading them somewhere worse, like in that one story in her old fairytale book?
They rounded a corner. There were people lying on the sidewalk, and cars just sitting at weird angles on the road. The people didn’t look hurt. They looked like they were sleeping. 
“Are they dead?” Sky whispered, his voice wobbling. 
The goddess shook her head. “Just sleeping. Cursed by the bad people who kept you prisoner.”
She herded them down another alley, this one darker and narrower than before. Then she stopped and made them crouch down behind a garbage bin. “Wait here and I’ll—”
The goddess stopped and tilted her head, like she was listening to something only she could hear. Then she smiled and slowly became solid again. She quickly and quietly lifted the lid of the big dumpster, then peered inside. Her small laugh sounded like music. Then she turned to them and waved them over. “Come, children, hurry.”
Moon was confused when the goddess wanted to put them in the dumpster. But then she felt a strange little prickle of magic. “There’s something in here,” she said, reaching out a hand to touch the old backpack that rested on top of a couple bags of trash.
Sky pressed his back against the metal wall of the dumpster and shook his head. “Don’t touch it, Moon,” he said solemnly. “It feels like bad witch magic.”
But the goddess only gave that little laugh again and waved away Sky’s concern. “It’s okay. Open up the backpack. But be very quiet. I’m going to find you some food, then we’ll keep moving. We’re very close now.”
She didn’t say close to what. The goddess was always saying things like that. Like they had to get somewhere before she could use her full powers. Or before Moon and Sky would be safe. When they asked about it, the goddess only told them they’d understand when the time came. She said, “I don’t want to get your hopes up, little ones.”
But that was silly. Because hoping was really all they had anymore. 
“Shh,” she reminded them as she gently closed the lid of the dumpster, leaving them in darkness. 
A little tiny sliver of light snuck in around the edge of the lid, where it didn’t sit down flat, and it gave Moon just enough light to see the backpack. She dragged it off the trash bags and over to where Sky was standing, surprised when the bag made a little squeak. 
“There’s something in there,” Sky said again, not sounding very excited. 
“The goddess said we should open it,” she reminded him, like a big girl. She was only a little afraid. But mostly she was excited. She liked discovering new things.
Moon crouched down and got to work. It took a while to get the knot in the backpack’s drawstrings untied. Whoever had knotted it up really didn’t want it to be opened. But once she got the knot undone, the bag opened itself and something pushed its way out of the fabric and scampered into her lap. 
“Aww,” Moon cooed at the cute thing that emerged. Sky came closer to look down at the creature Moon now held in her lap. 
They both jumped when the little animal talked. “Who are you?” It said in a high, soft voice. “Where is River? I can’t believe he locked me in a dumpster!” 
Oh, the little thing was mad. But that just made it even cuter. Moon scooped it up with her hands under its little armpits and held it up to her face. “The goddess said we need to be quiet,” she whispered. “So you can talk, but shhh.”
The little thing with the cute skunk-striped head whispered back. “Fine. The person who was with you, though… where did they go?”
Moon explained gravely to the little creature. “The goddess brought us here. She saved us. She said she was going to get us some food.”
Sky groaned and plopped down beside Moon and the creature. “I’m soooo hungry,” he complained, putting his hands on his tummy. “I hope it’s something besides moldy bread.”
The little creature made a huffing sound and started kicking its hind legs. “Have you really been eating moldy bread? Put me down.”
Moon supposed it was probably rude to hold a rodent person up by his armpits. She sat him down and he ran back over to the backpack and started rooting around. When he emerged, he backed out, dragging something along with his mouth. Moon clapped a hand over her mouth to keep from making a loud sound when she realized what it was. 
“Cookies,” Sky whispered excitedly. “You’ve got cookies?”
The little rodent thing had prickles on his back, but Moon petted them carefully and they didn’t hurt her. “Can we have some cookies, please, Mr. Creature?”
The little thing snorted. “My name is Hibiscus. And yep. Eat all the cookies you want. They taste like chocolate chip, but they’re special. My witch made them to help restore physical and magical energy, and fortify you for battle.” His little voice was very proud. 
“Battle?” Moon asked, while Sky took a big bite out of a cookie and moaned. 
The little Hibiscus creature looked at them both and waggled its face fur in a way that reminded Moon of a person raising their eyebrows. “Yes. The war. Isn’t that where your ‘goddess’ saved you from?”
Sky stopped eating. Moon stared down at the little creature person as her eyes got all watery for some reason. 
The other little kids all went away. And they were carrying weapons. They were scared really bad… 
Hibiscus seemed to realize that Moon and Sky were upset. He peeped and hopped back onto Moon’s lap, then stood up on his back legs and put his little front paws on her chest, reaching out one paw to pat her cheek. “It’s okay,” he said in a tone of voice that big people used. Just like the goddess. “I’m here now. I’ll protect you.”






  
  Chapter 21

Andy


My magic roiled through me in angry waves as I took in the chaos around me. We were supposed to wait for backup. We were supposed to find good positions where we could work our magic from a distance when needed, and let the rebels handle all the hand-to-hand stuff. While some of our group were more bloodthirsty than others, none of us were trained soldiers. 
But there were kids out there. Children ranging in size from barely out of toddler years to teens on the cusp of adulthood. There was no way they were there voluntarily. And on top of that, there were adult slaves scattered in among them, people I would have eventually marked as being controlled, even if I didn’t already have Aahil’s confirmation. How were we supposed to stop the cult, when their soldiers were innocents?
Babies were out there, killing and dying, caught up in the battle of greed and heartless power-lust between the fucking cult and the SA. 
And all along the sidelines—lying defenseless on the sidewalks or sleeping in their stalled cars—were citizens who couldn’t defend themselves from the collateral damage caused by flying spells, stray bullets, or debris. I watched, frozen, as a cultist stomped on a woman rather than step over her. He seemed to take great delight in the action.
It was all so pointless. So callous and senseless. I knew evil existed in the world, had barely dodged being raised by it and fully indoctrinated into it by my family. But this… 
I wondered if there was really anything good left in the world, or if every last person in both realms was nothing but this dark, empty greed, covered by a thin, fake veneer of civility. Was this really all the world was?
I glanced at the others around me and saw my rage and despair reflected in their eyes. Was there really even any point in trying to stop this? People would only find some new reason to hate and destroy each other when this conflict was over. It was never-ending.
Somewhere the sharp, keening cry of a scared child carried over the noise and horror before me. I shook myself, and the rage that had been slowly dying out under the suffocating weight of despair flared back to life. 
It was only then that I recognized the feeling of emotional manipulation. Something like Hasumi’s magic…but bitter, dark. Evil spells, or more fucking artifacts that never should have been created. Whatever the hell it was, I shook it off, pushed it back with my own force of will. I didn’t care if the world was worth saving or not. There were children out there, for fuck’s sake. Why was I just standing here?
I grabbed hold of my magic, opened myself up to it much faster and more recklessly than I ever had before. I had always been afraid the power inside me would corrupt me or fry my brain if I dug too deep. But right now, I didn’t care. I just wanted this all to end. 
“Give me the artifacts,” I bit out, not turning my eyes away from the disaster before me. The disaster I had let happen by dragging my feet and refusing to get involved. Dyre and Aahil took the nullifier and amplifier from their warded carrying cases and placed the artifacts into my hands. I poured my restless magic into the donut spell I had developed. No one said anything about my disobeying Bella’s instructions to wait for the rebels. They all had eyes in their heads and warm, beating hearts in their chests. 
“Keep close,” I ordered. Then I moved, my circle of lovers and friends following along in the zone of protection. 
The rebels who were with us dispersed at their leader’s order, fanning out and following our lead, prepared to fight. I let them do their thing, since they probably had way more training than I did. My focus was solely on my own team.
Rather than finding a good place to lie low, like good little minions of the cause, we surged forward as a group, out of our hiding spot, across the sidewalk and into the center of the paved square in front of the SA building, where the worst of the fighting was taking place.
Spells turned on us in an instant, fizzling out harmlessly when they hit the null zone. Bullets bounced harmlessly off the shield Dyre had cast inside the amplified zone. We were untouchable. But… everywhere I looked there were either children or unconscious citizens. There was no safe place to cast spells with any sort of big impact. We couldn’t really attack. Not without killing more innocents.
Niamh, Zong, and River guarded us from anyone who might make it into our circle of protection, taking them down with good old-fashioned fists and knives. Dyre and Aahil cast offensive spells at cultists and SA goons whenever they could get in as clean shot. And Ambrose darted in and out of the donut, leaving victims convulsing with terror. 
It was something, but it wasn’t enough. We could end this all in an instant, I knew we could—if only there weren’t so many innocents in the way. A blast of jinn fire, a wave of black nightmare energy, a few big concussive witch spells… It would be easy. But there was no way to keep from hitting the kids and the slaves being controlled by the cult. 
Then I heard a voice calling my name over the chaos. 
It gave me more joy than I ever would have dreamed to hear Field Mage #3765’s strident voice. “Lovell—Oleander Lovell, look sharp!”
Jacki. She was wearing an SA uniform, but it was different than the regular issue, with bright blue stripes across the shoulder. And she was accompanied by not only her group of partners, but a force of maybe twenty other magic users, all dressed in that same altered uniform. They were shielded. Some of them fought off any cultists or SA members who got too close, but the rest of the force was focused on the civilians. 
My chest expanded with a relieved breath as I saw that they were dragging, teleporting, or magically floating the prone, sleeping bodies out of harm’s way, stacking them up in a sheltered and warded alley where they couldn’t be killed by stray spells or careless feet. They moved with the ordered efficiency you’d expect from a highly trained government unit, but with much more care than anyone else around us.
“They’re clearing the way for us,” Niamh said from my side, snapping me out of my surprise. “There!” she pointed to an area where Jacki’s people had managed to clear out all the unconscious citizens. The fighting immediately spilled into the space, and a group of standard SA agents were exchanging spells with several clearly powerful children under the age of ten. 
It would still be hard to avoid hitting the children, but we had more room to work now. 
I moved forward as fast as I could, taking our circle of protection and amplification with us. Slowly, we shoved our way between the two groups, and Aahil gleefully set the SA agents on fire. 
The children looked terrified. They sent a few half-hearted spells our way, but they were clearly trying to fight the mind control, or whatever hold the cult had on them. Whatever combination of magic and artifacts the cult was using to control their slaves, it must be stretched thin trying to dominate the will of so many people all at once. 
“Ignore them,” River said from behind me. “I know you want to help, but they will only keep attacking. Focus on the SA.” He paused. “And maybe stun spells, if any of you magnificently terrifying creatures know something a little less lethal?”
Dyre laughed, but the sound carried no humor, and was flavored with a hint of Sunshine’s darkness. “If we stun the children, it will just make them easy targets. The SA will kill them.”
Damn it. He was right. They both were. But I couldn’t just ignore the children fighting and dying all around me.
“Can we get them inside the donut but keep them from casting magic?” I said, my attention divided between maintaining the combination spell on the artifacts, trying to solve the kid problem, and watching Niamh quicky and efficiently slit a man’s throat and shove him back out of our bubble. 
“Possibly,” Dyre said as he animated a couple of corpses to add to the ones already shuffling along around our group like an undead honor guard, a buffer between us and the fighting. “But it would divide our concentration. The cult hasn’t chosen weaklings. These children are brimming with power. You’d probably have to take over the shield and hold both that and the donut spell while me and Sunny overwhelm their magic. And they’d still be able to attempt physical attacks.”
“I can help,” Elijah said, raising his voice to be heard over the noise. It was the first time he had spoken since we came upon this nightmare scene. “I think I can, anyway,” he added, suddenly looking unsure when we all turned to look at him. “The jinn,” he said, forcing his shoulders back and looking me in the eyes. “The air jinn the cult was controlling before. They weren’t using mind control on her. They were able to control her because they had stolen a little bit of her soul. We destroyed that artefact, but they could have replicated it. If the magic they are using now is similar, well… I may be able to interfere with it enough to make the children and slaves see reason.”
“One at a time,” Niamh grunted, shoving a cultist away. “You’ll never be able to save every—"
Zhong interrupted whatever else she was going to say, stepping past her to grab a guy and throw him so hard he hit the pavement and didn’t get up again. “But if we can even save one of the little ones, isn’t worth trying?” he huffed. He finished his murdering, and turned his big yellow puppy dog eyes on me. 
I nodded, already imagining the strain of carrying both my current spell and a strong shield spell. And when Dyre finally passed the shield over to me, it was even worse than I’d anticipated. I wouldn’t be able to keep this up for long. The rebels better hurry their asses up and come riding in to save the day before my brain exploded.
I didn’t have the mental space to concentrate on both spells and keep track of what the others were doing. River started guiding me around by the arm when my vision started going fuzzy at the edges, keeping me—and our bubble of destruction and safety—moving in whatever direction was needed. But I did sense a few more strong magic users close to me, and I could have sworn I felt a little hand fisted in the hem of my t-shirt, clinging tight. 
I don’t know how long it went on like that, as I funneled magic into both spells. My power kept steady. It was a bit strained, but I had plenty to draw from. It was my mind that was breaking, staggering under the weight of the concentration and willpower needed to maintain these high-level castings. This was why covens existed. Coven members not only bolstered each other’s power, but also their will. 
Thankfully, I had some sort of coven of my own these days.
I nearly cried in relief when I felt Dyre and Sunshine’s attention and energy turn toward me once more, through our lifebond. I gratefully released the shield spell back to Dyre and some of my vision returned. Enough to see that we had gathered a small herd of children, all silent and wide-eyed, stuffed into our little zone of safety, crowded and bumping into each other, herded like cattle by Elijah, Niamh, Zhong, and River. 
“We can’t fit anymore,” Elijah said, close to my ear. “I know you want to keep going, Andy, but even if you weren’t struggling to do it all on your own… there simply isn’t room for us all inside the protections. We need to get them somewhere safe, then disperse the spells so we can spread out and fight.”
I knew he was right. We couldn’t hide inside our bubble forever. I couldn’t hold the spell much longer. And besides, we could all work better with a little more space. 
“You can keep the amplifier at the center,” I told him, knowing Elijah hated violence, that it affected him differently with his soul magic. “Protect the artefact and amplify the rest of us while we do what we can.”
He squeezed my shoulder. “I will do my best.”
Just then, the shouting around us increased, and a rattling boom shook the ground. I felt a familiar magic signature and my shoulders slumped in relief. “Fucking finally, Bella,” I said on a massive exhale. The rebels had arrived. We weren’t mired in this alone anymore. 
“I’ll warn them about the cult using children and slaves, and update them on the situation,” Ambrose said as he appeared before me. His red and black eyes bored into mine. “Be careful, witch. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” Then he pressed a kiss to my forehead and dematerialized, off to play messenger. 
“Goddess,” I muttered, my hands beginning to tremble with the strain. “I need to let it go.  Someone get ready to take the nullifier the moment we reach Jacki.”
“I’ve got it,” Niamh said, stepping close. 
I narrowed my eyes at her. “You’ll be weakened,” I reminded her. “No stunts.  And the second it’s too much you put it in its case and get the fuck away from that thing!” From our experiments, we knew she would gradually lose her magic—her life spark. But it was probably less dangerous for her to carry it than the others. And it made more sense. Magic wouldn’t work around it, which would hamstring the witches and other casters on both sides of the fight. And Zhong could help fight off any physical attacks. River couldn’t take it. I didn’t want to risk him getting hurt, the way he had last time the nullifier took away his luck magic. And the others needed their magic either to stay alive, like Elijah, or to cast spells that would stop this madness. 
I held onto my tentative grip on the spell that fused the nullifier and amplifier together as we slowly made our way to where Jacki and her group were protecting the sleeping citizens of the heart. A quick, hurried exchange sent the children we had managed to free scurrying to Jacki, and behind the sturdy magical barrier her people held and defended. 
Then, I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and let the fusion spell collapse.






  
  Chapter 22

Andy


Niamh took the nullifier, and Elijah took the amplifier. Then we all repositioned, split into two groups, staying within shouting distance, but far enough apart to reap the benefits of the individual artefacts. 
My magic washed through me with renewed strength the moment the spell ended and the nullifier was out of range. I groaned in relief and shook out my hands, sucking in deep breaths as my equilibrium returned, along with some of my senses. 
But I didn’t get long to reacquaint myself with normal—if a bit amped up—functioning. We were still in the middle of a fight. Killing spells. Spells to maim. Shots fired by mundane weapons. Attacks from both SA agents in uniform and cultists dressed like ordinary people. The assault came from everywhere, and even though we still had shields up, I felt far more exposed without the double layer of protection offered by the artifacts. 
The rebels were here now, coming at the cultists and SA from two sides, while we focused on picking off adults wherever we could. It wasn’t the big, epic display that I knew Bella had been hoping for, but still, we were making a difference. 
Slowly but surely, we were winning.
I looked up from casting a stun spell on a group of cultists and realized that nearly all of the SA people had disappeared—either downed or run off to save themselves. There were probably a bunch of them holed up in the SA building behind their wards and magic.
Most of the remaining cult forces were children and the magically enslaved. We did our best to hold them off without harming them. But we were kind of at a stalemate. 
“Stun them!” Bella commanded, gesturing for her people to start downing the children and slaves. 
“No!” I shouted back to her from across the square. “You’ll hurt them!” There was never any guarantee with magic that strong, and it was especially hard to predict the effect it would have on young children. Some of them were bound to react poorly.
But Bella ignored me and started knocking people out. 
“Bitch,” I muttered. 
Dyre patted my back. “It’s better than killing them. We can’t just stand here letting them try to kill us all day. We need to find the people in control.”
I huffed. I knew he was right. But that didn’t mean I had to like it.
I was contemplating what spells I might know that would be the gentlest on the slaves—while daydreaming about strangling my crazy sister—when I felt the weirdest sensation… like magical déjà vu.
I stopped what I was doing, frozen in place. I couldn’t breathe. My lungs suddenly refused to expand. That magic. That feeling of calmness and safety that settled over me… I spun in place, my eyes darting around the area, looking for a miracle. 
“Andy?” Elijah said in concern, placing a hand on my arm. “Are you okay? What is it? A spell?”
I shook my head. “No, I… do you feel that?” I glanced around at the others, who were all scattered in a loose circle nearby, carefully fending off tiny attackers. “Doesn’t anyone else feel that?”
Aahil was a few feet away, drawing circles of fire, trapping groups of slaves inside, where they couldn’t get close enough to hit us with their spells. I watched as his head suddenly whipped to the side. He looked around, much as I just had. Then his glowing gold eyes met mine. “Lovell…”
I nodded, my hand going to my chest to press against the growing ball of painful yearning there. “I feel it too.”
Dyre frowned at us both, then shook his head. “No. It’s a trick. Another artefact. Some cult prank to catch us with our guard down.” But he didn’t sound so sure. 
Then I saw them. 
They emerged from an alley, like an ethereal figure stepping out of a dream. Willowy grace. Silvery platinum hair that rippled in the breeze as they walked rapidly toward us, framing the most beautiful, unearthly turquoise eyes. I couldn’t see anything else, my gaze riveted on them, afraid to look away for even a second and have them disappear again.
A song reached my ears over the remaining noise of the fight, sweet and powerful, lulling me into calm.  Spreading safety and peace, like a lullaby, a siren song urging everyone to be at ease. It cancelled out whatever weak magic the cult had been using to spread fear and despair. 
I let out a choked sound, pushed one of Dyre’s corpse guards aside, and tripped over a few bodies as my feet moved without my telling them to. 
“Hasumi?” Tears made my vision watery, and I still couldn’t breathe right, the air sawing into my lungs in short, harsh bursts while my heartbeat pounded in my ears. “Hasumi!”
Graceful arms wrapped around my waist as I hit the water weaver with enough force to knock us both over. Hasumi steadied us, their musical voice a whisper against my hair. “My sweet witch. How I’ve missed you.”
“You’re alive,” I sobbed against their shoulder. Their clothes were baggy and grungy, clearly stolen from someone much larger, and well-used.  The shirt I snuffled into smelled like cigarette smoke and sweat. But under that, Hasumi. Fresh, clear water and that something that was uniquely them. I clung to their slender frame and bawled like a baby, completely ignoring my surroundings. 
A flare of heat at my side let me know I wasn’t the only one who was overcome. But Aahil’s voice was sharp and angry when he spoke. “Where have you been? You were alive this whole time, and you let us think you were dead?!”
I reached out a hand blindly, fumbling for him, then wrapping my fingers around the jinn’s wrist. “Aahil,” I choked out. “It doesn’t matter.” My fingers burned where I touched his skin, seared by the fire magic that he was struggling to contain. But I held on tight. “It doesn’t matter. They’re here now.”
“Little flame,” Hasumi said, their soft voice as calm as ever. “I wanted nothing more than to return to you.” Their graceful fingers stroked through my hair, then reached out to touch Aahil’s cheek. “I was… dispersed. Scattered by the black magic of the cult’s spell. It took more effort than I want to admit to put myself back together. And I was not able to fully maintain my physical form for more than a few moments until just now. Until I was closer to you. Until I was finally reunited with my family. With my mates.”
I pulled away enough to swipe my hand over my wet face and look into those precious eyes I thought I’d never see again. “But it’s been so long… you couldn’t transport to us or something?” I didn’t want to look a gift horse in the mouth here, but… Aahil was right. It had been so long since we lost our water weaver. It killed me to think of them out there somewhere, scattered and lost, for so long…
Hasumi gave me a soft, wry smile. “I probably could have managed eventually, if I had used all of my regenerating magic. However, there was someone who needed me more.”
I frowned at that. Who could be more important than us, than the people who loved them? But my frown didn’t last more than a second before Hasumi stepped aside and held out a hand. “Come little ones. I know it is frightening, just be brave for a little while longer and you can rest.”
My frown disappeared, replaced by what must be a look of utter, slack-jawed surprise and confusion. Children. Babies, really. Two little red-headed twins, barely more than toddlers, dirty and half-starved. They held hands while the little girl clung to Hasumi’s shirttail with her free hand. They couldn’t be more than five years old, maybe younger. Powerful. The golden glow of both their aruas was so strong it was nearly blinding to my supernatural senses… 
And on the little boy’s shoulder, sat my fucking familiar. Bis cringed guiltily and waved a little paw at me. “Hello, mamma.”
I shook my head. I didn’t even bother to ask how he had followed us here. I probably didn’t want to know. “You are in so much trouble, young man.” 
Then I turned my attention back to the twins, modulating my voice as I crouched down to eye level. “Hello there. I’m Andy. You poor things, were you out there, fighting?” I gestured at the small skirmishes that still raged around us as the fighting died down. 
Both kids looked at me warily, then turned their gazes to look up at Hasumi for guidance. They regarded the water weaver with an unwavering trust, tinged with a bit of awe. 
Hasumi just smiled that calm, soft smile and ruffled each of their curly red heads in turn. “It’s okay, darlings. I promise you, these adults won’t hurt you.”
Then those turquoise eyes met mine, and Hasumi gave me a small, gentle shake of their head. “The were being held by the cult, near where we fought in the fae grove,” they said in a hushed voice. “I couldn’t leave them there. I stayed with them while I regained my abilities. Until I could feel you close by. Then I freed them, so I could bring them to where they belong.”
The little girl scuffed her feet, looking around at the circle of big people before glancing up at Hasumi again. “Did you lie to us?”
The soft, sad accusation in that little voice nearly broke my heart. 
I watched as Hasumi crouched down and regarded the girl seriously, as if they were addressing an adult, an equal. “I didn’t lie to you, Moon. But I didn’t tell you the whole truth about who I am, either. I wanted to help you and give you comfort. At the time, I thought it was best to let you believe whatever gave you the most comfort. But I’ve never lied to you about my desire to protect you. I’ve only ever wanted to free you from those horrible people and bring you to my own family, where I knew you’d be safe.”
She regarded Hasumi with wide brown eyes that were too old for that little face. “So, you’re not the goddess?”
I arched my brows, regarding Hasumi in silent surprise. They did look ethereal. I supposed the children’s assumption made sense.
Hasumi shook their head. “No, little one. I’m not the goddess. Though, once upon a time, long ago, some people called me a deity. My name is Hasumi. I am a water weaver. An elemental. I was wounded when I met you, and I’ve been recovering over time, which is why I can finally maintain my physical form, after all this time.” They held out their arms in invitation, but didn’t force a hug, letting the children decide what they wanted. 
I could sense no magic coming from Hasumi, other than the general calm they were pushing at everyone. They weren’t trying to make the children trust them using magic. They just patiently waited for them to decide whether or not this adult could be trusted. 
It was only a few seconds before both children threw themselves into Hasumi’s arms.
The water weaver stood, effortlessly tucking a toddler against each side as if it was easy to just lug around multiple small witches. As if they handled children every day. It was a strange sight. Strange, but… beautiful. 
I was getting way too emotional. It had been a long freaking day.
“Well, then,” the water weaver said, arching a brow. “Are we still needed here? Or should we leave the rest to the rebels and our field mage friend and return home?”
For the first time, I could hear a hint of emotion in the water weaver’s voice, betraying their impatience. Hasumi wanted to go home. They didn’t want to win a war or snuff out supremacists. They simply wanted to be back with the people they loved. Back where they belonged. 
My heart ached. I wanted that too. But I was barely even surprised when a strident female voice shattered our brief moment of hope. 
“Rebels! Give us the Lovell witches,” the prime of the O’Leary coven shouted as she stepped out from the portal that had just appeared, flanked by dozens of strong witches from ancient bloodlines. “Or die like the filthy blood traitors and beasts you are!” she gestured sharply to the side, and a blood-curdling scream rent the air. 
It all happened so fast, and shields didn’t seem to do a damn thing to stop whatever magic she used. A bolt of magic tore through the nearest group of rebels, dropping them to the ground as it raced toward their center.
Bella’s scream turned into a choking gurgle as she convulsed on the street.






  
  Chapter 23

Andy


Bella went still as suddenly as she had fallen, the convulsions giving way abruptly to deathly stillness. Gasps and shouts rose as the nearest rebels tried to get to their leader, only to be blocked by a circle of powerful witches from ancient family lines, brimming with dark power. 
My pulse thundered through my body, but as I stared at the unmoving form of my sister, wondering if I was about to truly become the only surviving Lovell, my mind went still with sudden clarity. The cultists thought they had won. They thought by getting rid of the rebel leader and finally pulling out their top magic users to face us, they would force us to stand down. But I still had an ace up my sleeve. One who would be very happy to meet the cause of all this carnage. 
Clasping my hands together, I channeled my magic to the summoning rune on my palm.
For a moment, nothing happened, and we all stood there, staring at each other in the charged silence, each side waiting for the other to make the first move. The cultists waiting for me to surrender or be stupid enough to finally join them. The rebels and my lovers waiting for me to give the signal to unleash our full strength. 
It wouldn’t happen. I wouldn’t let myself or the people I loved dip so far into power and darkness that we forgot who we were and what we stood for. Then we’d be no better than the cultists. No better than my evil ancestors. 
But for a second there I wondered, if no one answered my call, would I do it?
I was saved from my soul searching by a blinding flash of white light as a portal opened in front of me. A dozen angels swarmed out, their glowing wings of energy spread, and flaming swords held ready. 
The stupid O’Leary prime hadn’t been expecting that.  I could see her eyes widen even across the distance between us. Then she scowled and shouted an order to her people. 
“Well,” I said impatiently, gesturing from—crap, I didn’t even know his name—um, High Ophanim to the cultists. “Those are the people in charge of this whole mess. Have at ‘em.”
He gave me an unimpressed look, but just as he turned away, I saw the smirk that lifted one corner of his chiseled lips. I had a feeling the dude was excited to have a reason to fight. He lifted an arm and waved his soldiers forward. 
It was a small force of angels, sure, but I knew the High Ophanim was acting on his own, without official support. And I also knew what just one high level angel was capable of. The cultists didn’t stand a chance. 
That didn’t mean they were about to surrender, though. Nasty spells flared to life as the angels and the cultists clashed. The remaining rebel troops hung back, ready to jump into the fray if the angels failed, but wise enough to know that they were no match for the enemies before them. Most of the rebels were low on magic and power. They were the magical outcasts, the “weaker” of society. It was why the cultists thought they were best suited to be servants and slaves. But still, they were here, and they were ready to jump into the fight again whenever they were needed. 
My own people weren’t so hesitant. We joined the angels in a second wave, quickly handling any cultists that slipped through their line of “holy” destruction.
The fight was almost over before it began. The most powerful of the cult members were quickly reduced down to the prime and a shifty-eyed male witch that stuck close to her side. They were currently hiding behind a shield spell that had to be fueled by something awful. There was no way it would hold up for as long as it had against the assault otherwise. But I knew it would crumble eventually. 
I expected more posturing. Maybe some begging or bargaining. But suddenly, the bitch just… smiled.
I exchanged wary looks with the others, at the surge of magic that had just appeared to my senses. The cult leader cackled with unhinged laughter. 
“You thought a few fake deities would stop us?” she shouted. Then she raised her hand and gestured imperiously. “Give me the Lovel witch!” she demanded. “And I’ll make sure your deaths are quick. Hers though… well…” She looked directly at me. “I’m going to drain your power out of you slowly. You should have joined us when you had the chance.”
I glanced around us as people appeared. Dozens. Hundreds. We were surrounded by a new wave of cultists. I could see it all with sudden clarity. They had been holding back, for some reason. Send the childrens and slaves first. Draw out the enemy’s secret weapon. Then, when we thought we were winning….
As the circle of evil witches closed in around us, I looked down at the two children who were clinging to Hasumi’s pantlegs. “Can you dematerialize with them?” I said softly. “Get them out of here, Hasumi--”
My words were cut short when a massive flare of light and power rocked the SA building behind us. I flinched and threw up an arm instinctively, automatically expecting to be hit with flying debris. 
But the building hadn’t exploded. No, it was much worse. 
“Did you think we infiltrated the misguided alliance for nothing?” the O’Leary prime called out, spreading her arms to her sides. “You really are a disappointment to your family’s legacy, Lovell.”
Dozens of SA agents had holed up inside the SA building, behind the wards and protections which had just been shattered. Now they began pouring from the building, their motions jerky and strange. Like Dyre’s animated corpses, but… faster, and more bloodthirsty. 
I watched in horror as zombies fell upon the nearest rebel troops and started biting and tearing at them, devouring them alive. 
Power flooded me, curled through my body and tingled at my fingertips. I finally realized what Bella had been trying to tell me all along. These people didn’t understand anything but power, brute strength. We couldn’t keep holding back. The only thing that would stop them was complete and utter magical domination.
I quickly glanced around me again, seeing the acceptance—and for some, the excitement—in their knowing gazes. I was about to become the hero—or the villain—I never wanted to be. 






  
  Chapter 24

Andy


My magic swelled within me, ready to be directed and put to good use. All around me, I could feel my friends and lovers doing the same. Clearly the leader of the cult could sense the magic, and the rapid shift in our intentions. Her taunting smile fell, and she pointed a finger at us, shouting for her people to attack. Her words were lost to me, drown out by the pounding in my ears—my raging heart and my swelling magic. 
I had fought before. Little skirmishes. Serious, yes, but nothing on this scale. This was the first time in my life I had called on my magic knowing with absolute certainty that I was going to kill someone. The leader of the cult was a dead woman walking. 
The surrounding hordes of cultists and their slaves rushed us, closing the circle around us, flinging magic and brandishing weapons. The High Ophanim raised his flaming sword and his glowing wings higher and let out a blood-curdling yell that would have been right at home in some human story about apocalypse and glorious wrath. His people took to the skies, darting down to attack from above in a terrifying dance of death. But they were wildly outnumbered now. And there were powerful witches in the cult’s ranks. 
The big town square in front of the SA building was a writhing mass of SA zombies, Jacki’s crew, rebels, cultists, angels, and… us—a solid core of powerful magical beings at the center of it all. I quickly thought through our options, even while half my attention was taken up by dodging magical attacks and trying to ignore the carnage that was taking place before my eyes. A severed arm rained down from above, the hand still tightly gripping a flaming sword. The flames extinguished as the limb hit the ground in front of me, the magical sword fading altogether shortly after, leaving behind an angel’s arm. 
I swallowed down bile and shook off the horror. There wasn’t time to be shocked. To be soft. I needed to move. To do whatever I could to make sure the next body part I stumbled over didn’t belong to me or someone I loved. My hands shook as I crafted my first ever killing curse and lobbed it at the nearest cultist. 
It struck true, catching the man by surprise as he slashed at a rebel fighter—a weaker sylph. I watched my magic steal the life from the cultist’s eyes and something inside me died with him as he crumpled to the ground. 
Darkness erupted at the far side of the square, smoky black tentacles of terror unfurling from the air, reaching for misguided, power-hungry cult witches and dropping them to their knees with unhinged screams. Ambrose. 
Corpses rose to face the zombies, another delicious wave of dark power reanimating the fallen cultists and turning them against their still friends—living and dead. Dyre, off to my left, his red hair rising in a wind only he could feel, his eyes gone completely black with wraith magic. 
A black shape darted by me with the brush of soft fur and powerful muscle, coiled to strike. River leapt past me in Jaguar form, a deadly shadow that appeared and disappeared as he did something with time and luck magic to leapfrog through the battle, wicked claws and teeth leaving a trail of blood and death behind him. 
I caught sight of Niamh and Zhong off to my right, fighting back-to-back with claw, fang, and blade, Zhong’s enormous wings sometimes darting out to knock enemies off their feet. 
Elijah paced behind Dyre. His own flaming sword was drawn, but he barely had to use it, as his angelic soul magic twined with wraith power, halting people in their tracks and causing them to fall to their knees and await the killing blow. 
I tore my eyes away from that, not letting myself think about how much Elijah would grieve his actions later. 
Heat flared somewhere behind me, and the increased volume of the screams told me Aahil was gleefully setting people on fire with jinn flames that would consume them in seconds. 
My mind was frozen. Paralyzed. I tried to recall the spells Dyre had taught me. Or ones I had learned myself over the years. Things other than the awful killing spell. Spells to stun, to cause sleep or stupor. Magic tingled in my fingertips, but the words, and gestures, and intent—the craft of spell weaving—wouldn’t come. 
All I could see was the way my spell had stolen that cultist’s life. Severed body parts. Reanimated corpses. The screams as people burned alive. I shook my head, trying to clear my mind and focus. I was a Lovell, damn it. This was kind of our thing. It should be second nature. Why was I freezing up?
A spell hit my shoulder, and pain lanced through my entire body. I dropped to one knee and sucked in a sobbing breath. “Son of a bitch!” I muttered, pushing myself to my feet and jumping out of the way just in time to avoid a more direct hit that I was sure I wouldn’t survive. 
Focus. I had to focus. Muttering, I flung a stun spell back at the witch who had just tried to incapacitate me with pain. My spell hit and the witch fell to the ground, alive but out of the fight. I could do this. I could avoid killing. 
Someone stepped on the fallen cultist, and I turned away. There was only so much I could do for people who were trying to murder us and anyone who stood between them and power. 
A watery sphere filled my vision. Hasumi, shielding the twins while the weaver used their water magic to drown anyone who got too close. “Hasumi!” I shouted, moving closer to their bubble of protection. “If you can take them out of here, do it!”
“I can’t carry them both at the same time,” their fluid voice replied as the watery shield stretched out to encompass me, drawing me inside with Hasumi and the children. “I can take them one at a time.”
I met those turquoise eyes and nodded, understanding what they were asking. “I’ll put up a shield and stay with them until you can come back for the other one.”
The twins were glancing between me and Hasumi with wide, frightened eyes. The girl lifted her chin and gave me a defiant glare. “You can’t leave us here with strangers!”
Hasumi turned their focus away from the battle raging outside our watery bubble and knelt to look the twins in the eyes. “I would never leave you with strangers,” they said gravely. “But Oleander is no stranger. She is a piece of my heart. And she will protect you with everything she has.”
The little boy gripped Hasumi’s shirt sleeve and gave me a wary look before looking up at the water weaver with pleading eyes. “We can’t stay here. If the bad people get us again, they’ll suck out our magic some more.” His bottom lip wobbled and my heart clenched. 
“They’ve been—” I started, but I clammed up when Hasumi met my eyes and gave me a sad, curt nod. “Goddess damn them all to the hells,” I muttered. The cultists had somehow been stealing these kids’ magic—their innate spark. All question of how they’d managed that aside… it was beyond foul. 
“Hasumi, you have to get them out of here,” I said again, anger lacing my voice. “Take them someplace safe, and stay with them until this is over.”
The water weaver nodded. “I can only take one of you at a time,” they said calmly to the children, as if a war wasn’t waging outside our little bubble. “We will find a safe place, and I will come back for the other one. One of you will have to come with me and wait alone for a moment while I come back to fetch your sibling. And one of you will have to wait here with Andy until I can come back for you.”
The little girl squared her shoulders and stepped forward almost immediately, her chin held high, and fire in her eyes. Goddess, she was scrappy. It made me want to hug her so hard. Made me want to promise this precious little thing that no one would ever hurt her again. Not on my fucking watch. 
“I’ll go first,” she said as bravely as she could, only a little tremble in her voice giving away her fear. “Sky doesn’t like to be alone.”
Hasumi smiled softly at her and nodded. Then they reached out a hand. “Come then, Moon. I will be as quick as I can.”
I met Hasumi’s eyes and nodded, reaching out to pull the little boy close to me. “I’ll guard him. I promise.”
My shield went up the moment Hasumi’s came down. Then the water weaver was gone, taking the brave little girl with him. I felt the little boy’s shoulders shake as I scooped him up and held him close. “It’s okay,” I soothed. “Hasumi will be back before you know it, and you’ll be with your sister, away from all this scary stuff.”
He hiccupped with little sobs and buried his face against my shirt. My heart nearly broke in half. Fucking power-hungry supremacists. I could feel his ribs and his knobby spine through his thin shirt as I clutched him to me. This sweet little boy was a powerful witch. One of their own people. And yet they had terrorized and abused him and his sister, used them like disposable tools, for the magic that dwelled inside them. My rage was a hot, bubbling monster in my belly. I wouldn’t feel bad the next time I used a killing spell against those fuckers. 
I patted Sky’s back as I focused on maintaining the shield around us. We were near the edge of the fighting, and I wanted to move us even further away, but I was afraid if I changed locations while Hasumi was away, they would come back for the boy and end up in the middle of the fight instead. 
Magic sizzled off my shield, mostly misplaced, bouncing off other targets first or missing its intended target and hitting the shield instead. But soon, I felt a more targeted attack gnawing at the edges of our protection. 
The smirking man who had been standing at the prime’s right hand during the initial confrontation appeared before me, separated from me and Sky by the thin, shimmering barrier of my magic. He sneered at the boy I held in my arms. 
“There you are, you little maggot. Hiding with this fat-assed disgrace to witchkind. Come on over here, kid. Come back to the people who’ve taken such good care of you and that bratty sister of yours.”
I snarled at the oily, offensive tone in his voice. There was some kind of compulsory magic there, but it didn’t survive past my shield. Sky gripped me tighter and let out a little whimper. “Please don’t let him take me,” he pleaded in a thin whisper. Clearly, the man before us had a completely different definition of “taking good care of” kids than I did. 
“Go to hell, you sick fuck,” I snarled at him. Lifting a hand, I flicked a painful stun spell his way, the magic crossing through my shield without disrupting it, a handy trick that Dyre had taught me early on in my hurried magical training. 
The asshole countered the spell before it could do any damage, and his creepy eyes roved over my body. “Ha. You don’t even know how to use that tool you’re holding onto right now,” he scoffed. “Best hand him over before I take him by force and show you how it’s done.”
I scoffed. My shields were incredibly strong. A point of pride for me. There was no way he was getting through, even after all the magic I had expended earlier. All I had to do was hold out until Hasumi got here. Then the little boy—Sky—would be safe from this lunatic once and for all. 
And I could unleash a killing spell without fear of dropping my shield or traumatizing the poor baby in my arms. 
“You’re a dead man,” I whispered to the grinning cultist. “Living on borrowed time.”
He just grinned back at me, A rebel charged in from the side, a fae cross of some sort, tall and slender, and wielding a long, shining blade. The cultist deftly deflected the blow, grabbed the man by the hair, and disarmed him with a smoothness that was both awe-inspiring and terrifying. I watched in horror as he slit the man’s throat and cupped his hand under the spray, gathering the blood for black magic. 
“Shit,” I muttered, bracing myself, trying my best to bolster the shield that kept him away from Sky. 
But blood magic was ridiculously potent. My shield fizzled and my magic screamed in protest as he lifted his blood-coated hand and punched through my barrier, chanting words that made my teeth ache and my head ring. 
Foul. Wrong. 
But stronger than what I was working with. 
The shield fell and I lashed out, the killing curse boiling on my lips. I would not let this psychopath get his hands on a child. Especially not this child, who had clearly already suffered at his hands. 
The deranged jackass managed to deflect the curse with nothing more than a pained grunt, still powered up with the residual blood magic he had just cast. 
I backed away, drawing my magic closer, ready to counter whatever nasty spell he tried to send my way. My focus was zeroed in on the threat before me. But I expected magic. I didn’t expect him to dart forward and make a grab for Sky. 
I turned, trying to break the guy’s grip on Sky’s little arm. He punched me in the face, and I staggered, my grip loosening for just a second in surprise. That was as long as it took for the madman to rip the child out of my arms. 
Sky’s scream of terror was down out by my own scream of rage. I lurched forward, but just then, Hasumi reappeared. The man when down, gurgling and gasping, eyes bulging as water filled his lungs. Hasumi deftly snatched up the little boy as the cultist fell over and scrabbled in the dirt, his hands gripping his throat as if he could will air into his own lungs. 
With a curt nod, Hasumi disappeared again, taking Sky with him. 
I let out a ragged breath of relief. Then I realized I was in the middle of a raging battle and forced my attention back to my surroundings. 
Too late. 
I half turned and saw the witch standing behind me. The O’Leary prime and leader of the cult. I had just enough time to register her feral smile, as an orb of pulsing red and black flew from her outstretched hand and hit me square in the chest with the force of a semi-truck. 
She was waiting the whole time, I had time to think. He was just a distraction. Then the pain and blackness swamped me, and I fell. 






  
  Chapter 25

Dyre


Andy’s fear and pain ripped through our life bond, nearly bringing me to my knees. I was already running across the square, heedless of any danger, my feet moving before my brain really registered what I was seeing. There, at the edge of the fighting. I pushed myself with supernatural speed, calling on all the power Sunny had to offer my corpse-like frame, but still, it was far, far too late. 
Red energy, limned in blackness, struck Andy and crawled over her skin, flaring bright and bloody before disappearing in a flash, the red not dissipating, but absorbing into her as the blackness lingered, a dark shadow over her rapidly dwindling aura. 
She fell, and I wasn’t there to catch her. 
All around the battlefield, I could feel the others moving toward her. Their bonds with our witch weren’t quite as strong as my lifebond, but they had to have felt her distress. Her agony. And the complete lack of feeling that followed, as she fell to the ground. 
She didn’t twitch or writhe, the way Bella had. The way someone hit with a painful, but otherwise harmless spell might. She didn’t go rigid the way a person might if they were merely stunned. She fell boneless and limp as the dead. 
The O’Leary bitch stood several paces away from Andy’s body. But she had a shield erected before the deadly spell I launched her way had time to connect. Flames erupted around her, jinn fire hot enough to melt the pavers. And yet, she remained untouched. 
Black magic. Blood magic. Even darker things, perhaps. The magic that had felled Andy, and which kept that cunt safe, was not even remotely natural. It made even my skin crawl in response. 
I slid to a halt at Andy’s side, the others falling in around us. With a flick of my fingers, I threw up a hasty, but powerful, shield of my own. My minions felt my call and made their way to me, creating a circle of animated corpses outside our shield, insulation against whatever those outside might throw at us. 
I should be watching the enemy for further surprises. Razing the place with my own dark magic. But Sunny was a wild, churning black storm of rage inside me, and all we could focus on was Andy, lying lifeless on the ground. 
The cult leader cackled in mad glee while the angels, rebels, and cult forces continued to fight all around us. None of it mattered. Nothing mattered but Andy. 
I reached for her energy, her soul-spark, that thing that animated all living things, desperate to find it. To keep it here, with me. 
Niamh hit her knees beside me. I didn’t remember falling to the ground. “Is she dead?” the fae asked, her voice even, but tight with restrained emotion, her hunter training allowing her to force back the fury I could see in her eyes. Her hands hovered over Andy’s body, afraid to touch her and have the dark spell leap from one body to the next. “I can’t sense her heartbeat. Or her aura.”
I shook my head, feeling the darkness swirl inside me. Sunny pushed forward, demanding that we do something. Andy’s soul was fading, suffocated or eaten away by the magic. Her life spark was so dim it barely registered. I put a shaking hand on her cold cheek. Her skin had gone ghostly pale, the green bled out of her hair, leaving it so dark it was nearly black. The only color that remained was the unnatural red of her lips. 
“There’s nothing you can do, abomination,” the bitch behind me called, her voice haughty and full of smug superiority. She too ignored the battle still raging around us, probably secure in the belief that she had won. Without our group to aid them, the angels and the rebels were struggling under a horde of cultists, slaves, and undead SA agents. It wouldn’t be long before they were slaughtered. 
That was probably her plan all along. Eliminate Bella so the rebels had no figurehead or direction. Eliminate Andy so her powerful pack of lovers were rendered paralyzed by loss. I almost admired the cultist’s head for strategy. But it was a head that wouldn’t remain attached to her body much longer, if I had anything to say about it. 
“Step out from behind your little bubble, you worthless waste of oxygen,” Aahil’s sultry voice purred from somewhere behind me. “You’ll see exactly what we can do.”
He was radiating deadly heat. I could feel it from where I crouched, several feet away. The little jinn was about to go supernova. It would certainly solve our cult problem. But we probably wouldn’t live to do a victory dance. He would burn everyone alive with his rage—friend and foe alike. 
But I couldn’t really bring myself to care at the moment. “Andy,” I whispered furiously. “Oleander Lovell, I will not let you just die on us!” 
I sent out my magic, letting it uncoil between us, down the lifebond, over her unmoving body. Her chest didn’t rise and fall. She wasn’t breathing. Panic washed over me as I tried, and failed, to grab onto that last little bit of her soul. My magic was wrong for this. I created the illusion of life from death. I could read souls, use the leftover traces of energy they left behind, but soul magic wasn’t really my purview. 
“Elijah!” I barked, my voice cracking. 
The angel was already there, kneeling across from me, the glowing branches of his wings spread as if they could shield Andy from harm. “I’m here, Dyre,” he whispered. “I’m here. But I can’t reach her through the dark.”
It was only then that I really registered that his angelic magic was also swirling around Andy, assessing, grasping, trying as I had to grab onto whatever was left of our witch. 
“Hair as dark as coal, skin as white as snow, lips as red as blood,” the O’Leary bitch called in a sing-song voice. “We call it the Snow White Curse. Fitting don’t you think?”
I growled, lurching to my feet and spinning to face her. River’s deadly jaguar form paced just inside the shield I had erected, a rumbling growl pouring from him. Zhong stood to the side, massive wings spread and every muscle in his large body tensed to spring. Aahil stood nearby, literally glowing with the force of the power inside him. Ambrose was a smoky darkness hovering above them. The second the shields were down, the cult leader would meet a very painful, terrifying, and violent end. 
It would be too good a death for her. I would raise her corpse and kill her again, over and over, for eternity. 
“Free her,” I demanded. “And you might die a clean death. You have no idea the horrors that wait for you, woman.”
She just smirked at me. “It’s funny how you think you are in any place to make demands, foulblood. There’s nothing a disgrace to witch kind like you could ever do to touch me. I have the power of the bloodlines behind me.” She shrugged. “And besides, there’s no reversing that curse, even if I wanted to. The last O’Leary traitor will remain stuck in a state of perpetual half-death, a living corpse while what is left of her soul rots inside her like carrion, aware, but unable to leave its fleshy prison.”
Every animated corpse around us turned to face her, orienting on their target with an intensity that I knew must be eerie and unsettling to anyone but me.
“Dyre,” Elijah’s deep, warm voice was tight with urgency. “We have to do something. She’s fading.”
I whirled away from the O’Leary bitch to return to Andy’s side. He was right. She was almost gone. Maybe the curse wasn’t working quite like it was intended to and would kill her outright. Or maybe the progression would stop only when there was barely the least hint of her left. A fragment of a soul trapped for eternity in a flesh coffin. 
Either way, we had to act. We had to do something! I…
I surged forward, pushing Dyre’s consciousness aside. Enough! Enough thinking, enough stalling and lamenting while my witch lies fading before us. 
“I will find her in the darkness,” I said to the angel revenant. Dyre didn’t fight me as I shoved his consciousness aside. Good. I wasn’t going to waste time quibbling and arguing with him anyway. This time, he had no choice in the matter. “You will hold onto what is left of my host while I am gone,” I commanded Elijah.  “Do not let him fade as well.”
Elijah blinked at me, his bright blue eyes wide. Then his gaze narrowed, and his chiseled lips compressed to a thin line. “You can’t,” he said firmly. “Sunshine, are you planning to leave Dyre’s body? You can’t do that. He’ll die!”
I scoffed. “Do you not listen? Are those fleshy ears on your head merely for decoration, revenant? You are an angel, and we are your master. Use your powers to ensure Dyre is still here when I return. It is not a question. It is a command.”
Impatient with repeating myself, I paused to send a final parting thought of comfort to Dyre. Then I wrenched myself free from my flesh prison for the first time in hundreds of years. 
Ah, but the feeling of freedom was exquisite. To be myself again, formless, shapeless, able to travel through all spaces and realities to quench my thirst for souls to devour. I could be free now. Truly free. Free from all the idiotic rules that came with inhabiting a fleshy mortal body. Free from the harsh, overwhelming color and sensation of the living world mortals inhabited.
And yet… even as the breeze called to me, caressing my formless being in a way no mortal could ever understand… I was pulled to her. Bonded to her still. My witch. 
I could revel in the lure of freedom later. At this moment, there was nothing for me, no other option but to dive into the pale, lifeless body before me, a dark hound following the faint, glowing trail of Oleander’s lifespark. 






  
  Chapter 26

Elijah


“No!” I lurched forward, as if I had any chance of grabbing hold of the formless, plane-defying darkness that was the wraith. But I aborted my impulse to reach for him as Dyre’s body went limp, his tall, lean frame toppling over into my arms. For one brief, terrifying moment, I thought he had died. I pulled him across my lap, cradling his thin form to me. tears prickling my eyes. 
The shield Dyre had been holding around us burst, flashing out of existence as his magical signature disappeared. Aahil and Niamh scrambled to fill the void, quickly erecting another shield. It wasn’t as strong as Dyre’s had been. But it would have to do.
I glanced down at the necromancer in my arms. Dyre always made comments about being a half-starved shell of a man, but he never came across that way to me. The fierce personality and abundant magic within him always made him seem larger than life. Unreachable. Powerful. Unstoppable. Now, he felt as fragile as a bird I my arms. I let out a breath of relief when I felt his chest rise and fall against me. He breathed, if only shallowly, in slow, miniscule fits and starts. I held him even tighter, wrapping my arms and my magic around him as if I could hold him here, anchor him to life the way he had done for me these past months. 
I couldn’t reach Andy. But I could reach Dyre. There was no curse blocking the way. I felt his tiny scrap of soul energy with my magical senses, like a flickering flame held in the palm of my hands, in danger of being extinguished by the slightest breeze. The realization of how narrowly he clung to life, of how it was only Sunshine holding him here all this time, made my own breath stutter and my heart clench in fear.
He might never believe it, but I loved him. For who he was, not for the newly established creator bond between us. Even if our fates weren’t so tightly entwined, I still wouldn’t be able to stand the thought of this strong, brave, precious soul disappearing forever.
And nearby, Oleander lay still as death as well, all color washed from her. Even less of her soul still intact thank Dyre’s. 
I closed my eyes, forcing myself to focus on Dyre, rather than splitting my attention between him and Andy. Sunshine was with Andy. And he had asked me to protect his most important person while he was gone. Andy was beyond my reach under the awful darkness of the curse. There was nothing I could do for her now. Nothing except keep the man she loved alive while his resident wraith tried to body hop to undo the black magic that was killing her. 
“Stay with me,” I whispered to Dyre, ignoring the tears that blurred my vision. Gods above. If I lost him—if I couldn’t hold onto that last lingering remnant of soul that Sunshine had guarded so fiercely for centuries—Dyre really would die. And not only would Andy and all the others grieve him… I would die along with him. For good this time. 
Curling forward over his prone form, I flared out my wings, shielding Dyre and Andy from harm as best I could while my magic flowed over and into Dyre’s body. “Stay,” I whispered, over and over. “Stay with me. Please.”
My magic was interwoven with threads of his power—blood magic and ancient darkness. He was a part of me. But I was also a part of him. In my mind’s eye, I followed the threads of gold and black that tied us together. My magic flowed easily between us, amplified and anchored within the man I held. 
He was right when he said I was more powerful than I wanted to admit. The choirs had been grooming me when I was alive, hoping to bring my strong magic into their inner circle. But now, I was far stronger than I ever was before. Stronger than I had been when I was alive. Somewhere along the way my time as a ghost, and being reincarnated by Dyre and Andy’s strong magic, had changed me. I could feel a deep well of light, there for the taking. 
I called to the warm, golden power of the heavens, the magic of whatever lay beyond this life, drew it into me and made it my own. It came in a bright, aching rush. And I funneled it all into keeping Dyre’s soul here with me, attached to his body, where it belonged. 
I pressed my lips to his icy forehead and said a prayer. The first prayer I had uttered since I learned that the dogma my people spread was a lie. The first earnest plea for divine intervention I had ever uttered with this particular set of lips. 
“Most High, creator and bringer of light and life, I beseech you,” I murmured as I rocked Dyre’s thin body in my arms, every bit of magic I possessed pouring through us both, casting a glow over the area around us. “Shelter this man’s soul. Return his essence of strength and goodness to this mortal body. Let me be his shield, the light in the darkness, and the beacon that lights his way home.”
I shuddered as the magic swelled inside my chest, a burning torch of holy light. Of righteousness. The power of creation and life. I called on Dyre’s soul, commanding it to inhabit his body, to refuse to fade or succumb to darkness… 






  
  Chapter 27

Andy


Physical pain was a distant memory. I couldn’t feel my body. Soon, couldn’t even remember that I’d ever had a body. 
But a new kind of pain took its place as I slowly “woke” from nothing into the dark emptiness that was something… just shy of nothing. 
This isn’t what I expected death to feel like. The thought floated around, coming to me from…somewhere… only to skitter away a moment later, like a spider fleeing back into the dark nothing that was not nothing, blotted out by the pain that was not pain. 
It ached. 
I ached. 
Something important was missing. The last remnants of it were leeching away into the nothing. And though I had no body, still, it felt like shard sharp shards of ice piercing whatever was left of what I was….
I craved the nothing that I had woken from. There had been no pain when I was there. When I wasn’t conscious. When I didn’t exist. 
“No! Witch. My witch, do not crave the nothing.”
A new sort of blackness that contrasted with my current darkness and the nothingness that beckoned me so sweetly…. I didn’t hear, exactly. Since I had no body. No physical me to receive the sound. But the blackness spoke to me, nonetheless. 
And I felt drawn to it, somehow. Pulled toward this new darkness, even if it didn’t soothe the ache the way I knew the nothingness would. 
“You are mine,” the dark thing said. “Cleave to me and do not heed the siren call of the forever silence.”
Nonsense. And yet, it made perfect sense to me. 
I could feel it there. Some sort of thread. A tether tying me to this black thing that should feel chilling, but instead felt warm. Blackness. Limned in a faint glow the color of fresh, hot blood. 
Color. 
It wasn’t until that moment that I realized color didn’t exist anymore. Except for there, hazing the new blackness that called me its own. Something about it felt familiar. It almost felt like a memory. But the fleeting sensation rippled and wavered, battered away by the nothingness around me like sand at the mercy of any angry ocean.
“Mine,” the dark thing commanded through the nothingness between us. And I knew I was. I belonged to it. “You are mine, and I will never let you go.”
Cold spikes of agony. Through a body I did not possess. Through the last lingering essence of what I had been. The nothingness would wash me away too, like the ocean wore away solid stone, turned to sand again. I was a drifting grain of sand. About to be ground down to something even smaller, and then down to nothing at all…
“Witch!” The dark voice commanded, snapping through me. Jolting whatever it was that still made me me. “Remember who you are,” it demanded. “You are stronger than this magic. Stronger than the nothing. Stronger than death itself.” There was a yank down that tether that connected us. A jolt. A reminder. I belonged to this dark entity that gave even death itself a run for its money. I was his. And he was mine. 
The sudden realization galvanized me, made my still wildly incoherent thoughts and feelings home in on a single blood-red point in the darkness. Mine. Connected to me through blood and magic. Blood magic. Power. Strength to fight back against the darkness that was trying to consume me. 
Mine. 
“No!” The dark thing cried out into the nothing, as we fought a violent tug of war over that bright thread of magic. “Not that one,” it insisted. “That one is too faint for you to consume. Find the others.”
Not for me to consume? How dare this thing tell me what was and was not mine to devour. And yet… the red energy seemed sickened somehow… wrong. I was too scattered to feel confusion. But I felt as though I… drifted… for a moment, or for several centuries or ages of man. It was hard to tell, here in the blackness. 
There was a hunger in me. Something awakened by the dark thing with its red aura of blood and power, and dominion over death. I was ravenous. Depleted. Starving. 
I thrashed in the darkness, every lingering molecule of my unstable being reaching, reaching. Grasping for something to hold onto. Something to consume. Power. Life force. 
A presence touched mine, somewhere in my mind, in the shattered layers of my being. An anchor. One custom made for my magic. And it joined with the darkness, directing me, shifting my awareness ever so slightly, until…
There! More threads burst into being around me, dimmed by the darkness, but there, all the same. There within my reach if I only strained…each thread I brushed brought a rush of lifeforce with it and the thread brightened, thickened and strengthened. 
Green growing things. Orange-gold fire. The silvery slate gray of an immovable mountain. Gold, radiant and live-giving. Another darkness, this one filled with the cool power of midnight stars and dreams. The turquoise essence of water. The fierce primal sense of mother nature in a sleek, shadow-dappled form. I pulled the elements and magics to me. Hungry for more. 
The threads grew into thick cables of energy, bright and unbreakable. Mine. I clung to them in the darkness. And pulled. 
“Yes, my witch,” the formless dark thing with the red aura whispered directly into my soul. “Yours for the taking. Claim the power. Drink deep of it and throw off this silly curse.”
A curse? Yes. Somehow the information was there. Like a distant echo of a past life. I had been cursed, hadn’t I?
Anger boiled through me then. I couldn’t recall exactly what had happened, or exactly why I was so enraged, but the emotion was there. It was a dark, bubbling thing inside me that rivaled even the blackness of the nothing that whispered to me of restful forever sleep…
Something had been taken from me. Something had been done to me. And something inside whatever was left of me was not going to tolerate the insult. 
“Lovell,” the dark thing whispered, as I started to feel what might be an actual ear. “Remember who you are. Lovell. They all want to possess you. They are all terrified of you. Because deep down, the part of them that is prey recognizes an apex predator when they are near one.”
I shuddered. Only then realizing that I could shudder. I was still hungry. Still drinking from the bright lines of power and lifeforce that grounded me. But I had a body. Heavy and cold. Resting on the cold, hard ground. 
I pulled again at the tethers I could sense in my mind’s eye. Lifelines. I drew on the power, on the magic, until I felt strong enough to finally, finally reach my own. 
And then I pulled some more. 
The hunger. The magical deprivation. The fucking soul hunger. It drove me to soak up every bit of power around me, then reach inside. Deep. Deeper. Into a bottomless well that was mine. The thing I had always been so afraid to claim. I reached down into the shadowy well and wrapped my hand around it, taking hold of my dark inheritance. 
My witch. The dark voice inside my head faded as I drew in a sudden, harsh, gasping breath and sat up, my eyes flying open and seven new lifebonds snapping into place without discussion or consent. 
I was alive. I was awake. 
And I was fucking pissed!
Someone was going to die. They were all going to die. 
I would burn the world down.






  
  Chapter 28

River


Idropped out of my dozenth attempt to alter time, my knees hitting the rough pavement. Exhaustion made my muscles weak and my vision blurry. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t stop that fucking spell from hitting Oleander Lovell. It was targeted somehow. It would seek her out wherever I managed to move her, ripping through whichever of her mates or other bystanders might be in the way, custom made for our witch. 
Blood magic, probably. At some point, these assholes had obtained Lovell blood and used it to attune their weapon, hone it for maximum effectiveness. Because without Andy, all the powerful monsters around her were useless, frozen with pain and despair. 
“Are you finished now?” a smooth, angry voice demanded. Waves of heat lapped against my body as I forced myself to look up at the jinn, squinting to get my eyes to focus. He was in a glorious rage, every inch of his lithe, compact dancer’s body outlined in a thin halo of fire. 
“Yes,” I managed, my voice barely a croak of sound from all the exasperated yelling I’d done the first half-dozen or so times my attempts to save Andy went horribly wrong. 
I didn’t ask the Aahil how he knew what I’d been doing. Usually people missed it, but there were subtle cues. And he might act like a shallow brat ninety percent of the time, but the jinn was extremely powerful and in tune with the magic around him—perceptive of others and his surroundings, even if he wasn’t always so perceptive of what was going on inside himself. 
I swayed in place and shook my head, trying to pull myself back from a fuzzy mental tangent about insight, and sensitivity, and articles I’d read about trauma…
Searing fingers wrapped around my wrist, jolting me out of my thoughts and back to the present. “They are trying to bring her back,” he snapped, giving my arm a yank. “Come. Use your luck magic.”
I sighed, feeling like every bone in my body had been sapped of energy. Use my magic. Sure. Right. As if it were that simple. Piece of fucking cake.
The warm hand that gripped my wrist squeezed so hard my bones ground together, his fire magic surging, and I was pretty sure I was in danger of having my hand amputated at the wrist if the jinn burned any hotter. “Now!”
The imperious tone of voice didn’t hide the desperation boiling under the surface. And it was a desperation we all shared. So, despite feeling like I might fall over, I shoved myself to my feet and let the little fireball drag me the few feet to Andy’s side. 
My legs gave out again and I dropped down beside her, across from where Elijah knelt, holding Dyre’s limp body in his lap. “Fuck,” I said, rubbing a hand over my face. Jumping through time over and over had scrambled my brain. I thought this was the timeline where Dyre hadn’t been blasted by the curse on its way to Andy…
“He’s inside her,” Elijah whispered. His deep, rich voice echoed oddly, kind of similar to the way Dyre’s did when Sunshine spoke… but Elijah’s voice wasn’t creepy. It was resonant and warm, and it sent weird pulses through me, like… frissons of joy… which was completely wrong in this situation. But still, he was an angel. Was this angelic magic at work? I’d never felt anything like it. I stared at him, not blinking, as my mind spun with questions and possibilities. 
Heat flared at the back of my neck, Aahil’s searing fingers squeezing the muscles there, again yanking me back into the present. “Focus, idiot! If she dies, I will burn you alive. Slowly.”
“Aahil,” Zhong muttered in warning. 
But I waved a hand, dismissing his concern. If anything, the jinn’s threats were keeping me conscious and in the here and now, when the strain of magic depletion wanted to drag me under. “I can’t do anything, Aahil,” I said, my heart aching at the admission. “I’ve tried. I can’t fix this.” I reached out and took one of Andy’s pale, icy hands in mine, not fearing the curse. It had been made just for her. It was no danger to me. 
Tears pooled in my eyes for the dozenth time in the last few minutes. Damn it. She didn’t deserve to die like this. If she even did die all the way. If the stupid cult leader’s taunts were true, Andy would be trapped inside, a decaying remnant of her soul stuck inside the corpse, forever. Death would be a blessing compared to that. 
I shook my head, immediately denying the thought. I didn’t mean that! I told whatever was listening—the universe, some deity or other, my luck magic. I wouldn’t want anyone thinking that death was the solution. 
“Do something!” Aahil insisted, gripping the back of my shirt and giving me a little shake by the ruff, like a misbehaving dog. “Make sure the wraith can reach her.”
Ah. Sunny was inside her. That was what Elijah had meant. The wraith was trying to… well, I had no idea what he was trying to do, honestly. Wake her up? Break the dark magic? 
“There’s nothing I can do,” I repeated, before Aahil decided to actually set me on fire. “Luck magic isn’t something you control. It’s not something I do. It’s something I am. I can’t aim it like a weapon and pull the trigger.”
His grip on the back of my neck tightened and he made a strange, eerie whining sound that cut right through my heart. “Do something,” he whispered. “Why can’t anyone fucking do something?”
Elijah was humming with golden magic, his bright aura visible to the naked eye and his wing branches fully extended. Blackness snaked through his light, the slow, coiling darkness like ink on water, a reminder that he was more than just an angelic presence. He seemed to be concentrating on something. But his glowing blue eyes flicked upward to focus on Aahil momentarily. “We are doing something,” he said calmly, in that layered, echoing voice. “I am keeping Dyre alive so Sunshine can bring Andy back.” Then his focus slid away, turned inward. 
Apparently, it took some serious concentration to hold onto someone’s soul. 
Great cats, I was surrounded by the most fascinating, terrifying people I had ever met. 
And that didn’t even count the cult leader, who was still hovering around somewhere, being completely ignored by the rest of us. That must really chap her ass. I huffed an unhinged laugh and Aahil shook me again. 
“Alright, alright,” I muttered. This brat. Someday, if we all made it through this alive, I was going to have to put him in his place. Pretty privilege would only get him so far. If he set my hair on fire, I was going to beat his pert little ass until it was black and blue…
“Fuck, I muttered, running a hand through my hair. I was losing my mind. And I was also going to pass out soon. Black spots were floating at the edges of my vision. Time magic was a bitch. Especially when I pushed it past all reason or logic in my desperation to save someone I loved. 
Great. Now I was crying. But I had rapidly grown to care for Oleander Lovell—to love her, I was afraid. Her, and all of the weirdos currently standing around her lifeless body, willing Sunshine to save her. I felt like I belonged with them. Truly belonged. At all times, not just once in a while when they could tolerate me. And now, I was in danger of losing the home I had never realized I needed. 
I wobbled, almost falling over. Then I gave up and let myself fall, curling up next to Andy. I lost my human form as primal instinct took over, letting me shut down and heal. Curling up around my witch, I purred, hoping my presence would soothe her. It would be incredibly unlucky if I were to lose her. 
A too-warm presence knelt at my back, and hot, graceful fingers stroked through my fur. 
It would be unlucky if they lost her. 
And the ultimate bad luck would befall me if she was lost… I would lose them as well. All of them. Because Andy was what held us all together. 
And on that thought, the overexertion and magic drain won, and I finally passed out. 






  
  Chapter 29

Dyre


Warmth. 
I expected death to be cold, but there was nothing but warmth and… love. 
For a moment, I swore I saw eternity. And it wasn’t the terrifying hell I had imagined for myself since being born into my twisted family and turned into a necromancer. No. Eternity felt like a golden glow. Like a pair of strong arms around me, solid and eternal as stone. It felt like the warmth of a crackling fire in the fireplace, a warm, calming drink at my side, the low thrill of a forest hunt, sweet dreams that kept all the nightmares away, the warm rumble of a contented cat curled up in my lap… it felt like home. Not the home of my childhood, which was cold and painful, full of struggle and fear. This felt like the home I had found, the one I had created.
But something was missing. 
I missed the soaring, limitless darkness of the night sky, a darkness so black that night itself wondered at the beauty and color of the stars, and so fiercely loyal I knew I would never be afraid again. And I missed…growing things and honey-gold energy, fierce stubbornness layered over softness that would enfold me and shelter me from the world… and which I would happily die to protect….
The darkness returned first, cool but welcome, a presence that I simply didn’t feel whole without. 
You are still alive, the darkness said, and I felt both its surprise and its relief. 
We communicated silently in the warm stretch of eternity where I languidly floated, disembodied, but safe. Always safe, with the golden glow that held me like a lover, gently, and cherished, and safe. 
Am I? I asked the darkness as it reached questioning tendrils toward whatever I was here.
I wasn’t afraid of the tendrils of darkness. They were beautiful like the hush of night. Like my love of the night sky. Was I really alive? I had been certain I was dead, that this place was heaven… or wherever souls went when they were finally free from the struggle that was life. 
More alive than you have been in two hundred years, the darkness informed me. You are… changed. 
I thought about that—if one could think when one didn’t seem to have a body or a brain to process thought. I feel changed. 
The angel has somehow restored your soul, the deep, multilayered darkness whispered. You no longer have need of me to keep the small remnant of your life spark anchored in your mortal body. 
Oh. That was nice, wasn’t it? And yet, for some reason… I didn’t like that. 
I’ll be alone? I asked as I floated in warmth. And in that moment, the first hint of discomfort I had felt since coming here started to filter through and tickle at the edges of my being, plucking, worrying at the edges of what was left of me. 
You have no need of me, the darkness whispered again, fainter, as if it were retreating. I will go. 
The feeling of discomfort surged, growing stronger, becoming something more like panic. No! 
No? The voice of dark night was closer than it had been, but still so far away. So full of doubt. 
You can’t go, I insisted, everything that I currently was reaching for that dark presence. I felt like a frightened child reaching for a parent. Or a jilted lover begging for their world to return to them. I need you. 
You do not need me to live. 
I do! I need you. You are a part of me. 
I do not belong here. 
You belong with me. With us. 
With the energies I could feel starting to bloom around me. With the warmth, and the fire, the nature, and stone, the water, the dreams, and the primal one. The darkness belonged here. Belonged to this thing that felt like home. 
You would invite me to stay? Voluntarily?
I didn’t try to reply. I didn’t need to. “Speaking” wasn’t really necessary here in this space. I simply let the strong emotions flow through me as the memories returned, as hazy impressions became more. As I remembered the life Sunshine had granted me after my family turned me into an abomination in their quest for power and nearly killed me in the process. 
There had been fear at first. Resentment. Hatred—of the wraith and of myself, of the monster I had become. There had been loneliness, and suffering, chills and hunger, and the danger of being hated, of being hunted and burned alive by the witches who had once been my own kind. 
But there had also been wonder—the childlike wonder of an ancient being seeing colors for the first time, understanding emotions, feeling love… figuring out that people were more than simple-minded livestock to be terrified and devoured. Eventually, there had been…camaraderie between us. Friendship. And, yes, love. The loyalty of a prisoner who had started the role involuntarily but who had grown to know me, and to become my fierce protector. Sunshine was a part of me. 
Us. I hadn’t truly been me in hundreds of years. I was us. We. Necromancer. Abomination. Two living, feeling beings sharing one cramped, gangly, fleshy home. 
I love you, Sunny. The thought was startling. Absurd. And utterly true. I cared for the wraith, and because of the wraith, I had started to love myself as well. 
I do not want to leave, he admitted into the rippling warmth that surrounded us here in the afterlife. Or whatever it was. I do not want to leave you, my witch. I think you have damaged me somehow. No self-respecting ancient power such as I would hesitate to be free of this imprisonment. 
I chuckled. A shock rippled through me, as I realized I had just felt that laugh. For a second there, I felt my body. I was waking up. Returning to the real world, the warmth of this place fading around me. I reached for Sunny again. Not with physical hands, but with my mind, with my energy. 
I was relieved to feel him reaching back, the dark tendrils of his incorporeal brushing my aura, like the open arms of a long-lost lover. 
I woke with a start, sitting up and sucking in a gasping sob of breath. My hand flew to my chest, pressing against the center, where my heartbeat seemed so much louder and stronger, after so long without a body. Warm, strong arms held me, and I turned my head to find brilliant blue eyes staring at me from the most handsome face I had ever seen. Light suffused my vision, angelic wings encircling me. “Elijah,” I breathed, still feeling confused and off kilter. His name anchored me. Elijah. My creation. The man who permanently carried a part of my essence inside him. Mine. Ours, Sunny’s thoughts echoed alongside my own.
“Hello, Dyre. Welcome back,” the angelic revenant whispered, a relieved smile curving his chiseled lips seconds before they brushed my forehead. “You’re safe,” he said as he pulled back to press his forehead to mine. “I was worried I would lose you, maker.” His strong arms squeezed me so tightly I had trouble breathing. Then again, that might have been because of his words. His relief. The love and adoration that shone from every atom of his being. Maker. I never thought I’d enjoy that so much. 
His light was too bright. Too perfect for an abomination like me. And yet. At that moment, I couldn’t care less who or what the world saw me as. I was just happy as hell to be back in my physical body, solid, grounded, and… warm? 
“I’m warm!” I said abruptly, scrambling out of Elijah’s lap to kneel on the rough ground and rub my hands up and down my long, skinny arms, marveling at the change. Still starved and scrawny. But warm. I hadn’t felt truly warm to my marrow in so long that the sensation was completely foreign to me. Uncomfortable, almost. Too hot. And everything was too bright. Too colorful and present. 
Because I was no longer hosting an ancient evil inside me. Because I wasn’t being constantly drained of energy and barely clinging to the last scrap of my life force. Because…
I met Elijah’s eyes. He gave me an embarrassed smile and rubbed the back of his neck. “Um… Sunshine told me to keep what was left of your soul anchored to your body. I panicked. I was so afraid to lose you. I may have… overdone it a bit.”
I held my hands out in front of me, turning them over, staring at the pinkness of them. At the lack of dark blue nails, the lack of bluish undertone and exaggerated traces of blue veins beneath my no longer paperwhite skin. Then I looked up at Elijah again. 
“You…”
“Somehow called back every last scrap of your lost soul energy and anchored it into your body with a little extra angelic magic lingering behind? Maybe.” He shrugged. 
I laughed. I couldn’t help it. The deep bark of laughter escaped before I even realized it was coming. 
I had been nearly dead for two hundred years. And Elijah was looking embarrassed because he accidentally reunited the sundered parts of my soul?!
The realization was closely followed by a heart-rending shot of panic. “Sunny!”
I had heard his voice just seconds before, but I couldn’t feel him inside me, the way I always had. The darkness of the disembodied wraith was still there when I reached out my magical senses, lingering somewhere between the mortal realm and the in between space inhabited by ghosts and other terrors that mortals only dreamed about. I am here. 
But he was fading, being called away. To whatever plane wraiths inhabited when they weren’t feeding on mortal terror and souls. 
“Sunshine?” I said again, my voice cracking. 
Are you sure, Dyre? You have your life back. What the angel has done has strengthened you. But were I to remain, I could not help but feed from you. There will be a cost. To both of us. 
“Your freedom and my lifeforce?” I murmured, fully aware that I sounded like I was taking to myself. No one else could see Sunny. They might be able to sense him, but only as a vague, lingering sense of primal fear. 
Something like that, Sunshine replied to my question. You could be free, witch. 
“I wouldn’t be whole without you,” I said truthfully. Sunny was a part of me now. And I didn’t just mean in a physical or energetic sense. “But I know you have always felt trapped.”
The darkness caressed my newly restored aura, and I shuddered. I do not feel trapped now. But I do not feel… free. I too am changed, Dyre. I am not what I once was. You are a part of me. I think this might be what mortals mean when they say they feel like they are missing a limb.
I nodded, confirming his assumption. It was a very accurate description of what I was feeling right now, and I knew he could sense the wealth of acknowledgement and acceptance in the gesture. “Come home,” I whispered. “Please?”
Insanity. Madness. The only kind of witch who voluntarily welcomed a possession of this magnitude was one with a death wish. Or someone who stupidly overestimated his own strength and importance, and ended up being devoured by the being inside him. 
And yet, I didn’t struggle, didn’t resist as the wraith settled inside me, altering my aura, dimming the world, and chilling my body by a few degrees in the process. I didn’t mourn as my nailbeds turned faintly blue again, and the tinge of ancient darkness merged with my aura. No, I didn’t fight; I simply stepped aside and welcomed him in like a long-lost friend. 
As Sunshine settled inside my being, I realized the other thing that had been missing had also been restored without my noticing it. My lifebond with Andy hummed with strength and life. My connection to her and my sense of her were stronger and more invigorating than ever before. And with it… I swore I felt a bunch of multicolored threads that had never been there before. My connection with Elijah wasn’t just a maker’s bond anymore. And I could feel all the others as well, as if we were all lifebonded…. But how?
A sudden tug at the invisible cord tying me to Andy nearly knocked me over, and a shockwave of magic rippled out from where she lay prone beside me. The color rapidly returned to her skin and hair, like special effects in a human movie, as the magic of the curse that had held her down shattered like shimmering shards of smoky dark glass. 
Andy gasped and sat up suddenly, her gray eyes opening and magic swelling around her again, like an oncoming tidal wave. Somewhere behind me, I heard a matching feminine gasp. But the second sound was one of shock and terror, rather than one of life and relief. 
It was the gasp of a certain cultist who had probably just seen her life flash before her eyes. Sunny curled inside me, coiling restlessly like a massive, deadly black serpent ready to strike. 
It is time, the wraith murmured in my mind, his words laced with a large dose of wicked anticipation and hunger. Finally, it is time.
People were about to learn what happened when they messed with our family. The reckoning was long past due.
I pushed myself to my feet, feeling stronger than ever before, even after my brush with near-death and my reacquisition of an ancient evil entity inside me. As the others gathered round, Andy reached out and took my offered hand, letting me help her to her feet. 
Her magic was overwhelming, the strength and depth of it obvious to everyone connected to her—and probably to anyone with even a hint of magical awareness within miles around as well. Whatever had just happened, it had fully blown open the doors she usually kept closed between herself and that deep, staggering Lovell magic. 
So many, many people were about to die. And that thought sent a primal wave of yearning through me, that I knew wasn’t entirely from Sunshine. 
I tore my gaze away from my lifemate just long enough to glance around at the others, to confirm that they felt what I was feeling. The deep, dark surge of ecstasy. Then my gaze was riveted on Andy again, as her eyes began to glow, and her green hair lifted from her shoulders to float on a breeze that didn’t exist on this plane. I shuddered as I drank her in. The most powerful witch I had ever seen. The world was hers. We only waited for her word. One signal from Oleander Lovell, and we would unleash hell on all who had wronged us. 






  
  Chapter 30

Andy


Itook Dyre’s hand and let him pull me to my feet as power coursed through me. 
Old magic. Incredibly powerful magic. Born into my bloodline, amplified and nurtured by generations of Lovells—and the Blaisdell’s before them—through means both dark and light. I understood it better now. The magic was a living, breathing thing inside me. Not an innate force to be tapped and used, but a creature, an entity both natural and created, full of both goodness and wickedness, brought to life by my ancestors. It was love and sly humor, hope and cynical nihilism, a soft sheath of curious creativity wrapped around the sharp blade of dark cleverness. 
The magic flowed through me, warm and strong, but more than a little wild. It wanted to be used. To be released out into the world. 
But I had grown into someone who was capable of holding the reins. It was up to me whether this all-encompassing, impatient power was unleased upon the world or not. And the magic and I—we both knew it. 
I closed my eyes, drawing in a deep breath, centering myself. Grounding myself in the new (or in Dyre and Sunshine’s case, simply stronger) lifebonds that bolstered my already brimming aura. My anchors. They would keep me from letting the magic run away with me. 
This was why so many of my ancestors had gone evil or full-on insane. They hadn’t been strong enough or grounded enough to keep from being completely consumed by the brilliant madness of the magic that flowed through our veins. 
I opened my eyes, feeling my lips stretch into a slow smile as my gaze landed on the pathetic little cult leader, cowering behind her wards and shields. A sort of euphoric anticipation tingled through my body, so strong it was almost sexual. 
“You cursed me,” I said to her, my voice richer and fuller than before. “You tried to extinguish the Lovell magic—or maybe funnel it elsewhere, into some other relic or artifact so you could use it as your own.” I shook my head, my smile growing. “As if someone like you could ever wield the power. As if it would ever let you be its master.”
She shook her head. Her unwarranted haughtiness and overconfidence fell away as she stared at me. “What…how did this happen? What… are you?”
I clucked my tongue at her and stepped forward, my lovers—my coven, though most of them weren’t witches—falling in beside me. “Oh, you really are an idiot, aren’t you?” I said easily. 
“This,” I threw my arms wide to encompass the entire block, the entire city, the entire fucking war that the supremacist assholes had started. “This happened because you and your stupid witch friends couldn’t just know your place, fuck off to the shadows and continue scurrying around there like good little roaches. No, you had to hunt the weak. You had to hoard power through any means necessary.” I took a step closer to her, standing with my toes nearly touching the protective bubble of black magic she had erected around herself. “This happened because you all thought you were the predators in this sick little game of yours,” I whispered to her, leaning in and arching my brows. “But guess what, bitch? You just woke up the sleeping monster. Turns out, you are nothing but prey.”
She huffed, drawing on her reserves, probably pulling on magic from her slaves, or from some other nasty artifact she had stolen from another powerful witch family. But it wouldn’t help her now.  
I flicked my fingers at her in a lazy gesture and the protective bubble surrounding her shattered like spun sugar. It was nothing. I didn’t need a spell or an incantation. I didn’t even have to know how the magic worked. All I had to do was will the protections around her to disappear, and they were gone. 
Imagine all the things I could do with this new power. If all I had to do was will a strong black magic spell out of existence, what else could I do? I shuddered as the power surged inside me, begging to be freed. Yes. We could do anything together. 
I pushed the eager flood of magic down, for the time being. Then I nodded toward the others around me. “Do what you will. This ends now.”
After all, it was hardly fair to hog all the fun for myself. 
Dyre and Sunshine were the first to move. I knew they had been waiting for this opportunity for a long time now, waiting for me to get over my silly morals and hesitations. A wave of necromantic magic pulsed outward from Dyre’s tall form, his long red hair whipping in the wind caused by its passing. He looked a bit like an ancient avenging spirit himself, even without Sunshine’s help. Corpses rose. Dozens of them. Hundreds, maybe, as the magic stretched beyond the carnage before us to encompass the entire capitol city and the surrounding areas. And along with it, the wraith’s hunger—devouring souls and adding to the undead army, eliminating every dark magic practitioner it came across, and adding to the loop of power that kept on creating ever more death and raising even more corpses... they could keep it up infinitely, if they chose, until the entire world was nothing but a sea of animated corpses.
I could sense the seeking fingers of the necromantic magic like an extension of myself. My connection to both the necromancer and the wraith let me feel the full extent and reach of their power for the first time. It was unsettling. And fascinating. 
I licked my lips and drew in a slow breath as I struggled to equalize my own magic, to keep it from rising up to join with the dark allure the necromancer had just made manifest in the air around us. 
My attention was drawn back to the stupid O’Leary witch before me as she started to mutter the inane words that would let her focus some inconsequential spell. Once, she would have been a danger to me. But now she was nothing more than a minor annoyance. Like a mosquito buzzing around, just begging to be smacked.
“Silence!” I commanded, cutting off her airflow with a thought. She choked on her words and fell to her knees, clutching at her throat. 
I stared down at her, knowing there was probably something I should feel. Some soft emotion that was beyond me at present. All I felt was a faint tinge of annoyance and a desire to get this all over with so I could go back to my life without anyone bothering me. Her eyes bulged as they met mine, desperate and pleading, the blood vessels bright red at the corners. 
I wondered how many of the slaves who she had forced into battle had looked at her with the same beseeching gaze. How many of the people she had murdered for daring to stand up to her and her stupid cult had begged for their lives. Or for the lives of their children or loved ones. 
She was so much weaker than me now. Perhaps I should feel bad about that power imbalance. But I didn’t. How many creatures had she killed or enslaved simply because they had less magic than she did? Because she deemed them weak, and therefore expendable. 
“How does it feel?” I asked, crouching down in front of the woman as she suffocated, unable to draw breath. 
She opened and closed her mouth, but nothing came out. A sort of bland curiosity came over me and I relented, allowing her to draw just enough breath to speak again.
She immediately cast a killing spell at me, but I brushed it away like swatting a fly and repeated my question. “How does it feel to know you are so weak you can’t possibly defend yourself against the heartless monster who is about to kill you? Is this sparking anything in you right now? Regret? Shame? Maybe a strong desire to apologize in the hopes I’ll be soft enough to show mercy?”
She snarled at me. “There is something wrong with you, you sadistic whore,” she bit out. “I knew there must be. Your entire family is fucked up!”
I arched my brows at her as the smell of smoke drifted to me and people started screaming. “Mmm… sadistic? I didn’t think so, until just recently. But now… I can definitely see why some people get their rocks off at the thought of someone’s pain and suffering...” 
I shrugged. “But you didn’t answer my question.” I shot a little bolt of raw magic at her, patiently watching and waiting until she was done writhing and screaming before I asked again, “Do you still have nothing to say for yourself? For all you’ve done? All the suffering you’ve caused?”
She sat up and lifted her chin a notch, ignoring the drool there, her eyes full of fear but her words full of venom. “I regret nothing. My power was granted to me by the gods. Witches are the supreme , and all others should serve us.” Then she lowered her gaze for a second before looking up at me, sly and calculating. “But you see that now, don’t you? You feel it. I can sense the power you’ve gained thanks to my spell. Let us join you. Me and my people. With the true power inside you, we could cleanse the world and make it ours. A paradise for the strongest among us. You could be the one to lead all of witchkind to greatness.”
I laughed at her, dry and humorless. “You really thought that might work, didn’t you? Thought I might be stupid enough to see your cursing me as some sort of gift? Even now, you are still trying to claw your way to the top. Pathetic.” 
I was bored with this nonsense. Shaking my head, I sliced my palm through the air horizontally, like a blade. The magic severed her head from her body, and I stood and turned away as she crumpled to the ground. It was a quick death. The kind of mercy she wouldn’t have bothered to show those she drained of magic and forced into slavery. But I had more important things to do. 
Ambrose materialized beside me as I turned toward the… well, battle would be an overstatement. Complete domination of anyone stupid enough to opposed us would be a more accurate description. 
“Andy,” the boogeyman murmured, his deep, black velvet voice like music to my ears. “Darling, I am so incredibly happy that you survived the curse and came back to us and all.” 
I glanced away from the circle of jinn flames that had just incinerated a group of cultists and met Ambrose’s eerie, but beautiful, red and black eyes. “But?” I definitely heard a “but” in there.
He chuckled and took my hand. “But I feel like you may be just a bit out of sorts at the moment, love. Tell me you remember who is friend and who is foe, at least?”
I shook my head at him. “I’m pissed off, not stupid.”
He nodded, but there was a wry quirk to the corner of his lips. “Of course.”
I waved a hand at him dismissively. “Don’t you have better things to do than babysit? You should feed while you have the chance. Fill up the tank.”
“As you wish, my lady witch.” He gave me a wicked, shark-toothed grin and swept a graceful bow. Then he dissolved into smoky tendrils of shadow and raced away, off to soak in the terror around us. 
“Niamh, Zhong,” I called, waiting until they had finished killing off a couple of SA-agents-turned-zombies and turned to me before I finished my request. “Please go find my sister’s body and bring it over so we can take it home with us when we leave.”
Zhong’s big hand was warm and heavy on my back, pressing me close to him, even as Niamh’s quick, hard kiss landed on my cheek. “As you wish, master,” the gargoyle rumbled out in a low voice like grinding stones. His wings snapped wide as he stepped away to allow Niamh closer. I could feel the fierce relief and violent love that flowed down the connection between me and each of them. Their joy that we were finally going to be rid of the cult and the threats of the outside world. Their joy that I was alive. 
Niamh took my face in her strong, graceful hands and peered into my eyes, her own leaf-green gaze demanding. “You are changed,” she said firmly. “Who are you now, witch?”
I stared back at her, unflinching. “For now? Whoever I need to be. I’ll figure out the rest once all of our enemies are dead.”
She nodded once in understanding. The fierce, pragmatic fae hunter in her knew what I meant. Her lips met mine in a hard, claiming kiss. Then she dashed away, jogging along with a knife in each hand, while Zhong flew overhead, the two of them off to retrieve my sister’s corpse, as ordered. 
And that was what it felt like—orders. I was no longer going along with whatever life threw my way. I was in charge of my fate. 
I began walking again, but Aahil materialized in front of me in a burst of flames. His usually golden-brown eyes glowed with pure gold flame, and his body was wreathed in a delicate outline of rippling red, orange, and violet fire. He reached for me, and I gloried in the heat that radiated between us, his graceful hands gripping my upper arms and dragging me in for a kiss that nearly melted the skin off my bones. 
“My witch,” he said as he pulled back to let me breathe, “I will burn all who wronged you.”
I arched a brow at his fierce, formal little speech. But I could feel what he wasn’t saying, through the new lifebond between us. There was a lingering desperation, because he thought he’d lost me. And an all-encompassing need to have me by his side, alive and well. “I love you too,” I told him, bending to press a kiss to his forehead, a little drunk on the fire I could feel in my veins, the heat and sensuality of his jinn magic flooding the new lifebond between us. I could drown in it. Be consumed by it and watch the world burn without a care.
His perfect lips curled up in a devilish smile as he reached up to caress my cheek. “This is what you have been hiding and denying all this time, Lovell? This power and confidence? You are glorious. Finally, a match for a perfect, powerful, beautiful being like myself.” 
I snorted at his assessment of the situation. Very Aahil. The humor helped me ground myself once more, when the magic inside me would have loved for us to join him in setting the world on fire. “Careful what you wish for, jinn,” I told him seriously. “You may have met your match.”
He just laughed and dematerialized in a shower of sparks. An eruption of flames on the other side of the block from where he had just stood told me he was off to continue his reign of terror. 
I felt no need to stop him this time. These assholes were getting what they deserved. They had asked for it. And then some. 






  
  Chapter 31

Jacki


Something big was happening. 
My natural witch abilities had been enhanced by years of mage training with the Supernatural Alliance. I was a weapon honed for exactly these sorts of situations—though until recently, I never believed I’d actually use all that training. I was certainly using it now. I fought off zombies who wore the faces of my coworkers, doing my best to keep them from reaching the terrified children and lesser magic users who had been enslaved by the stupid fucking cult. But through the carnage, I sensed it. 
The powerful, slightly eerie, but undoubtedly earth-based magic of the second Lovell sister. One moment it was there, a constant, low-level background hum that I had grown used to somehow. And the next moment, it was just… gone. 
The fight was shifting around us. The SA zombies didn’t really care what was going on—they were more focused on trying to eat people. But the cultists paused in their attack. I saw several of them grin, and someone threw up a cheer. 
The stupid bastards. 
There was a rhythm to the fighting, a sort of flow to the chaos. It had been rushing toward an end, the cult and their zombie horrors falling to the odd, but effective, combination of my SA troop, the rebel forces, the rogue Lovell and her harem of monsters, and a handful of random angels who seemed to be fighting with our side for some reason. That last bit was likely due to Oleander Lovell, I thought distractedly. She was always full of surprises. 
But now… suddenly it was like time froze. Another wave of cultists appeared, surrounding the square. And the sudden loss of Lovell magic on the field felt like a bullet that came out of the blue and struck something vital. 
I beheaded a zombie with my sword, then set the corpse on fire with a spell, just to be sure it stayed down. Clark, from weapons inventory. He’d been an okay guy. A bit too talkative when you just wanted to grab a refill from the coffee machine and get back to your desk to fill out incident reports, but still… I shook off the sadness that wanted to push its way through my focus. Not now. I could think about all of this later. 
If we lived. Which was less likely without the last Lovell. Her people were an army of their own. A strong force that could help turn the tide. But they were all turning away from the battle now, gathering around their fallen anchor. 
“Fuck,” I muttered, elbowing another zombie in the face when it tried to use my moment of distraction to chew on my neck. The thing stumbled back, and Cloe’s back hooves hit it in the chest, crushing bones and sending it hurtling across the square to smash into another zombie. A kick from a centaur was no laughing matter. 
Taking a hint from my attacker, I spun and threw a vial of potion at a cluster of cultists who weren’t paying attention. The vial shattered and a cloud of forever sleep put them on the ground. They wouldn’t wake until I commanded it. If I commanded it. I was sure someone, at some point, would need to question cultists and write up reports or something. But right now, I was more focused on surviving. And on making sure my lifemates survived along with me. 
“What’s going on over there?” I shouted to Amethyst, who had a better vantage point where she was perched atop a car roof, lobbing spells and arrows as the enemy. 
“Some kind of standoff with between the Lovell group and the cult leader,” my fae-crossed lover bit out, pausing to loose an arrow at a cultist who thought they were stealthily sneaking away. 
I opened my mouth to reply, but was struck by a sudden shockwave of dark magic. Gasping, I fell to one knee, then struggled back to my feet, my sword and a fire spell held in my hands. “Back!” I yelled, my heart pounding with fear and shock. “Get back here now! Behind the barrier! Full shields up!”
My team and the other loyal SA agents I had recruited all scrambled to get closer, those with the strongest magic bolstering the shield that protected us and the cowering group of people we had saved from the cult. 
Then I felt it. Lovell magic. It was back. Oleander Lovell wasn’t dead, as I assumed she had been. And not only that… the power coming off her was immense, a looming, threatening giant that had not existed before she suddenly went offline and came back on again. It was as if an entire coven of ancient Lovell witches had just appeared where only one had stood before.
And it wasn’t just her. It was all of them. Somehow the magics of Oleander and all of her weird group of powerful people were combined and multiplied, the magic twisting through the area like the questing fingers of some massive, god-like entity. 
I shuddered. The involuntary urge to kneel, to cower, or run and hide was suddenly so strong I almost broke. But there were others to think of. “No!” I barked out, halting several of my group from bolting like frightened rabbits. “Stay inside the shields!” 
Oleander Lovell had never turned out to be the great evil the SA higher-ups always insisted she was. She hadn’t followed in her family’s legacy. I had grown to actually like the bold, irreverent, and impossible Lovell witch. I’d almost grown to trust her and her people—though her sister, Bella, still gave me pause. But now… Now I knew I was smart to hang on to what few reservations I’d had. The power rolling off her was dangerous. Wild and dominating. The kind of power that people only dreamed up in stories or nightmare “what-if” training scenarios. 
It was the kind of power that could be absolutely devastating to everything and everyone around it. Exactly the kind of power that the cult had been seeking, and that the smarter of the SA agents had been trying to prevent from existing. 
We were all about to witness Oleander Lovell’s true nature. 
“It’s impossible,” Trenton breathed at my side. “That kind of power. Has she enslaved them all after all? Some kind of soul magic that allows her to tap them like batteries?”
I shook my head slowly as I stared out at the scene playing out across the square. I watched as Oleander Lovell ended the cult’s leader with a single flick of her fingers, no weapon in sight, no surge of energy to indicate she had used a spell. The O’Leary bitch deserved to die. And it wasn’t like I could do anything to stop it, even if I’d wanted to. 
The body crumpled to the ground and Oleander turned to walk away, pausing to speak to a few of her lovers along the way. I simply watched, my entire body tense, all my magical awareness focused on the strange witch and the area around her. My mind raced as I tried to think of a way to get me and my people out of this alive. 
I’d never felt anything like the magic rising around us. The overwhelming power of the Lovell magic was joined by a surge of dark, cold necromantic energy that caused every corpse to rise, and every zombie to turn toward the call of the man who called death to heel like a well-trained pet. 
Fire roared to life here and there in brilliant bursts, the heat of the jinn flames burning cultists to ash in seconds before disappearing, only to erupt somewhere else. A cloud of terror threaded through the air, blocking out the sun and drawing every fear I had ever had to the surface of my being. I shook, and tears poured down my cheeks. But I knew I was only feeling the tiniest hint of what the cultists felt, as the boogeyman fed from the dark recesses of their souls. 
Trenton and Cloe crowded closer, Amethyst at my back. One of the recruits behind me whispered, “We’re all going to die,” then burst into tears. 
And still I waited, and watched. And hoped against all logical reason that maybe, just maybe we’d survive. Maybe the monsters before us would recall that we were supposed to be allies. 
The angels came to ground nearby, the warm ethereal glow from the branches of energy that made up their wings the only thing that gave any color to a rapidly graying world. “Shall we head back to the angelic to report?” one of them asked. And fuck, that was just what we didn’t need, the host of heavenly justice descending on the area to put down the feral Lovell and save the day. The angels would use it as an excuse to take over governance of Magea.
But then again, I thought as I watched Oleander slowly walk toward me, maybe that would be preferable to whatever world-ending power this fight had just unleashed on our realm. 
“No,” the angels’ leader said firmly. I couldn’t tear my eyes away from Andy long enough to confirm, but I’d bet his gaze was just as focused as mine, on the potential threat. “Give her time. I want to see how this plays out.”
There was a sense of… pride, almost, in his voice. A smugness that conveyed a big ol’ “I told you so.”
All around us, cultists dropped like flies, felled by fire, nightmares, undead soldiers, or simple claws, teeth, or fae blades. And Oleander Lovell slowly walked through it all like she was taking a leisurely stroll through the park on a sunny weekend, with nothing to do but soak up the sunshine and bird song, untouched by a single spell or mundane weapon. 
I blinked rapidly when I realized that everywhere she stepped she left behind a footprint of plant life that cracked through the pavement and rapidly unfurled toward the sun. An earth goddess wrapped in a cloak of darkness.
She stopped several feet from where I stood, on the other side of a protective shield that I was pretty sure she could shatter with a thought, judging from the magic that was absolutely dripping from her aura. It was like someone had decided to make all magic into a person, and she was it—the physical manifestation of all that gave us life and death in the magical realms. 
“What the hell is wrong with you, Lovell?” I bit out, my voice somehow firm, when it should be shaking. Fake it ‘til you make it. It was one of my favorite trainers’ best pieces of advice when I was at academy. 
Oleander looked me over, her gray eyes glittering like stars, and her dark green hair moving on its own, reminding me of a nest of sentient vines. “Hello, Jacki.”
I had the urge to cross my arms over my chest and act tough. But I still held a blood-stained sword in one hand, and the other hand hovered by the vials and pre-loaded spells that were tucked into my belt. “I think the cult got the message,” I told her flatly. “You can tone it down now.”
She turned her head to look around, as if surprised. “Oh.”
But just then, a group of powerful, but absolutely fucking stupid SA agents surged out from the SA building. Apparently, they had somehow managed to hide themselves from the curse that turned the rest of their staff into mindless zombies. And now that the fighting had stopped, they were here to claim victory, in typical SA fashion. 
Except, anyone with half a braincell could sense that this wasn’t an opponent you took on without an entire army at your back. And even then, you’d probably be fucked. 
Oleander rolled her eyes and flicked a dismissive hand at the SA agents. Every one of them immediately fell the ground, unmoving. 
Fuck me. 
“Well,” I said, as if I was bored with the whole afternoon. “That was fun. Let’s pack up and get out of here, shall we?”
She frowned. Which set off all sorts of alarm bells inside my head. “No. We are not done here.”
Adrenaline shot through my chest, and I swallowed the scream that wanted to escape. But before I could decide what to say or what to do to defend myself and everyone who was counting on me to keep them alive, the water weaver appeared out of nowhere. 
If I’d thought them beautiful and ethereal before, they were godlike now. An elemental being sent to this plane from the afterlife to influence mortals. They made the nearby angels look downright boring and utilitarian by comparison. 
“Andy?” the weaver’s siren-like voice slid into my ears and through my brain like magic, bringing with it an overwhelming sense of calm. But a deadly calm. Like the sea right before it pulled back from the shore to deliver a tsunami. “I would like to return home now.”
It was only then that my spinning brain registered the small red-headed child the weaver held in their arms. They handed the wide-eyed boy to the gargoyle who followed Andy, and disappeared, reappearing only a second later with an identical girl child in their arms. 
I blinked. Okay. Weird. But I needed to focus on more important things here. “The cult is defeated. The SA is in shambles with most of the corrupt assholes dead. We’ve freed the people the cult enslaved.” I waved a hand to encompass the huddled masses currently cowering behind me and my crew. “My crew is trustworthy. We can handle the rest of the cleanup and fallout. There’s nothing more to do here. Go. I’ll make sure the refugees get to a safe place and any loose ends are hunted down.”
I was desperately hoping that was all there was to it. The creepy Lovell anomaly and her group would disappear to wherever the hell they’d been hiding the past year or so, and I could breathe a sigh of relief for a single goddess damned moment.
But no. Oleander Lovell just sighed and shook her head. “It’s not that simple.”
I snorted. Simple? Nothing had been simple for the last five years of my life. I didn’t exactly expect the fallout of a small war to be any different. “What do you mean?” 
I did cross my arms now, tossing my grimy sword at my feet and planting my feet wide in a sort of impatient parade rest. If this woman wanted to kill us, we’d be dead in the blink of an eye. The sword and potions were hardly going to make a difference. 
She shuddered and closed her eyes, and I felt the magic in and around her surge and ebb, like a dark wave. Hell. She was in control of all that magic… wasn’t she? 
The water weaver put a hand on her shoulder, still holding the child with their other arm. The jinn moved to her side, glaring. And some sort of …undead angel… stood close at her back, his wings curled up and over her protectively. Fuck, fuck, fuck. If that silent show of support and comfort was needed, what did that mean for the rest of us right now?
“Spit it out,” I muttered. Because I had a death wish, I guess. I was so far into the “fake it” part by this point that there was no going back now. 
She just raised an eyebrow at me and quirked a wry, half-amused look my way. “This can’t happen again,” she said firmly, her voice rich and echoing with power that was nearly a compulsion. “It won’t.” 
I nodded in agreement. She didn’t need magic to make me agree with that statement of the obvious. 
“And you are going to make sure of it,” she said evenly. 
I gaped at her incredulously. “Me?”
She nodded. “You. The corruption in the SA has been weeded out—through your efforts, and now through…” she looked around the at the carnage in the square and the patiently waiting corpse army that surrounded us, “other means.”
“As much as corruption can ever be completely eliminated,” I replied, ignoring the corpses. For now. Fake it ‘til you make it. Fake it ‘til you make it… 
The necromancer spoke, and the deep, ancient layers of his voice made me start, then try to cover up a full body shiver. “If this ever happens again, there will be consequences, mortal. Know that we are still holding back. You do not wish to know what is possible were we not showing restraint this day.”
And that was almost the end of my ability to bluster and keep up a calm front. Because… goddess fuck. These people were monsters. Not a single one of them should exist, or possess such power. But all of them combined? They could, quite literally, take over the entire world.
“Message received,” I managed to mutter with a dry mouth and a tight throat. 
Oleander nodded. “Good. Then you can spread the word as you rebuild the Supernatural Alliance.”
I just stared. 
“It’s a strategically sound decision,” the fae woman said from off to Oleander’s left. And even she seemed more intimidating than usual, every fae sense honed and sharpened, and focused directly on me. She was a hunter and a fae—so plotting, hunting, and far-reaching retribution were in her DNA. But as she stepped forward and held out a strong, graceful hand toward me, I recalled just what else her people excelled in. Bargains. Promises that were magically binding in ways most didn’t truly understand. 
I stared at the fae’s outstretched hand from inside the illusion of safety that my protective shield offered. She was brimming with the same kind of amped up, ancient magic that the rest of them carried. It was more subtle, but just as strong, once you really looked for it. “What am I supposed to be promising?” I demanded. 
She gave me a slow, feral smile, revealing her sharp canines and complete lack of humor. “That you will take control of the magical police force that watches over the Magea realm and do your best to ensure corruption of this scale never happens again.”
I swallowed hard. That was quite a hefty promise. “And if I fail? If I try my best and I still fail?”
Her feral smile grew wider, and more dangerous. “I would suggest you make it well known that should you fail, you will call on us and we will act with total authority and no promises of mercy to any who would abuse or endanger others. Making that well known from the start should help prevent you from ever having to call on us.”
“Hell,” I muttered on a sigh, running a hand through my hair and making the short strands stick straight up off my head. “Why me?”
“Because you’ve proven yourself,” the angel said from where he loomed protectively over the Lovell witch, the magic in him stirring my soul and making me want to clutch my hands over my chest to keep my soul spark right where it belonged. The other angels had a haughty golden-boy power vibe going on that made you understand where people might buy into their “messengers of god,” rhetoric. But this one… this was the real deal. Soul magic. Tinged with death magic. I had no doubt he could effortlessly remove the soul from my body in an instant, if he wanted to. 
“Fuck me,” I muttered again. I didn’t seem to be able to find anything meaningful to say anymore, just exclamations of shock and horror. 
“Well?” Oleander said, nodding toward the fae’s still outstretched hand. “Can we get this show on the road? I’d like to go home and take a nice, long bath and ingest some herbs that will make me forget today ever happened.”
I shook my head at her. Taking a deep breath, I forced myself past my fear and dropped the protective barrier around me and the others. Then I reached out and grasped the fae’s hand. “I promise I’ll do my best to uphold the SA’s end of the bargain,” I said, trying to make sure I had at least some wiggle room here. “But are you sure you want me to tell the world about you?”
Oleander Lovell rolled her shoulders back and cracked her neck, as if she was settling into her body for the first time, donning a new suit of clothes. “Yes,” she said softly, glancing aside, to where someone had laid out her sister’s body. “Tell the world that if they misbehave, they’ll have us to answer to.” Then she lifted her eyes to meet my gaze again. “But so help me, Jacki, if you bother me again for anything other than the threat of multi-realm war or mass murder, I will fucking end you. I’m tired of this bullshit. I never signed up for any of it. I just want to live a normal, boring life in my stupid, creepy old house with my new family.”
I nodded in complete agreement. I’d also rather I never had to speak to her ever again, now that she could end me with a thought. So we were on the same page there. “Understood.”
“Good.” She turned to go, but then halted, her head turning side to side as she glanced from the gargoyle to the weaver, each of whom were holding a tiny witch in their arms. “You should give them to Jacki,” she said slowly. “That would be for the best.”
The water weaver stared at her with the most expression I’d ever seen on their usually tranquil face. “What?”
She sighed, waving her hands as she talked—which made me flinch, since I now knew she could do deadly magic that way. “Hasumi. We are going back to a…” she paused to glance my way, then continued. “Well, we’re going somewhere that isn’t great for kids. And besides, you can’t just take any stray witch kids you find. I’m sure they have family somewhere. There’s a whole… process,” she waved her hands again and I tensed, waiting for an accidental discharge. But nothing happened. 
Except she looked to me for backup. And I was not going to get myself involved in a disagreement with people who could literally rip my soul from my body, flood my lungs with water, or level this entire city with a thought. I held up my hands in a clear gesture that this wasn’t my battle. 
“I ask for so little,” the water weaver said smoothly, and a wave of emotions hit me so hard I swayed under the onslaught. I wasn’t even part of their little…whatever it was. And yet, I understood with crystal clarity how much the water weaver did for them every day, how they held this group together, tended their emotional wounds, and healed their bruised hearts just by existing. 
Andy groaned. “Oh, fine! We’ll talk about it later.” 
Then, with a final nod and a glance around the town square, she waved a hand, opening a portal so seamlessly I almost sighed at the display. For a moment there, I thought, wow, that would be a handy power to have. 
Then Oleander and her group stepped through the portal and it closed behind them, leaving hundreds of now un-animated corpses to drop to the ground with a collective thump, unmoving and once again unalive. And I decided maybe I’d rather keep my own mediocre portal skills and skip everything that came with being Oleander Fucking Lovell. 






  
  Chapter 32

Andy


Goddess’s fucking steamy turds,  my damned head hurt. 
And of course, the second I thought that, the magic inside me swelled, washing through and over me, erasing the mild annoyance of my throbbing head. 
Oh, that couldn’t be good. No matter how much I wanted to applaud. Could the magic cure my diabetes? Rid me of the curse that was tied into my DNA? I didn’t need to know that… because then I’d wonder if it was worth the risk to my life to be rid of my susceptibility to human diseases… and just, no. Not right now. I’d had enough craziness to last a lifetime. 
“Look, I know we’re best buds now,” I said to the terrifyingly powerful living magic inside me. “But I’m not sure I trust you messing with my body that way.” For all I knew, the wild magic was just as likely blow me up as heal me. 
The forces inside me calmed a little and I realized everyone was standing around staring at me. “Oh,” I said stupidly. “Private conversation.” I waved that away and looked around me. What I wanted more than anything in the world right now was to retreat to my bedroom, curl up in a blanket burrito, and have the mental breakdown I just knew was lurking around the corner. But as usual, there was more important shit to do. 
First things first. I walked over to where Hasumi stood, one small child in each of the water weaver’s arms now, since Zhong’s kid had abandoned him the second we landed, to glom onto Hasumi. “Hi there,” I said awkwardly, trying to make my voice calm and pleasant, when what I really wanted to do was scream and pull my own hair out. “Are you okay, little buddies?”
Little buddies? Goddess, I was no good with kids. I had never spent much time around them as an adult, and I had never really thought I’d ever have kids of my own, so I hadn’t given much thought to how to interact with them. 
The twins just stared at me with wide eyes and snuggled in closer to Hasumi’s chest. It was ridiculous. The lithe, slender weaver barely had room to hold them both against their chest. But Hasumi was stronger than they looked. “Right,” I said on a sigh, holding my hands up in defeat. “Scary stranger. My bad.” I looked to Hasumi for help, and they gave me a wry half-smile. 
“Oleander is an immensely powerful witch,” they told the kids in a smooth, serious voice. “But she would never harm you. None of the people in this room will ever hurt you,” they promised, turning a bit to ensure the kids got a good look at all the grownups, now that there wasn’t a battle raging around them. “We will be your family. You are safe now. You will never be alone again.”
I sighed. But I didn’t have the energy to argue with the water weaver right now. And besides, Hasumi looked so… happy. And alive. 
Fucking hell, Hasumi was alive! I didn’t care if they came back to us toting an entire herd  of stray kids, the important part was that they were here. “I’m so glad you’re okay,” I said, my voice cracking. Then I leaned in and kissed the water weaver, maneuvering my way between the twins for a brief taste of reassurance. 
Hasumi chuckled as the soft kiss ended, pulling back to smile at me. “I’ve missed you too,” they said easily, their magic flowing around us, filled with contentment and peace. “All of you.”
I swallowed down the stupid tears that wanted to erupt, and took a deep breath, letting it out on a heavy sight. “Right. Okay.” Putting my hands on my hips, I gave the little witches what I hoped was a stern, but not scary, look. “This house is not a place for kids. You keep an adult with you at all times, understand?”
At a murmured encouragement from Hasumi, they both nodded solemnly. 
“What will happen to us?” the little girl asked, lifting her tiny chin a bit to give me a defiant look. “Will you hurt us if we forget and go somewhere alone?” Ooh, she was going to be fun. Great. 
I crossed my arms over my chest and met her eyes. “We won’t hurt you. But the house might. The basement stairs eat people. There are booby traps all over the house that were put here by the evil family that used to live here. I don’t know what would happen to you if you wandered around without an adult, but whatever it is would probably be painful. And possibly bloody.”
“Andy,” Zhong hissed coming up beside me. “Don’t terrorize them!”
At the sight of the massive gargoyle with his sharp fangs, long claws, and those huge wings spread out in agitation, the kids both shrank back, hiding their faces in Hasumi’s neck. 
“Oh,” Zhong said, immediately deflating, hunching his shoulders and pulling his wings in tight. “I’m sorry. No. Don’t be afraid, babies.” He started to reach out a hand to them, then thought better of it and hid his clawed fingers behind his back, taking several steps backward and hiding behind me. 
I shook my head. 
Niamh chuckled. “Good job, gargoyle.” Then she relented. “The witchlings are probably used to scary monsters by now. They’ll recover.”
River clicked his tongue in disapproval and padded forward, snatching a doily off a nearby table to cover his junk on the way by. “You are all terrible at this. Have none of you ever spent time with children?” 
Not waiting for an answer, he stopped in front of Hasumi and reached out to ruffle both kids’ curly red hair. “It’s okay, kiddos. I know you’ve been through a lot. But you’re safe here with your goddess.” He tossed an affable wink toward Hasumi, then returned his attention to the kids, who seemed completely unconcerned that he was buck-assed naked. Then again, they’d seen a lot of shit today. One naked guy was hardly the most shocking. 
“Hey, you wanna see a trick?” River said, still smiling that affable smile. “I can summon a guardian just for you, so you’ll have someone to watch over you.”
That got a slow, cautious show of curiosity. “Is it a bad trick?” the boy finally asked. “Or a good trick? The guards before used to trip us and push us when they were bored.”
River somehow ignored the horrible part of that question and focused on the first part. He grinned at the little boy, all warm vibes and soft humor. “It’s the best trick. Do you like cats?”
The little boy glanced at his sister for moral support, then nodded his head warily. “We had a kitty once. Before…” His happy expression shut down, and he popped his thumb in his mouth. 
The girl leaned her head against Hasumi’s shoulder and examined River as if she was judging his worth. “You can give us a cat to guard us from bad people?”
River winked. “Absolutely, sweetheart. Would you like to meet him?”
“Yes,” she said softly, glancing up at Hasumi’s calm face before looking back to River. “Please, sir.”
“Okay,” River said, crouching down on the floor. “He’s a big kitty. But he’s nice, and he loves snuggles and pets, so don’t be afraid.”
“We’re not afraid of anything,” the girl informed him seriously. 
And goddess, I really wanted to rip someone’s fucking head off at the trauma I could sense just oozing off these poor babies. But I kept my mouth shut for now. 
River’s magic flowed from him, stronger than ever. His transformation from man to cat was complete in the blink of an eye, faster and easier than ever before, as if he leapt from one form to the other with nothing more than a thought. 
The black jaguar stretched and yawned, like a big, lazy housecat. Then he padded up to Hasumi and looked up at the kids. It was obviously love at first sight. And the sight of the kids’ joy, even through their fear and sorrow, tugged at my heartstrings. Hard. 
“They can have my room,” I said without thought. “I’m pretty sure there’s nothing dangerous in there, and there’s the big bed and the attached bath…”
Hasumi nodded to me in acknowledgement. “Thank you.” Then the weaver and the “big kitty,” took the kids upstairs for a bath and a much-needed rest. 
I scrubbed a hand over my face and turned to lead everyone else into the kitchen for tea, alcohol, or “medicinal” herbs—whatever floated their boats. We had far less pleasant things to get to in a minute here, and I needed some fortification. 
I carefully avoided looking at my sister’s body, which we had laid out by the entry door.
When I got to the kitchen, the others filed in before me. I looked back to find Dyre still standing at the foot of the stairs, looking up toward where Hasumi, River, and the kids had disappeared, with a strange look on his face. Something about his expression made my heart ache. 
“Dyre?” I called, breaking whatever spell had come over him. “I’m going to need you and Sunshine in a second here.”
He turned and crossed the grand entry with sure, long-legged strides, whatever had been on his mind just now seemingly forgotten. “I have an inkling what you might require of us,” he said darkly. “But have you really thought this through?”
I heaved a massive sigh. “Yes. No. I don’t fucking know. Ask me after I chug some of Ambrose’s special tea.” Then I crossed the threshold into the kitchen, my eyes on Elijah’s radiant angelic aura with its black outline. 
From one questionable situation to another, without a single fucking breath between. Just like always. 






  
  Chapter 33

Elijah


Istared down at Atropa Belladonna Lovell’s corpse. She was laid out on the workroom table, not a scratch on her. Other than being a little paler than usual, she looked like she was just sleeping. She didn’t even have the pallor of a normal corpse, at least any I’d seen. She looked… almost alive. All thanks to the preservation spell Dyre had placed on her. 
Sighing, I gave in and lowered my mental shields, which I’d been hiding behind since the battle. I tilted my head and “listened” with my newly enhanced power—something none of us had discussed yet—and my soul sight opened up like a third eye. 
And damn it, Andy was right. I couldn’t see ghosts the way she could. Not even Dyre could, though I suspected he could hear them or… sense them in some other way, like I was doing now. I couldn’t see Bella’s ghost hanging around chiding Andy and giving her a headache the way Andy described. But I could see the fragment of soul spark that still clung to the witch’s body. And I could see the bright orb of energy that wove through the room, as if the soul was pacing, impatiently waiting for us to remedy the situation, rather than moving on to wherever she should have gone by now.
“Holy spirit of the Divine,” I muttered, not happy about what I was seeing. 
I had accused Andy of drinking too much of Ambrose’s “special” tea a few moments ago, but now I was really wishing I had a big steaming mug of it myself. 
“You see something, don’t you?” Andy asked, crossing her arms in a way that made her lovely breasts strain the fabric of her t-shirt, and tapping her foot like a cartoon character. I wouldn’t be the least bit surprised if smoke started pouring out of her ears, with the way she radiated impatience. She gestured at where the orb was currently floating next to Dyre. 
“She’s been yammering about necromancers and angels since we left Magea,” Andy grumbled. “She won’t fucking shut up.” I swear I saw her eyelid twitch. 
It had been a rather… trying day. One none of us had really taken time to process yet.
Dyre was silent. But his sharp gaze watched me like a hawk, waiting. Letting me make this decision on my own, rather than ordering me to do as he wished, the way we all knew he probably could. 
I was at odds with myself. On one hand, Bella was Andy’s sister and only living relative, and her soul clearly wasn’t ready to move on. But on the other hand… none of us had fully trusted her when she was alive, her motives were still suspect, and her morals were questionable, to say the least. She had been willing to do some pretty awful things in her quest for victory. 
I didn’t question whether I could do it. Somehow, I just knew. I could call Atropa Belladonna’s soul back into her earthly vessel. Something inside me had been altered by the power exchange between us all, by my link with Dyre and Sunshine… angels couldn’t restore the dead to life. We weren’t actually deities or messengers of some divine power. But… I wasn’t an angel anymore. Or, not just an angel. I was a revenant tied to a staggeringly powerful and skilled necromancer, and Andy and Sunshine had somehow formed some superbond between everyone in this house that sent my existing magic skyrocketing to a level that was terrifying. 
If the other angels knew about this, knew what I suspected I could do now… they’d hunt me. They’d want me executed before anyone else caught on to what sort of abomination we had manage to create and started trying to make their own freak angels. 
I wouldn’t blame the angels for killing me. Power like this shouldn’t exist. 
A comforting wash of energy pulled me from my thoughts as Hasumi materialized in the room. 
Dyre stopped staring at me at once, turning to the water weaver and biting out, “Where are the children? You left them?”
I arched a brow at his tone. But Hasumi just smiled faintly and sent a feeling of reassurance through the room. “They are safe. Sleeping beside their new kitty. Zhong is watching over them and tending to their every need. I thought I might be needed here.”
Dyre cleared his throat and turned away to stare at Bella’s corpse. “Of course.” 
“Elijah?” Andy said with as much gentleness as she could probably muster at this point. She really wasn’t a patient woman to begin with, and it had been a long day. 
I squared my shoulders. There was nothing to be gained by dawdling. “Ask her…why.”
“Why?” Andy repeated.
I nodded. “Yes. Why does she linger. Why does she want to live, when she could move on.”
Andy turned toward the orb, which was now hovering near Hasumi. “Well?” she said, putting her hands on her hips. “I know you heard him.”
She narrowed her eyes as she apparently listened to the ghostly voice of her sister. Was this what it had looked like when she spoke to me before I was reincarnated into this body? Then again, I had been able to take on a bit more corporeal form, thanks to my angelic powers and the spell placed on the bestiary, so maybe not. 
“She says she has unfinished business. That she wasn’t done living. And that she wants to make up for her wrongs.”
Andy looked doubtful as she relayed the words. “That’s the best you could come up with?” she said in the direction of her sister’s soul orb. “Lame.” The orb moved over the table and into the corpse, as if trying to rejoin its body. “Knock it off,” Andy said waving the ghost away, that’s so fucking creepy.”
She looked up at us and seemed to only then realize none of us could see what she was seeing. Rolling her eyes, she gestured at the body. “She’s laying there giving the whole thing this weird outline, it makes my eyes hurt.” Then to her sister. “No, don’t roll over! You look like you’re humping yourself right now.”
I pressed my lips together. Dyre snorted. But the weight of the situation kept us from laughing at the ridiculousness of it all. I turned toward Hasumi. “Can you sense her? Feel the truth of her intentions?”
The water weaver considered for a moment, then nodded. “Her emotions are… faint and difficult to read, but I can sense some hint of them. There is love. Desperation. Regret. Remorse. But I can’t say what the source is. I cannot tell you what it is she loves or regrets. Only that those emotions are present.”
Andy heaved a heavy sigh. “Look. We all know she was probably a power-hungry asshole, just like the rest of my family. But I think she was at least trying to be a better person. Until Junaid died and it made her forget about little things like morals.” She sighed. “I think… I hope… that the evil in her just got the upper hand for a second because she was hurting. I think she deserves a chance to do better, since she obviously wants it so badly.”
I reluctantly nodded. Her words made sense. And I was a sucker for mercy and second chances. But still… “Will her blood tie to you give her a way to access the… thing… we’ve created?”
The bond between us all. Andy’s newly colossal power. If the bond between sisters allowed her any chance of tampering with that… 
“Not directly,” Dyre said evenly. “But she’s a Lovell. She could figure it out if she wanted to, and use the magic in her blood to tap into it. Maybe try to control us or siphon power. Maybe try to recreate what happened with a group of powerful people of her own. There are probably many ways an enterprising witch with Lovell blood could use us all.”
He spoke so coldly. Matter of fact. Because he was a blood witch. But also… he was so well versed in what lengths people would go to for power and prestige… even if it meant harming their own family in the process. 
I expected Andy to argue. To say Dyre was being too cynical. But she didn’t. Instead, she trapped her lower lip between her teeth and frowned as she began to pace. Thinking. Plotting. And a plotting Lovell was a dangerous thing, even if she was our Lovell. 
Finally, she stopped pacing and glanced between me and Dyre. “The Snow White curse,” she said slowly. “It bled off my magic, made it so I couldn’t access it, but kept me alive and trapped in my body. I can do it. I can strip her of her magic.” She shrugged. “I don’t know how. But I just know. It’s… the magic says it can be done.”
Her facial expression said she didn’t understand it at all, but that she just accepted it. “That’s how things are now, I guess.”
She was taking every strange occurrence in stride, just like always. A small smile played at my lips at this so very Andy way of thinking. Even as ice formed in my veins at what she was suggesting. 
To strip a person of their magic. It was inhumane. 
But Dyre was nodding as his clever mind reorganized everything into magic theory and spell components. “Me and Elijah can fuse the soul with the body. There is still a strong link between them—maybe the legacy of Lovell power. Sunshine can help you strip her magic.”
The glowing orb seemed to dim as it rose from Bella’s body to once again hover by the table. Apparently, Bella didn’t like this idea. 
“Well, tough tits!” Andy snapped. “I know what you did to the mansion before River intervened. Do you? You tried to kill us all. So. You fucked up. I know it sucks, but you should be dead right now. And I’m not going to let you just run around hatching some new evil scheme that we have to deal with. I’m done being a fucking hero or a pawn! Take it or leave it.”
The room was so silent you could have heard a pin drop while we all waited for Bella to answer. 
“She’ll do it,” Andy finally said. “She has the stupid idea that if she proves herself to us, we’ll restore her power.” She glared. “Just so we’re clear, that’s not going to happen. You could be a fucking saint for the next hundred years, and I still wouldn’t let you access a single drop of Lovell magic.”
All eyes were on me again now. Was I really going to agree to this? The Most High would renounce me, perhaps behead me on the spot, if he were here. But he wasn’t. I answered to no one but myself. 
Dyre and Andy had given me a second chance at life. I supposed every living being deserved that chance, if it were mine to give. “Fine,” I murmured. “But I haven’t the slightest clue how to do this.”
That was a lie, though. Once I made my decision, the magic inside me knew what had to be done. I needed to lean on Dyre’s magic, as he’d said. And Andy and Sunshine had their own part to play. But I saw it all so easily, how our magics would work together to compliment each other. To play god and return the dead to life. To command the stripping of her magic. To create yet another abomination. 
But to maybe also give Andy another shot at having a sister, without war and politics getting in the way. And perhaps to give Belladonna Lovell a chance at redemption.
Stretching out my arms, I placed one hand in the center of Bella’s chest. I held the other hand palm out toward the glowing orb that was her soul. Golden light emanated from within me, from the core of my being. 
Then everything went white, the world blotted out completely as I called on the magic of creation. 






  
  Chapter 34

Andy


Every time I thought I had the last problem sorted out, there was another one waiting for me. I had barely had time to begin to process everything we had done. The horrible things I’d witnessed. And participated in. And yet, there was always another concern to be addressed. I was tired of it. Tired of being the responsible adult. It had been days since we saved the realms. I just wanted to hide under my covers and sleep for a few years and let the rest of the world take care of its own damned self. Pretend none of this had ever happened. 
But I couldn’t keep avoiding this particular elephant in the room.
“I don’t see the problem,” Aahil said in that droll voice he used when he thought someone was being an idiot. The someone in this case being me. 
He was currently lounging on a pile of cushions in the side courtyard, where we’d all had a picnic lunch. He popped a grape into his mouth before continuing. “You are gloriously powerful now. No one can ever harm you or anyone who belongs to you. You’re living the dream. What are you whining about?”
I shook my head at him. “If anyone should understand what I’m worried about, it’s you, you little asshole!”
Zhong patted my arm, attempting to calm me. “It’s okay, master. You haven’t done anything wrong.”
I glared at him. “I fucking lifebonded every last one of you without your consent or your cooperation! That’s not okay!”
He just stared back at me with the same unbothered look he’d been wearing the whole time. It was useless to argue with the gargoyle. He’d wanted me to own him from day one. 
I glanced around at the others for help, my gaze finally landing on River. “What about you? Surely you have something to say, River! You’ve only barely begun to get to know all of us and now you’re involuntarily tied to us for the indefinite future. Don’t you think we should see if we can undo it somehow?”
But the shifter was just as unconcerned at the rest of the idiots around me. He grinned at me like a housecat who had just been presented with a giant bowl of milk. “I feel amazing. My luck magic and my time magic are more powerful than ever. My shift is absolutely effortless, like sliding into a perfect new skin every time. So, am I mad that I find myself bound to a goddess of an earth witch and her sexy harem of lovers?” He chuckled. “Um, no. If you try to undo this, I will personally bite you in the ass. In leopard form.”
I chucked a piece of melon at him, but he dodged. Stupid shifter reflexes. 
“Dyre?” I asked helplessly, turning puppy dog eyes on him. 
But he wasn’t even fucking listening. The necromancer was sitting on the grass a few feet away, playing a dice game with Sky, while Moon braided his long, silky red hair with flowers and sang an off-tune song about gnomes and butterflies. He was completely lost to us. 
I sighed. Though I couldn’t really be mad. 
The truth was, while yes, I was horrified that I had bonded them all to me without conscious thought or consent, and I was terrified of how powerful I’d become… I didn’t want to undo it. I was now lifebonded to every single one of them. We were all deeply anchored and rooted into each other’s minds, bodies, and auras. It went further than any other lifebond I’d ever heard of. Even what I’d already had with Dyre was changed, deeper, stronger. And we had barely even begun to scratch the surface of what this meant for all of us. 
But I didn’t care about any of that. Because deep inside me, this felt right. They were mine. I was theirs. That’s all there was to it. 
“Well,” I said on a sigh. “I tried.”
Hasumi leaned over and kissed my cheek. “I told you no one was angry with you, Oleander. Here… feel.”
They put a hand on mine and focused, plucking on the cord that tied me and the water weaver together and amplifying it, like plucking a guitar string, causing an echo of sound. They gave me the ability to share in their abilities, to sense what everyone was feeling. And the predominant emotion from all of them was love. So much love and contentment. And fierce pride and protectiveness over what we had. 
My lovers didn’t feel used or disrespected or trapped. In fact, if I did do something as stupid as try to break our bonds, they would fight hard to stop me. Bis patted my leg from where he sat on the lawn beside me. Our familiar bond had been well and truly established now, ever since he had helped Sunny find me in the dark and forge the lifebonds that had saved my life. I didn’t have to ask to know that he thought I was just being stubborn. The sentiment hummed along our link, with a fond, amused undertone. 
“Fine,” I said, my voice thick with emotion as I pulled back from Hasumi’s link and the emotions that were overwhelming me. “Fine.”
Aahil winked at me from across the way, threw another grape up into the air and caught it with his mouth. Niamh cupped my cheek and turned my head so she could kiss me, hard and fierce, relaying exactly what she thought about the bond and whether it should stay. 
Moon finished braiding Dyre’s hair and ran over to us, making a bee-line for Aahil and his silky red-streaked black locks. The jinn’s golden brown eyes went comically wide for a second, before he hissed in displeasure and disappeared in a harmless shower of sparks that made Moon shriek with laughter. 
He reappeared a moment later, hiding behind Zhong. “Keep it away from me!” He called with a shudder. 
“Aahil!” I snapped. I wasn’t at all surprised to learn that the fussy little jinn hated children. But still, this was the twins we were talking about. 
He gave moon a disgusted look as she darted around Zhong and tried to grab the bright red fabric of Aahil’s harem pants. “No! Get your sticky little fingers off the silk!” He danced away to shrieks of childlike laughter as Moon joined in the one-sided game of tag. “Witch! Oleander! Call off your urchins or I will set them on fire.”
I barked a laugh as he started shooting little fireballs at the kids in an attempt to keep them back. But they weren’t afraid of him. They knew the fire wasn’t real. They just deflected the weak sparks with their own incredibly powerful magic and continued the chase. 
The laughter died in my throat when Dyre leapt to his feet and crossed the courtyard in three long strides. He flicked his fingers and an impermeable shield formed around the children as he stormed toward Aahil. “What have I told you, jinn?!” the necromancer demanded, his deep voice full of fury. “If you harm so much as a single hair on their heads—” He loomed over the smirking jinn, one hand raised, and fury etched into every single line of his long, lean body. A sickly green spell flared to life in his palm, and I shot to my feet. Goddess, he was going to kill Aahil for real. 
“He’s only playing with them, Dyre!” I shouted, afraid to get too close and get caught in the crossfire. “He wasn’t serious!”
Aahil’s head snapped toward me, and he huffed. “I absolutely am serious! Children are disgusting little nuisances. What kind of sick sense of humor made the gods cause you humanoids to give birth to these half-formed things?!”
Niamh shook her head. “He really wants to die today,” she said as she came to calmly watch the show. 
“He does have a point,” River drawled as he slowly stalked around us and toward the standoff. “It is interesting how elementals and some others spring fully formed from nature, while the rest of us must be messily birthed and grown. Fascinating, if you think about it. Such variety in the life around us.”
I rolled my eyes. Was now really the time for a dissertation? 
Ambrose vanished in a cloud of shadows, reappearing between Dyre and Aahil. “My love,” he told the necromancer. “I understand how much you care for the children. We all do. But you know nothing the jinn says or does can ever be taken at face value.”
Dyre clenched his fist, extinguishing the necromantic spell he had held, but his cold violet gaze still pinned Aahil in place. “This is your last warning. Do not even joke about harming them, or you will answer to me.”
Aahil’s posture melted and he gifted Dyre with a taunting smirk. “Are you threatening to punish me, necromancer?”
Dyre’s face flushed bright red—something he was only recently capable of since bonding to all of us and having his soul restored—then he turned away with a huff. Striding past the children, he dropped the shield around them and muttered a gruff “don’t antagonize the jinn. He has problems with his brain.”
The twins looked at Aahil with wide eyes. Damn it, they had only just begun to loosen up and now they were wary again. 
I opened my mouth to correct whatever nonsense Dyre had just planted in their heads, but the words froze in my throat when the entire pocket world shook. Something big was just outside our shields, and it wanted our attention. 
Bis scrambled up my pantleg, then up my t-shirt, perching on my shoulder with a little peep of dismay. “They’re back,” he whisper-shouted in my ear, giving my hair a tug for emphasis, even as he opened up the link between us and prepared to help guide my magic. 
“Ouch,” I complained, lifting a hand to try to loosen his grip on my hair before he left a bald spot. 
But he was right to be afraid. I could easily sense what he could, with my enhanced powers. We had visitors of the interdimensional kind. 
Oleander Lovell, the voice of the cleaners rang in my head, and I reached out along my bonds, making sure everyone could hear this. 
“Oh. Hi again,” I said with a cheery voice and a wave that hopefully hid how badly I wanted to pee my pants right now. 
They had been drawn to the pocket world before. It was their job to clean up the void. They fed on anything that didn’t belong—which included us and our makeshift sanctuary. They had agreed to give us time to safely return home. Apparently, our time was up. 
Shit. 
I knew we couldn’t stay in the pocket world forever. For one, we had to go out and bring back resources all the time. And for another, the energy here just wasn’t able to sustain us long-term. But even with most of the unrest resolved back in Magea and Planus, I was still reluctant to try to put the Lovell mansion back where it belonged. 
It wasn’t a skill issue. I was sure I could do it. But… we were, unfortunately, celebrities now. The big scary goon squad that the SA and other governing bodies could threaten to unleash if anyone else ever got the idea to abuse people or start a war again. We needed to stay out of the public eye. For our sanity, and for everyone’s safety. 
We hadn’t discussed all of this. It was one of those things I’d been avoiding. But apparently, time had just run out. 
“Look,” I said, holding my hand up in a placating gesture toward the beings in the sky. “I know I promised we’d get out of here eventually, but… we need more time. We can’t leave yet. We’ve… there have been a lot of things going on in the other realms that we needed to settle, and…”
We are aware of your contributions toward restoring order, the voice informed me. You cannot stay here indefinitely. It upsets order. But you are valuable creatures. We would like to propose a… deal.
And when all-powerful intergalactic entities proposed a deal, you took it. 






  
  Chapter 35

Andy


Icouldn’t stop crying. 
It was stupid, really. There was no reason to be crying right now and feeling all these stupid feelings. It was just how things had to be. The cleaners had given us a couple weeks to get our shit together. And this was part of getting our shit together. 
“Mo—Andy?” Moon asked, her little shoulders square, but her voice wobbling. “Is it our fault?”
I turned, surprised to see her standing in the doorway to the kitchen, holding her brother’s hand. “What?” I asked as I hurried to wipe away my tears and pretend I hadn’t been blubbering into the oven. “Is what your fault, honey?”
She looked at her brother, then lifted her chin to look up at me, always the strong one. Always their spokesperson, while Sky observed, taking in all the details. “Did we do something wrong? Is that why you’re sending us away?”
Oh. My fucking heart. “Oh, baby, no! No.” I went over and crouched down in front of them, reaching out to ruffle Sky’s hair and touch Moon’s sweet little cheek. They looked so much better, healthier and stronger…happier, even after such a short time. “Of course you didn’t do anything wrong,” I told Moon earnestly. “It’s just that… well, you don’t belong to me. To us. The Alliance says that you have a great uncle out there somewhere. He’s your family. We can’t just keep you from him. It wouldn’t be right.”
“And besides,” I said softly, knowing most kids wouldn’t understand this. But the twins were different. They’d seen things that other kids hadn’t. “It’s not exactly safe around here, you know? The house eats people. Aahil sets things on fire. Ambrose causes bad dreams. And sometimes we have to go kick people in the butts to make sure they behave. You deserve to live somewhere safe.”
“We don’t want to go,” Sky said softly. “We wanna stay here.”
Moon put her arm around her brother and glared at me. “We won’t go. We won’t live with some old man we’ve never met. You can’t make us!”
I blinked back more tears. “I appreciate the sentiment, kid,” I told her sadly. “But unfortunately, I can make you. And I have to. I’m sorry.”
She stared at me for a long moment, her gaze narrowing even further. I felt her magic surge up inside her, unstable with rage, but she was too good at controlling it for it to be a problem. She didn’t hurl a spell or blast me with a discharge of angry magic. No, instead, she went right for where it would hurt most. “I hate you.” she snapped. “I hate you!” 
Then she spun and ran away. Her brother gave me a disappointed look for making his sister cry. Then he ran off too. 
I sighed and stood. 
“They don’t hate you,” Hasumi said as they materialized into the room, wrapping their arms around my waist and resting their chin on my shoulder. “They’re just hurting.”
“I know,” I said softly. “And they’re right to be mad. I hate it, too. But it’s the right thing to do. You know that don’t you?” I asked, twisting slightly to meet their turquoise eyes. “We’ll be moving soon. It won’t be safe for them here. They have a family, Hasumi.”
We’d been over it all before. We’d had a family meeting about this just yesterday. I knew Hasumi, River, and Zhong wanted to keep the kids. But it just wasn’t practical, responsible, or legal. 
Hasumi kissed the tip of my nose. “Perhaps they would rather choose their family than be delivered into the hands of a man they’ve never met before.”
I groaned and pulled away. “Not again. Look. We’ve talked. The decision has been made. And the SA wants the kids returned to their blood relative. End of story.”
I packed up the cookies I’d just finished baking and headed out to the entryway to add them to the small pile of stuff the kids would be taking with them. They had only been with us for a few weeks, but somehow they had accumulated a mountain of belongings, mostly pilfered from around the house, with the odd handmade item or toy that someone had ventured out into the real world to purchase. 
Almost everyone else was there, waiting for the scheduled time for Jacki and the child welfare person to come get the kids. But now we were missing the stars of the show. And Dyre and Aahil, as well… 
A little “knock” at the shields let me know that our guests had arrived. I opened up a portal to Magea, allowing Jacki and a tall, thin woman with gray hair and kind eyes to step through. 
“Hello, Lovell,” Jacki said with a curt nod. She was okay people. She just had a lot on her plate, since I’d threatened her into fixing the entire Supernatural Alliance and keeping order in the two realms. 
“Heya, Jacks,” I said, as if I wasn’t missing a couple of kids. “How’s it hangin’?”
She narrowed her eyes at me. “What’s wrong now?” She scanned the pile of belongings and noted the glaring lack of red-headed children. “Where are they?”
“Uh,” I said intelligently. “Oh! There they are,” I said, spotting Dyre and Aahil coming from the back of the house, each carrying a runaway. “Of course.”
“Hello, little ones,” the tall lady said with a soft smile as the guys approached with the twins. “I’m Celeste. I’m going to take you back home and make sure you’re well cared for with your uncle. He’s so excited to meet you.”
“No.”
I raised my eyebrows at the ringing tone of finality in Dyre’s deep voice. That was his necromancer voice. The one that commanded undead armies and revenant angels. The same voice that always fiercely protected the kids from literally everything around them. 
His violet eyes met mine for a moment and I saw a flash of desperation there before he hardened his gaze and returned to glaring at Jacki and her friend Celeste. Oh. Oh goddess, how could I have been so blind?
As a rule, I tried not to pry too much into my lovers’ hearts and minds using our newly strengthened bonds. But now, I let the link to Dyre open more than usual, let his emotions and his thoughts flow through me. His violet eyes met mine again when he felt the connection widen, and I saw what he had been feeling all this time. Fuck.
Not just protectiveness. Yearning. A fierce, desperate longing. This cold, scarred, dark-magic wielding man had been completely enthralled by the twins since the moment he laid eyes on them. Orphaned. Used by their fellow witches for their uniquely powerful magic. Sweet little red-heads just like him. Like the baby he never had the chance to know. 
He had met them, held them in his arms, heard their laughter, been their protector… he loved them for who they were, of course. But he also loved them, needed them fiercely, for what they represented—a second chance at the life he’d had ripped away from him so long ago. The chance to be a father—something he’d longed for once, but never thought would ever be possible. 
“What was that?” Jacki snapped. 
“I said no,” Dyre repeated, returning his attention back to the SA agent and the child welfare person, dampening the link between us as he did. “They aren’t going with you. They belong with us.”
Damn it, I could see Hasumi smirking out of the corner of my eye. The water weaver had known something like this was going to happen. That was probably why they hadn’t argued more about keeping the kids. Because they knew there was no way in hell we would be able to give them back, in the end. 
“You can’t just keep someone else’s relatives,” Celeste said, her voice still kind, but starting to tip over into offended. 
Aahil jiggled Moon up a little higher on his hip, and brushed her hair back out of her face casually before looking at the woman before him. “Do you want to go with them?” he asked Moon in a calm, easy voice. 
She shook her head fiercely. “No! We want to stay here!”
He smiled, soft and sweet for Moon, then slow and unpleasant for Celeste. “You heard her,” he said in that soft, silky tone of voice that said someone was going to die if they stepped out of line. “They stay.”
“Andy,” Jacki started, looking at me. 
I held up my hands. “Look, I tried. I really did. But it looks like the kids are staying here.”
“They belong here,” Hasumi said easily, sending a wave of calm and agreeability toward our guests. The cheater. 
“Clan is more than blood,” Niamh piped up from behind me. “They have claimed us. You cannot take them from us.”
Zhong had moved up behind Dyre and Aahil, and now he spread his wings threateningly as he towered over them, offering up his support. 
Ambrose materialized beside Jacki, making her start and mutter “fuck!” under her breath. “Good to see you again, field agent,” he drawled. “Or, I suppose that is Arch Mage in Command now?”
She eyed him warily. A boogeyman didn’t really need to say anything to issue a threat. His simple presence could cause mind-rending terror, if he wanted it to. Especially since the power boost. 
River stood beside me, ready to shift. And Elijah stepped in, his hands and his glowing wings spread in a gesture of peace. “I would suggest you honor the children’s wishes in this case,” the revenant angel said with a beautiful smile. 
Jacki shook her head, already resigned to defeat. But the child welfare woman was all puffed up now, looking to the SA commander for support. “I must insist you hand over the children immediately! Keeping them from their rightful family is kidnapping. There will be legal consequences!”
I laughed. I couldn’t help it. Legal consequences? For fuck’s sake, we lived in an unreachable pocket world—at least for another day or so. And we were capable of obliterating half the population of Magea without breaking a sweat. Who the fuck did she think she was talking to? 
Yes, very Lovell of me, but… honestly? It was true. There wasn’t anyone who could make me do something I didn’t want to do. Not anymore. 
“Well,” I said with a smile. “It was nice of you to visit. Time to leave, though.” 
The Celeste woman took a step forward, but Aahil clucked his tongue at her in disappointment and set the hem of her skirt on fire. “Your one and only warning,” he drawled. Moon giggled as the woman hastily put out the fire with a spell before it could spread. 
Aahil allowed the flame to be extinguished. This time. 
I knew it, by the way. I knew he didn’t really hate the kids. If he did, he would have just tossed them through the portal the second it opened, so he could be done with the whole hassle. Instead he was here with Dyre, insisting that they stay. What a softie. 
“Time for you to leave,” I repeated, adding a little push with my magic that sent both women stumbling toward the portal. “But tell the supposed uncle that if he’s really that vested in the kids’ wellbeing he can come visit them some time once we’re all settled.”
I hated making the offer. But I supposed there was a small chance he’d turn out to be someone the kids actually wanted to know. Maybe. 
Jacki shook her head at me, then grabbed Celeste by the arm and dragged the protesting woman through the portal. The pair of them reminded me of a hunting dog who had managed grab hold of a madly honking goose. 
The portal closed with a snap, and everyone let out a collective breath. 
“So… does this mean we can stay?” Sky asked into the silence. 
Dyre kissed the top of his curly red head, smiling ear to ear in a way I had rarely ever witnessed before. “Yes, this means you can stay.” His smile faded and he forced a grave expression to take its place. But only if you promise to stop feeding your brussels sprouts to the basement stairs.”
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“That’s everything I can think of. Everything on the list has been secured,” Bella said in a tired voice. She was still adjusting to being alive again—or as close as she’d ever get. And she was also struggling with being a magicless witch. She’d been playing the role of servant around here since she was reanimated. I think she was trying to make up for her “sins.” 
Well, that and she was probably trying to convince us all that we were being overly cautious by stripping her magic and would one day relent and find a way to give it back to her. 
Fat chance, after she woke up from her reanimation carrying on about how we needed to use this newfound Lovell superpower to accomplish all sorts of grandiose plans—plans that were too detailed for her to have come up with them on the spur of the moment. 
Clearly, she had already spent time plotting how she could use me and my lovers if I ever gave in and became her little superhero. Stripping her magic had seemed harsh when I first thought of it. But after that little display, I was glad she was basically human, and alive only at the whims of a certain angel and necromancer duo. 
She apologized afterward, of course. Said that she wasn’t in her right mind after losing Junaid, and the whole dying and being brought back to life thing… but still. I’d be watching her. We all would. 
“Do you have the artifacts stashed somewhere secure?” her tone of voice was innocent as she plopped down into the overstuffed chair by the workbench and started brushing dust off her pants. We’d had her running around all over the Lovell House of Horrors securing things that might go flying around when we performed our little move. Even though we had cleaned up and started using a large portion of the house, there were still rooms that hadn’t been used since my parents died. I’d gone through most of them scanning for boobytraps a few times, but that was about it. It was no wonder she was covered in grime from head to toe. 
She’d clearly done a thorough job battening down the hatches. But then again… maybe she wasn’t just securing the place, maybe she’d been looking for something… “Like I told Jacki and her SA cronies, and the angels—the artifacts were both destroyed in the fight with the cult. The leader tried to grab them, and Aahil overreacted. You know jinn fire burns hotter than any magic ever created. They’re toast, Bella. Long gone.”
She narrowed her eyes at me. “I’m not stupid, Oleander Lovell. We might have a lot of things to work through, and I don’t expect you to fully trust me, not yet. But I do have eyes in my head, and a good idea how my clever little sister works.”
I arched a brow at her. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. Maybe go shower? You reek.”
She frowned at me and gave herself a sniff. “Do I really? Is it just sweat, or…?”
I rolled my eyes at her. It seemed my big, bad, sometimes slightly evil sister had developed a new phobia. “Dust and sweat,” I told her flatly. “Dyre’s way more talented than you give him credit for.” As if my necromancer would ever tolerate spellwork so shoddy that it allowed decomposition. Perish the thought. 
I pushed down a shudder on the heels of that thought, and thanked the Goddess that Dyre was not only powerful, but also slightly anal retentive when it came to magic.
Bella wasn’t actually a corpse anymore. Elijah had fully restored her soul. But given the ramifications if anyone were ever to find out he could do that… well, we were letting Bella think it was all Dyre’s doing and she was a revenant like the angel, just minus her magic. 
Bella shook her head at me when I refused to rise to her bait about the artefacts. “Whatever,” she said with a sigh, standing again. “I’m going to go shower. I’ll meet you all in the entry hall in a couple of hours. Are you sure you trust them? Those interdimensional entity…things? How do you know we will survive the relocation?”
I waved away her concern and went back to boxing up the last of the loose objects that had been on the bookshelf behind the worktable. “It’ll be fine.” It wasn’t like we had a choice. But somewhere deep inside I did trust them. Though I couldn’t even begin to explain why. 
I looked up again when I realized Bella was hesitating in the threshold between the workroom and the hallway. “What’s up?”
Her throat worked, and it seemed to take some real effort for her to get the words out. “You won’t…leave without me, will you? You’ll wait?”
I stared into her gray eyes—the same as my own. The same eyes as our mother, who had been legitimately horrible to both of us. I didn’t see a scheming, power-hungry witch or a powerful rebel leader with a grudge who had probably gone off the deep end with grief. Instead I saw a young girl who had always been alone in the world—except for her jinn companion—and who had, as much as I hated to admit it, been just as traumatized by the past as I was. While I had been ostracized by the witch community and self-isolated with the humans after our parents’ execution, Bella had become… invisible. She’d had to pretend she didn’t exist. 
Rounding the table, I crossed the room and took her by her upper arms, my eyes locked on hers, riveted there by the vulnerability I saw. “I won’t leave you, idiot. We’re family. That has to count for something.”
She snorted. “With our family? I don’t think it counts for anything good.”
But there was a faint smile on her face as she pulled away and swiped at her eyes before heading off to go get ready for the move. 
I sent out my magical senses, touching on the house, and my newly-strengthened sense of it. I traced the lines of wood and stone, of magical protections that had been etched into the foundations for centuries. And I located the place deep within the mansion, where the nullifier and amplifier were safely nestled away, under enough magical locks and protections to make them completely inaccessible to anyone but me. 
I’d deny their existence to my dying breath to keep the artifacts out of the wrong hands. The world was healing. The threat to me and everyone I loved had been stamped out. But, well, it never hurt to play it safe. 
Two hours later, at the scheduled time, I stood in the grand entryway of the Lovell mansion, surrounded by my lovers and my sister. Dyre and Hasumi each held one of the twins, who were utterly silent as they watched us all with wide eyes. The poor kids. They’d been through so much. We’d promised them they’d be safe with us, but that wasn’t really a promise we could keep. Not fully. Not all the time. 
If this move went badly, we could all die, hurled into the void between realms or devoured by the cleaners. But there really wasn’t any other choice. I felt so guilty. Maybe I should have forced them to go back to Magea and live with their great uncle what’s-his-face after all. But it was too late now. 
I could feel the interdimensional beings hovering just beyond the barrier of the pocket world. Bis huffed a little muted peep of anxiety, and I reached up to pat his soft little head. “I know, dude,” I breathed softly. “I know.”
Then the colossal beings of energy and light began to hum, their power and presence swelling as they made good on the first part of their demands—removing the mansion and everyone inside it from the unnatural pocket world I had built to shelter us. 






  
  Chapter 37

Andy


One Year Later

Ilay back on the blanket we’d spread over the long grass and gazed out at a softly swaying sea of wildflowers. Mountains rose up faintly on the far horizon, and the first scattering of stars were beginning to appear, as dusk gave way to a perfect summer night. The Planus realm might not have as much magic as other realms, but it was here, in the wild places, and tonight it sang. 
It was surreal, sometimes, the way the realization struck me at times like this… how different my life was now than it had been a short couple of years before. I had spent most of my life hiding who I was, denying my heritage, denouncing my family, and just trying to find my place in the world. Now, everything was different. For the first time in my life… I was at peace with who I was. And with where I came from. I had seen and done terrible things, and I was still working through that at times. But I had this solid core inside me now. An unshakable home base to return to whenever doubts or new hardships reared their heads. I was me. Fully, unapologetically, and proudly. Darkness, light, death, life, power, vulnerability, vengeance, love… I was a little bit of everything all at once. And that was just as it should be. 
Everything, for once, felt like it was just as it should be. Fucking finally. 
Niamh nibbled up the side of my throat and nuzzled beneath my ear, pulling me from my thoughts, I let out a soft snort of laughter as I pretended to fend her off. Zhong chuckled at our antics from where he sat on my other side, propped back on his hands and looking up at the sky. Ambrose had Dyre’s head in his lap as they shared some private joke. Elijah and Hasumi were just finishing up a game of cards while River lazed nearby, stealing treats from the picnic basket and occasionally strumming his guitar between bits of advice for the next card game. 
If you’d asked me a couple years ago what I thought my life would be like right now, I never could have dreamed up something like this. 
“Hibiscus!” River called, with laughter in his rich voice. I glanced over to find the little rodent climbing into the picnic basket. “Wait for Aahil or he’ll set you on fire!”
“…won’t…” came the muffled reply, muttered around bulging cheeks full of shortcake.
I shook my head. But before I could reply, the soft sound of the backdoor banging shut reached my ears and I sat up to watch Aahil, humming softly to himself as he strolled toward us. The sight struck me, as it always did these days, with how relaxed and at ease he seemed. 
But he stopped abruptly when he saw Bis stuck half in, half out, of the picnic basket. “Rat,” he murmured in a warning tone. “If you’ve eaten all the cake, I will roast you on a spit as if we were making camp in the old days. I’m certain you’d be as tolerable a meal as any scrawny rabbit.”
He crossed his arms over his chest and glared down his perfect nose at our furry child. But we all knew he was all hot air.
“There’s plenty more,” Bis informed him, holding out a paw full of strawberry-soaked cake. “Here.”
Aahil huffed and came to plop down on the blanket next to River.
“I take it the kids put up a fight?” I asked, fighting a smile when Aahil wrinkled his nose at Bis, but took the soggy piece of cake and popped it into his mouth anyway. 
We all took turns putting the kids to bed at night, and Aahil liked to pretend he didn’t enjoy it. But I knew better. Aahil loved those kids as much as the rest of us, and his fierce protectiveness of them was second only to Dyre’s. Goddess help anyone who ever so much as thought about harming Moon or Sky. 
“Five,” he said in reply to my question. “Five stories. And I had to read the one about the idiot baby horse three separate times before they finally gave in and went to sleep.” He wrinkled his nose in that adorable way that made me want to kiss the tip. “Children are awful.”
River nudged him with his shoulder. “Aww, come on, they aren’t that bad. You’ve got a lot in common with kids, Aahil. Especially the bratty ones.”
The jinn turned toward him, and his glare melted into something far more dangerous. “Are you suggesting something, cat?”
We all watched as River and Aahil interacted like they had been a couple for ages, rather than a few brief months. When the banter ended with River kissing Aahil breathless and the little jinn biting him playfully in retaliation, I felt something inside me unwind. 
He was okay. Aahil. Oh, he was still a snarky little brat, but he had healed. He probably had more healing to go, still, but…he was okay. We all were. And that was fucking amazing, given everything the people sitting on this blanket in this field of wildflowers had been through. 
Seeing everyone so happy and at ease, and so in love, made my heart overflow with an aching sort of feeling that was some combination of yearning, relief, joy, and powerful, deep love. 
Hasumi moved closer and threaded their fingers through mine, letting that feeling spread from me, through the water weaver, and outward to all of us through the strange, powerful bond we all shared. 
Zhong kissed the top of my head, then leaned over to snatch a chocolate from the plate near the picnic basket and press it to my lips. “Sugar?” he murmured softly, raising one brow. I chuckled and took the candy. Sweet Zhong, always looking out for me. 
If this evening was headed where I thought it was, I could use the boost to my blood sugar. 
Zhong winked and reached past me to stroke his fingers through River’s silky tangle of dark waves, drawing River’s attention away from Aahil momentarily. The jinn pouted, but Ambrose spoke up, his dark voice full of taunting promise. “Aahil, come here, flame.”
The jinn looked like he might argue, but I knew deep down he loved being so adored by everyone. Eventually he crawled over to where Ambrose sat with Dyre. But he paused on the way by to draw me into a scorching kiss that left me panting with need. “Enjoy,” he murmured against my lips, the primal heat of his sensual magic pulsing through me. 
Aahil knew I liked to watch them all together. That I got off on sharing the love. The degenerate. 
Hasumi’s graceful hands danced over my body, urging my clothes off, then drawing me back against their lithe body to watch my other lovers enjoy themselves. Niamh had taken the opportunity to get rid of her own clothes, and she slid her hands up my legs as she crawled between my thighs, pressing slow kisses to the soft skin as she went. 
Her talented mouth found my core at the same time as Aahil reached Dyre and Ambrose. The necromancer reached up and cupped the back of Aahil’s head, unflinching and confident as he took what he wanted, drawing the feisty jinn down into a kiss. 
Elijah’s wing branches glowed with soft golden light as they spread behind him illuminating our orgy for the stars to see. His big hands stroked over Aahil’s head and back, through Dyre’s long red hair, before he drew Ambrose into a slow, sweet kiss that rapidly turned heated. 
I gasped as Niamh circled my clit with her tongue, the need inside me building to a fever pitch. River moved up beside me, his leanly muscled body smooth and hard against my curves. His sweet kiss was accompanied by a surge of love and warmth down our bond. 
He bent his head and licked along my neck, his tongue half-rough and catlike, the texture making me break out in goosebumps. Niamh slid two fingers inside me while River worked his way to my tits, suckling and swiping at my sensitive nipples with that textured tongue in a way that had me gasping and lifting my hips up, grinding into Niamh’s face. 
My fae gripped my hips and pinned me to the ground with the strength of a hunter, and continued to devour me. Zhong’s big hand in my hair guided my head to the side, where he held his massive cock in his free hand. The look on his handsome face was intense, focused solely on me as he dragged the tip of his dick across my lips. “Master…”
I darted my tongue out to lap up the precome that was already leaking from his monster cock. My whole body thrummed with lust, a Pavlovian response to the sight and taste of him, and to the knowledge of what it would feel like to have him inside me, stretching me to my limits. 
But not now. Not yet. 
I licked and sucked, nibbling at as much of his shaft as I could fit in my mouth, while Niamh and River worked together to make me come. The first orgasm built slowly and burst over me suddenly, but Niamh didn’t let up until I cried out again, spasming between them. 
When she came up for air, the fae slid up my body to lie over me, looking down at me with a hungry, feral expression that did it for me every time. Her soft lips brushed mine, and her words went right through me like a bolt of lightning. “Go fuck them,” she murmured. “Then, when you’ve come a dozen times and they’re all spent and limp with the effort it takes to please a goddess, come back to me.”
I huffed a laugh, but I wasn’t fooling anyone. Niamh wasn’t into men, but she got a certain thrill out of watching me use them for my own pleasure. And there was something so wildly, powerfully feminine in the idea that when all was said and done, she and I could keep going until we collapsed from ecstasy, in a way the men—even with their supernatural endurance—never could. Hot and empowering. That was Niamh for you. 
River overheard her instructions and chuckled from beside us. “I volunteer as your first sacrifice,” he purred, patting Niamh’s ass in a purely platonic way and sliding over me to take her place. 
“Oh? Feeling up for the challenge, are you?” I asked with a grin as he nestled his hips between my thighs. 
He smiled back, leaning down to kiss me thoroughly before he pulled back and gave me an exaggerated wink. “Oh, I’m up for it.” He undulated his hips, pressing his long, hard cock against my slit, grinding lightly against my clit and sending little jolts of pleasure through me that fanned the coals of Niamh’s attentions back into a flame. 
I huffed a laugh and rolled my hips against his. “All talk.”
He let out a little growl and rose up slightly, slotting himself against me, then surging into me with one long, smooth thrust. We both groaned and shuddered at the perfection of it. Then he started moving with that supple, catlike grace of his, rolling through me and against me in all the right ways. I could feel Niamh nearby, watching, drinking in every gasp and sigh as River gracefully, enthusiastically fucked me into the blanket. 
I wrapped my legs around his hips and clutched him tight when orgasm washed over me, bringing him over the brink with me. My lips found the base of his neck and I reveled in the salty taste of his skin. Mine. And the pulse of affirmation and agreement that echoed down the cord tying us together. All mine. Always. 
When River withdrew, planting soft kisses to the corner of my mouth and my chin, Ambrose was there, drawing me up and into his dark embrace. “Mistress witch,” he murmured against my lips, pulling me into his lap so I straddled his hips while he sat up, braced with one hand behind him. 
I smiled and nibbled at his full bottom lip as I took him deep inside me, my legs wrapping around him, letting him hold me up with one hand as I took what I wanted. I threw my head back and gasped as he thrust up from beneath me. More hands touched my skin, caressing, coaxing, murmured words of encouragement and adoration raining down on me. I felt akin to the goddess in moments like these. In touch with my body. With my primal wants and needs. With the wild self that was our nature. 
Warm hands cupped my breasts from behind, and I was braced by a warm body and a glowing golden aura at my back. “You are so beautiful,” Elijah whispered as he ran his thumbs over my nipples. All meekness and hesitance was gone from his touch. He belonged here with us. With me. And he knew that now. Embraced it wholeheartedly. 
Ambrose curled forward to kiss and nip at my neck, gripping my hips to help me grind down onto his thick cock. “Mmm… so beautiful, mistress witch. So perfect like this.”
The dark tentacles of his magic enveloped me in a sweeping caress, the boogeyman calling to me, tempting me to dance with the darkness. His shark-like teeth clamped down on my neck, part threat, part playful taunt, and I lost myself again, moaning as climax rippled through me. 
The darkness swept over me in one last parting caress, his soft lips touching my shoulder as I was lifted and spun around, held in powerful arms, cradled in a startling light that pushed back all but a faint, lingering outline of darkness. Elijah. 
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Elijah’s lips met mine, gentleness and desperate longing all wrapped up in one delicious package. “Oleander,” he whispered as he lowered me back down to the blanket, one hand cradling the back of my head, as if I was some precious, fragile thing. His glowing blue eyes searched my face as if he were staring at some breathtaking work of art, rather than my flushed, sweaty, fucked stupid expression. “The goddess and the Most High blessed me the moment you walked into my life.” 
I stared up at him as I struggled to catch my breath, lifting a hand to caress his square jaw, to run a finger over his chiseled lips. “You’re always such a poet,” I teased. And always so careful, until I reminded him not to be. That I wasn’t some precious gift from some distant god, but a flesh and blood woman who liked to get railed by a certain hot angel. “I want you inside me.” Wrapping my arms around his neck, I lifted myself enough to whisper in his ear. “All of you.”
When he was a ghost, Elijah and I had worked out a way for him to merge with my aura in a sort of…semi-possession. Now that he was flesh and blood again—and with his enhanced magic—it seemed obvious that the ease with which we’d been able to do that was probably thanks to his angelic roots, his soul magic. And we had since discovered that he could do things to me that the others couldn’t. Like merge a little bit of our souls while he was balls deep inside me. 
The lust-drunk look in his eyes told me he understood me loud and clear. And that he yearned for the same kind of connection that I wanted so badly. If it wasn’t the heat of the moment, he might try to tell me that he didn’t want to influence me or misuse his magic, or some other nonsense. But right now, our bodies knew the truth of the matter. We both wanted this. He probably couldn’t force me to do anything I didn’t want to do, and well… there really wasn’t much I would say no to anyway, when it came to Elijah. 
“Heavens and hells,” he muttered, bending his head to kiss me hard as he let go of the stranglehold he had on his magic. His aura—his soul—rushed toward mine immediately, and mine toward his. Our individual lifesparks were magnetized to each other, and coming together felt like returning home.
He sheathed himself inside me with a deep, powerful thrust, and I felt it everywhere. In me. In him. In the magic that twined around us and fused us together. It was pure ecstasy. I was high on angelic bliss. 
I don’t know how long we were lost in each other, only that I could no longer tell where I ended and Elijah began, and the waves of pleasure never seemed to end. Until a chill darkness pressed in, pushing back some of the blinding angelic light from my being, letting me feel and see the world around me again, if only for a moment.
“Andy,” Dyre’s deep voice was like a beacon, grounding me to the real world. And his dark magic was wrapped around Elijah, too, helping him pull back, to keep us both from being lost in bliss forever. Slightly cool hands slid over my skin, chasing the warmth Elijah had left there. “Come back.” Dyre’s voice was laced with wry humor. “Don’t get lost in the high.”
Another thing we’d discovered about Elijah and his newly enhanced state? He was just as dangerous as the more predatory of my lovers—even if he didn’t mean to be. 
“Dick drunk,” Aahil’s smooth voice was there as I completed my transition back into a thinking, feeling state. “Typical.” But he sounded neither surprised, nor upset by the observation. 
I lifted a hand in his general direction and raised my middle finger. 
Aahil grasped my wrist, his graceful fingers gripping me firmly as our connection surged with fire and wild passion. Bringing my extended middle finger to his lips, he sucked the digit into his mouth, then slowly withdrew, dragging his perfect white teeth along the skin as he went. His gold eyes blazed as he stared into my gaze. “Is that an invitation, witch?” he purred. 
I was rescued from the oblivion of heaven and flung into the flames. 
There was a time when I thought Aahil would never freely and lovingly share his body with anyone ever again. But over this past year, he had proved me wrong. He gave of himself so freely now. He artfully played whatever role struck his fancy with his lover of choice. But unlike when I first met him, when those interactions had been tense and guarded, part defense and part elaborate act… now, there was a realness there, a depth that I responded to wholeheartedly. 
I gave myself to the flame willingly, and with absolutely no fear of burning. Aahil would take care of me, and himself, all of us. He could dole out pain or assume command for fun, if that was what both parties wanted, but he didn’t live in a world of hurt and danger, the way he once had. And it was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen. His sensuality wasn’t a weapon now. It was an effortless, comfortable part of him. 
And, you know, a huge bonus for the rest of us!
His unnaturally warm hands skimmed over my skin, outlining my curves, reveling in the contrast between my voluptuous figure and his small, lean dancer’s body. “The body of a goddess,” he murmured against my skin, reading the flavor of my thoughts and emotions through our bond. “Perfection in my hands.” He cupped my breasts, watching the way they overflowed his hands, bending his head to kiss the top of each mound, then languidly circle the nipples with his tongue. I threaded my hands through his silky hair, loving how the ends curled around my fingers, holding him close to me, enjoying this moment of focused gentleness and worship. 
One of his hands dropped lower, sweeping over my side and the flare of my hip as I knelt before him. “Turn around,” he urged, pressing a kiss to my throat before pulling back to give me space. “On your hands and knees for me, pet, up on the table there, with that glorious ass in the air.”
I huffed a laugh at the order, but did as I was told, pausing to mutter a small spell on the low table we had dragged outside for our picnic first, just to make sure it would hold my weight.
Poised up on the table like an obscene offering, my entire body was tense with anticipation, and I knew, without even looking, that all eyes were on me. Fingertips trailed down the middle of my back, from my neck to the crack of my ass and back again, the touch unhurried and light as a feather, but burning like a candle flame held almost too close. Even now, in the middle of an orgy, Aahil stopped, took time to tease and kindle the flame, thoroughly in control of every breathless moment. 
The light caress of flame stroked down my spine again, this time moving outward, circling the lower curve of first one, then the other round offering of my ass cheeks before moving inward and downward, teasing the soft flesh of my inner thighs. “Zhong,” Aahil said, his voice slow and languid, a command, but issued as if he had all the time in the world. “Come here and keep that lovely mouth busy.”
I sensed Zhong approaching, but he didn’t touch me, didn’t intrude on the sensual masterpiece Aahil was creating. “Syd,” he murmured, his deep voice like rolling boulders, roughened by lustful anticipation. Poor Zhong. Always waiting ‘til last. Making sure I was ready for everything he had to give me. I swallowed hard, trying to keep from begging Aahil to hurry up. I had already experienced so much pleasure tonight. I didn’t need him to draw it out like this. I just wanted them all. I wanted to taste each of them with wanton abandon. Now wasn’t the time for patience. 
“Aahil—” I began, but I cut off on a yelp of surprise when he slapped my ass. Hard. 
“Fuck her mouth with that monster of a cock, Zhong. She shouldn’t be able to breathe unless you let her, let alone talk.”
Okay, so maybe I could stand to be a little patient. Aahil would make it worth my while. I could sense it, feel the anticipation building in my blood. The jinn knew what I needed better than I did myself. It was part of his magic. If there was one thing I had learned, it was that he was about to teach me something I didn’t even know I wanted. And I was absolutely on board with that, given past experiences. 
Zhong moved kneel in front of me. Thanks to the added height from the table, I should just about be able to reach him. Stroking a big, clawed hand through my hair, he ducked his head to meet my eyes, delaying Aahil’s instructions just long enough to get consent. “Andy?”
I met his yellow eyes and grinned. “I thought you weren’t supposed to let me talk.”
Aahil’s palm smoothed over my ass in warning, making me shiver. I had learned to enjoy the contrast between pleasure and a certain type of pain. My mind said to behave. But my lady bits said I should mouth off some more. 
Unfortunately, Zhong didn’t give me the chance to egg Aahil on. He knew I was on board. He knew Aahil would guide us. Zhong was free to stop being careful and give himself over to his lust. He used his grip on my hair to tilt my head back, then eased his massive cock as far into my mouth as it would go, still gentle, but not pausing to let me adjust. 
I curled my fingers into the wood of the table, clutching the edge of the surface as I forced myself to take as much of Zhong’s cock as I could. But no matter how hard I tried, the guy was truly fucking huge. I gagged, and he pulled back slightly, giving me a second to catch my breath before beginning again. 
Aahil distracted me by nudging my knees further apart. I would have gasped, if my mouth wasn’t stuffed full of gargoyle cock. Unnaturally hot breath caressed my folds, as Aahil blew on my pussy, still teasing, drowning me in sensation as the bond between us began to open up further, blurring the lines between us all. The first swipe of his tongue was like fire to kindling, setting me instantly ablaze as he set to eating me from behind with a combination of skill and magic that made me feel like I was going to blackout. 
Of course, that might be the lack of oxygen, too. Zhong had his orders, and he didn’t stop, even as his glowing yellow eyes swept over me and to Aahil on his knees behind me. I couldn’t breathe. I was burning up, inside and out, and there was no air. Zhong’s cock hit the back of my throat, and he held it there, restricting my breathing. 
My heart pounded in my ears, and the world narrowed to nothing but raw sensation. Aahil murmured approvingly against my pussy. Only then did Zhong slowly pull back, letting me catch a single, desperate gasp of air. His grip tightened in my hair, and the fingers of the other hand lovingly caressed my cheek as he thrust back in, murmuring encouragement as I did my best not to die—either from pleasure or lack of oxygen. 
On the next gasp of air, I let out a low, deep moan. Aahil’s talented mouth had disappeared, replaced by the feeling of him slowly sinking his blazing cock into me. His graceful hands smoothed over my ass and lightly gripped my hips as he guided me to just the right angle and I moaned again, amazed at how he always played my body like a well-loved instrument. Zhong fucked into my mouth again, harder this time, clearly loving the sight and sounds of Aahil fucking me. 
I loved it too. My entire body was on fire, flooded with the sort of slow, sensual pleasure that completely overwhelms the senses. But under all that, I held onto the fuzzy happiness that I felt every time Aahil made love to me. Not with the need to prove something, or to dominate, or to scare me away, but simply for the pure joy of the way our bodies and souls melded together when he let himself show me with every touch and every breath, just how much he loved me. And when he let me show him the same. 
My body started to shake as I completed that slow, sensual climb to the brink. By that point, my mind was mushy, a foggy haze of pure bliss that wouldn’t allow me to say stop, even if I needed to. But Aahil was there. He had me. His magic and his heart were attuned to me, and he knew exactly what I needed, when I needed it. 
“Zhong,” he murmured softly, guiding my hips back, so I was sitting back against him a bit, with him bracing me. With that one murmured command, Zhong withdrew, bending to kiss me softly on the forehead as Aahil slowly, lovingly fucked me through my orgasm before spilling his own hot release inside me.
“Hasumi,” he murmured. I watched, breathless and disconnected, riding my own personal high, as Aahil motioned Hasumi closer. The water weaver had been completely entangled with Niamh, but they didn’t protest, coming to kneel before me instead. Mesmerizing turquoise eyes met mine, and a wash of cool, grounding energy enfolded me, bringing me back down out of the clouds. 
I leaned forward for a soft kiss that tasted like fresh mountain streams and rainstorms. “Hello,” I murmured, my brain slowly coming back online. 
Hasumi smiled softly, cupping my cheek and drawing me back for another slow, sensual kiss. “Hello, Oleander. Welcome back.”
I shook my head, looking over my shoulder for Aahil. But the jinn was already occupied, Dyre holding him in place with one long arm wrapped around his lean waist as he whispered something in the jinn’s ear that made a slow, wicked smile spread across the jinn’s beautiful face. 
Goddess, I was so lucky to have them all. To see them all opening up and loving each other. Hasumi drew my attention back to them with a gentle finger under my chin. “I want my seed inside you,” they said bluntly, the ridiculousness and the shock-value of the words muted a bit by their mesmerizingly beautiful siren’s voice. “I want my essence mingling with the others’, tying us all together, making us one. Now.”
I sucked in a breath. Sure, Hasumi could be pretty take-charge with the others, if the mood suited them. But they weren’t usually demanding with me. Now it felt like a command that I must obey. And also… um, fuck if I wasn’t suddenly developing a bit of a breeding kink. 
I let Hasumi help me down off the table, since I was a wobbly mess and they were way stronger than they looked. We tumbled to the ground, missing the blanket completely, to lie in the purple wildflowers as we kissed each other like it was our last moment on earth. I could feel everything Hasumi felt, their own emotions and the emotions of everyone around us amplified and sent back to me in a continuous feedback loop. So much love, and wonder, passion, pleasure, hope, and happiness—pure, unadulterated happiness the likes of which none of us had ever dared hope we might feel. 
And mixed in with it all… Hasumi’s water magic. It called to every molecule of my being, demanding that I take a part of them inside me. Now. 
I straddled the water weaver, grasping both their cocks and easing down on them, my body already so wet and ready from my time with the others. Some distant part of my brain had me internally chuckling at how smoothly they had all guided things. Working me up from no cocks, to single cocks, to the double deal, before tossing me at Zhong. 
They were degenerates. 
Thank the goddess. 






  
  Chapter 39

Andy


Ileaned forward and Hasumi gripped the back of my neck, meeting me halfway in a consuming kiss, our breasts brushing each other, soft skin caressing soft skin. I wanted to savor them the way Aahil had savored me. Stretch things out. Enjoy the ethereal grace that was Hasumi. But I couldn’t. Not now. Their words had unleased a tidal wave inside me, and I could do nothing but ride it to completion. 
I sat back, taking them deeper, rolling my hips with wild abandon. Hasumi’s magic continued to swirl around and within me as they gripped my hips and thrust upward in time with me, sending us both crashing into each other. One hand moved to cup my breast, while the other moved to my lower belly, their thumb pressing against my clit, while they flooded me with feelings of passion, gratitude, and love. I threw my head back with a gasp and was swept under as orgasm crashed over us both. 
Then there were hands on me, lifting me again, big, strong arms holding me close to a broad chest, carrying me effortlessly. Zhong. I pressed my lips to the base of his throat. I should be utterly wrung out by now, exhausted and sated, but instead I was buzzing. Power was building inside me with every touch, every release. The wild magic I had awakened during the battle with the cultists was still there every day, murmuring, dancing impatiently, sometimes sleeping, but always waiting to be unleashed. It stirred in me now, swirling and churning as it built like pressure inside a champagne bottle. 
I twisted in Zhong’s arms, and he obligingly helped me, so that he was no longer holding me in a bridal carry. My legs wrapped around his waist, and his big hands cupped my ass, holding me up as I slowly sank down onto the biggest cock in existence. 
We both groaned. “Master,” he breathed, ducking his head to press his forehead to mine, his impressive wings spread and his tail lashing behind him. “You’ll be the death of me.”
I chuckled breathlessly as my back hit the trunk of one of the few trees in the meadow. Zhong slid deeper inside me, bottoming out, and I dug my fingernails into his shoulder—or at least tried to. He was literally rock hard at the moment, a creature of smooth marble, pinning me against the tree with his immovable strength. I dug my heels into his ass and tried to squirm, to move myself against him and take him impossibly deeper, but he stopped me, effortlessly holding me still as he slowly pulled back, then slid into me again. 
I whimpered at the stretch, at how full I felt. Looking down, I could see us in the faint glow of moonlight—aided by the soft light falling from Elijah’s wings as he came to brush the hair away from my shoulder and plant a soft kiss to the side of my neck. I could see where Zhong’s massive length disappeared inside me, and the hard, slick wetness of his cock when he pulled back between thrusts. 
Fuck, that was hot. 
Ambrose appeared on my other side, a velvety touch sliding over my breast as he caught my ear between his sharp teeth. Elijah’s hand slid down to rub my clit as Zhong slowly fucked me senseless. 
And all the while, the passion and the power built inside me. It was turning me into a feral thing. I wanted Zhong to fuck me. Hard. Without any care for how he could hurt me. I wanted to be held down and used. And to take. To take all they had and make it a part of me. Their bodies. Their magic….
“Harder,” I hissed, raking my nails over Zhong’s beautiful chest, but not leaving a mark on his marble skin. “More.”
He bent and kissed me, hard and hungry, and with a hint of fang. I bit his lip and arched my back, trying to take him deeper. More. 
Finally, finally, he fucked me harder. Not giving into the fury that I wanted so badly, but giving me more. I clenched around him, my entire body going rigid with the force of the orgasm that rocketed through me. 
Zhong sagged against me, curling his wings around me, resting his head on the tree next to mine. “You’re dangerous, master,” he rumbled. “One day you’ll ask for something and I’ll give it to you, and we’ll both regret it.”
I turned my head and kissed him, quick and sharp. “Never,” I told him fiercely. No matter what he said, he’d never harm me. Even if it was an endless source of frustration. 
“Gargoyle.”
Zhong jerked at the sound of the eerie, multi-layered voice that spoke from close by. Since he was still lodged inside me, the motion made us both gasp with aftershocks of pleasure. 
“I’ve been patient long enough. Unhand my witch.” 
Apparently, Dyre had been holding Sunny back this whole time. I could hear it in his voice, feel through our lifebond. The last fraying threads of the wraith’s thin veneer of civility were about to snap. 
Zhong withdrew and gently set me on my feet, giving me a look that said he really didn’t want to hand me over. But I ignored his puppy dog eyes, my usual urge for his solid, grounding post-sex cuddles overshadowed by the being of death and darkness that stood before me. 
Dyre held out his hand, and I took it without hesitation. His eyes glinted in the dim light, revealing one violet iris and one eye that was completely consumed by black. “Gentlemen,” I said flippantly, feeling the magic surge up inside me. 
It recognized Dyre as the first lifebond. The one who had helped me learn to touch upon at least some of the bottomless well of magic inside me. And it recognized Sunshine. The ancient evil being of hunger and terror that lived between realms and fed on souls. It recognized him and it loved him, perhaps most out of all my lovers. The wild magic inside me had more in common with the wraith than with anyone else. It, too, longed to be free, to run wild and unchecked, devouring or creating as it willed. 
I shuddered at the emotions and sensations flowing through me. They were both terrifying and deeply, disturbingly erotic. 
We loved them all. But this one… This one was like gripping a live wire in our hand and hoping it didn’t stop our heart before we could redirect the electricity elsewhere. It was like dancing with death and hoping we’d still draw breath when the music stopped. 
I shuddered, a jolt of lust and a roll of power surging through me. Oh, we could do such things together. Rule the world, if we wanted. And drown ourselves in dark passion every moment in between. 
“Andy.” Dyre’s voice was a single, deep note, grounding and somehow sane amidst all the insanity currently rolling through my mind. “Drink from the well, enjoy it. Use it however you see fit. But remember, we control the magic. It doesn’t control us.” He pulled me closer, and bent to whisper in my ear, Sunshine’s echoing voice taking over once more. “We all have darkness in us, my witch. The question is whether one is strong enough to be its master.”
I planted my hands on his smooth, pale chest, felt the heavy thud of his newly living heart. Sunshine wasn’t just being poetic. Dyre had shown such tremendous strength all his life, had not only survived his possession, but had managed to befriend and thrive with the wraith who occupied his body. No one did that. Not one single story had been passed down through our witchy histories of a witch being able to remain himself through this kind of dark magic. And yet, Dyre had. He had not only survived, but he had grown. He’d kept hold of his morals. His kindness. His sense of right and wrong. Even when circumstances attempted to twist and warp everything beyond recognition. 
He had done it, Sunshine was telling me. And the wraith saw that same strength in me. 
Taking a deep breath, I resisted the hungry wild magic of the Lovells, the Blaisdells, and every strong line before them. I pushed it back. Not gone, not ever cowed. But controlled. I was the master of this darkness. I was still in possession of my fierce, squishy earth witch heart. 
“Thank you.” Going up on my tiptoes, I pressed my lips to theirs, knowing I kissed both Dyre and Sunny at the same time. Knowing they felt my emotions and intentions through our bond. “Now complete the loop,” I said, pulling back with a smirk. “Sex magic this strong shouldn’t be wasted.”
Dyre chuckled. But it was cut short by Sunshine’s deep, eerie growl as the wraith pushed forward and claimed my mouth, kissing me as if he owned me, mind, body and soul. 
And he did. They all did. I was theirs, just as much as they were mine. 
The long, nimble fingers that caressed my body, the chiseled lips that tasted my flesh, the hard, dripping cock that plunged into me as we lay on the blanket, surrounded by swaying wildflowers and glittering stars—they were all one body, but two people, alternating flawlessly in a way that was mind-blowing. The lifebond that linked us helped, but I think even without it, I would know them instantly, be able to identify who was in charge by the way they touched me, the way they devoured me. Dyre’s deep, earnest hunger and softer touches, Sunshine’s desperate need and consuming, endless hunger for more… it was a dizzying combination. 
I lost myself in them and their cool, midnight darkness just as easily as I’d lost myself to Elijah’s all-consuming light. But I remembered this time—or we remembered together—that we controlled the darkness. I gasped and cried out and probably made all sorts of ridiculous noises as they took me from behind. 
Dyre’s comforting grip on my hip. Sunshine’s ruthless, unnaturally strong thrusts as he attempted to own me from the inside. Dyre’s long fingers in my hair. Sunshine’s grip using it to pull my head back as his darkness and Dyre’s blood magic poured through me, twined with all I was, and grew. 
This time when I came, the surge of magic lit up every connection, every lifebond between all of us, connecting us in a glowing web of power and passion that was blindingly bright in my mind’s eye. Dyre let out a rough sound as he pulled me back to rest against his chest and thighs, still sheathed inside me.
I let out an unhinged sound somewhere between a scream and a moan as the power building inside me finally surged to completion and I flung it outward. Mumbled words fell from my lips, directing the magic to the earth. To healing and new growth. To peace, and stability, and everything that the world—all worlds—needed most. 
A riot of trees and flowers burst from the soil as far as the eye could see, rapidly unfurling and reaching toward the sky, blotting out the stars with the entire fucking forest I had just created with our magic. 
Panting and boneless, I leaned my head back against Dyre’s shoulder. “Goddess.”
He chuckled, deep and rich, and freer than I’d ever heard him sound before. “Indeed you are, Lovell.”
I shook my head, but I didn’t have the energy to argue with him.
“Take me inside,” I said instead, as if I really were a goddess or something, ordering people around. “We’ve got shit to do tomorrow.”
A small, high-pitched peep made us all freeze. “Can I come out of the basket now?” Bis asked in an exasperated voice. 
I put my hands over my face, trying—and failing—to cover my laughter. Poor guy. Hopefully he’d gotten his fill of cake while he killed time. 






  
  Chapter 40

Andy


The next day, I was grudgingly up at the break of day. Sometimes—like last night—I felt like my life was divinely blessed. Other times—like this morning—I was sure I was being punished just for existing. 
I glanced at the twins, who were just sitting down to breakfast, chattering to Zhong and Niamh about the wind spell Dyre had taught them yesterday—they’d used it to blow the biggest bubbles I’d ever seen. It was nice to see our children learning strong, important magic, while still getting to be kids at the same time. Maybe they wouldn’t end up as fucked up as their adoptive parents after all. And maybe my life wasn’t a divine punishment… possibly. 
“Ready?” I asked, focusing my attention on Dyre and Aahil, who stood at my side by the front door.
“Stop procrastinating,” Aahil said with a little lift of his chin. “We’ve been ready, witch. You’re the one dragging her feet and sending those disgustingly gooey looks everywhere.”
But I saw the way his eyes flicked toward the homey scene at the table, where Hasumi was now pouring maple syrup over towers of perfect golden waffles. Aahil was such a bad liar. 
Sighing, I put my hand on the doorhandle and called on my magic, linking it to the spell the cleaners had placed on the house. Sometimes I regretted bargaining with the weird interdimensional beings. Sure, they could have destroyed the pocket world where we were hiding, and us along with it. But did I really have to agree to their terms? We were safe. We could travel wherever we wanted, whenever we wanted. No one had access to us unless we wanted them to, which was nice, now that we had become infamous across the realms. But it came with the annoying responsibility of putting out political fires and stomping out any hint of evil or unrest when called upon to do so. Annoying. 
The magic buzzed beneath my fingertips, and I twisted the fancy new doorknob to the right. A soul-deep click resonated inside me, and I knew the house had moved. “Come on,” I said on a sigh. “Let’s get this over with.” 
Opening the door, I stepped out onto a busy sidewalk in Magea. Dyre and Aahil followed me, and the door snicked shut behind us. Glancing back, I saw not the Lovell Mansion, but an unassuming two-story brick shop. The display in the window said, “This week only! All crystals 50% off!” 
Ugh. “That is still so weird,” I muttered, turning away and heading down the sidewalk. 
Dyre nodded. “I still can’t work it all out,” he murmured. “But the magic is astounding.”
I knew it bugged him that he couldn’t work out the mechanics of the traveling pocket dimension—or whatever it was the cleaners had done to allow us to be their “agents of peace” in the realms. But I was just glad we were alive and free. Or, mostly free. 
“Yes, yes,” Aahil drawled in a bored voice. “It’s all very interesting. Buy me a pastry before we have to go scare the power-hungry old men.” He pointed imperiously at a nearby shop that had a window display of mouthwatering treats, then arched an expectant brow at Dyre. 
The cold, intimidating necromancer with the ancient wraith inside him looked Aahil up and down, then… sighed and led the way toward the shop, muttering something to himself about the dangers of rewarding bad behavior. 
Aahil winked at me and took my arm in his as we trailed after Sunshine and Dyre. 
Dyre held the door open for us a little while later, a box full of pastries balanced in his other hand, and an indulgent look on his face. Aahil went up on tiptoes to kiss my cheek, then happily started humming as he led the way to our destination, where we’d intimidate some old witches who were experimenting with bad magic and probably make them piss themselves. 
I revised my assessment of the day. My life was pretty perfect. Maybe the goddess really did love me. I sent a silent prayer to her, thanking her for the day I’d found the bestiary in that dusty old box of Lovell garbage. 
It turns out my evil family had done me a favor. They had brought me to the people I loved. The family I’d never dreamed of, but had needed all along. 
“Hurry up, witch!” Aahil nagged, snapping me out of my reverie. “I want to set someone on fire so we can go home.”
Laughing, I took the pastry he held out to me, and hurried to catch up. 
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 */

function goBack()
{
	if (gCurrentPage > 1)
	{
		gCurrentPage--;
		gPosition -= window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Move a page forward if possible. The position, progress and page count are updated accordingly.
 */

function goForward()
{
	if (gCurrentPage < gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage++;
		gPosition += window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Move directly to a page. Remember that there are no real page numbers in a reflowed
 * EPUB document. Use this only in the context of the current document.
 */

function goPage(pageNumber)
{
	if (pageNumber > 0 && pageNumber <= gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage = pageNumber;
		gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Go the the page with respect to progress. Assume everything has been setup.
 */

function goProgress(progress)
{
	progress += 0.0001;
	
	var progressPerPage = 1.0 / gPageCount;
	var newPage = 0;
	
	for (var page = 0; page < gPageCount; page++) {
		var low = page * progressPerPage;
		var high = low + progressPerPage;
		if (progress >= low && progress < high) {
			newPage = page;
			break;
		}
	}
		
	gCurrentPage = newPage + 1;
	gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
	window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
	updateProgress();		
}

//Set font family
function setFontFamily(newFont) {
	document.body.style.fontFamily = newFont + " !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets font size to a relative size
function setFontSize(toSize) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.fontSize = toSize + "em !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets line height relative to font size
function setLineHeight(toHeight) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.lineHeight = toHeight + "em !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Enables night reading mode
function enableNightReading() {
	document.body.style.backgroundColor = "#000000";
	var theDiv = document.getElementById('book-inner');
	theDiv.style.color = "#ffffff";
	
	var anchorTags;
	anchorTags = theDiv.getElementsByTagName('a');
	
	for (var i = 0; i < anchorTags.length; i++) {
		anchorTags[i].style.color = "#ffffff";
	}
}



