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  Chapter 1

Andy


I shuffled over the grass on my knees to reach the next stalk of basil, snipping it off and tossing it into the basket at my side. Somehow, I had brought the big back courtyard with us when I moved the entire damned Lovell mansion into the pocket world between Magea and the angelic realm, where we currently existed. I had no idea how things were growing here. There wasn't really a sun, or rain, or clouds…just a sort of ambient semi-bright, grayish-bluish-purplish sky that seemed to lighten and darken on a similar cycle to the angelic plane. We were the most closely tethered to the angels' home, but there were currents of other energies sustaining us as well, a bit from Magea, a bit from the Planus realm…. Honestly, I had no clue what I had done, as usual. But it seemed to be holding. For now.  
The issue was that while there was soil underneath the garden and the house, it wasn't exactly Earth soil. Or maybe it was… just with nothing to sustain it. Most people think of dirt as an inanimate object devoid of life. But witches know better. Soil is usually teaming with life. Microorganisms, tiny root systems, bugs, fungus, you name it. And while I could sense some of that life in the soil beneath me, it also felt different. More limited. Less able to grow and expand. 
Niamh and I had managed to get a big herb bed going, and we had been working at packing as many medicinal, magical, and food plants into the limited courtyard space as possible, but we had to use a hefty dose of our own magic to give the plants a boost and sustain them all in this strange new environment. And the magics that sustained our auras weren't flowing the same as before either, deprived of their usual ambient sources.
A siege, Niamh had called it. And that's exactly what this was, even if it kind of felt like boredom most of the time. The fact was, we were all labeled as criminals back on Magea. And according to the newspaper Ambrose had snatched a while back, the SA was also spreading their lies in the Planus realm where the humans ruled. They labeled me a dangerous terrorist, and I had a massive bounty out on me. And the others they labeled as either my victims or my accomplices, depending on what news source you got your information from. Regardless, they were wanted as well, either for punishment or for "questioning." We were stuck here in this pocket world indefinitely. 
Bis trundled over to me, waddling adorably with his burden. He wanted to help in the garden, and it was hard to carry things around when your hands were rodent-sized and you were most comfortable on four legs. So, I had crafted him a pouch that was sort of like a mini backpack. He could get it on and off himself, and it was adorable to watch him stuff the thing with herbs and seeds, load up, and carry it back to the basket for delivery. I helped him shimmy out of the straps, but he chattered at me when I went to empty the bag. Apparently, he was determined to do it all himself.
Niamh laughed as she came to crouch beside us, her own basket overflowing. "Don't worry, Bis," she told my skunk-rat-hedgehog best friend. "We know you can do it. Andy just can't help sticking her nose in and trying to help. She does it to everyone."
I scowled at her. "Fuck you."
She grinned at me, showing off her sharp little canines, as if I might forget for one second she was a dangerous fae huntress. "Right out here in the open?"
I rolled my eyes. "Sure. Why not?" I said, waving an arm to encompass the entire pocket world. "It's not like we have nosy neighbors to worry about."
I laughed as she sprung, pushing me down, her long, lean body pressed to my short, curvy one. Her hand cushioned my head before I hit the ground and her lips met mine, playful and confident. My hands came to her slender hips as the fae devoured my lips, her silky light-brown hair tumbling forward around her small, pronged antlers. 
I kissed her back just as fervently, my body responding to her like magic. Goddess, I needed the distraction. We all did. This game of wait-and-see was driving me insane, and we'd only been here a little over a week. 
A polite throat-clearing interrupted our passion, and I tilted my head back to study the upside-down view of the towering gargoyle, my hands still resting on Niamh's perfect ass as she nipped at my neck. 
"Sorry to interrupt," Zhong said, running an enormous hand over the back of his neck in a sweet, nervous gesture. No matter how often he saw me making out with my other lovers, the big guy never seemed to lose his shyness—until he got pulled in and the passion took over. Then he was a beast.
Niamh bit me on the shoulder with her sharp little teeth. "Ow! You ass." I shoved her off me and sat up so I could look at Zhong right-side-up. "What's up? Did you come to save me from this violent monster?"
Zhong's marble-like gray skin flushed pink around his high cheekbones and the tips of his pointed ears. "Uh… no, master. I was thinking I'd give you two some privacy while I went in and made lunch. Is there anything specific you want me to get out for you?"
I sighed, my shoulders slumping at the reminder of all the ways my evil family had fucked me over, even from beyond the grave. Someone had been so pissed off at my parents that they hit the Lovell line with a curse that worked on our DNA. I hadn't even been involved in whatever feud led to the curse. But here I was, a type 1 diabetic, when witches were supposed to be immune to human diseases and disorders. And I had gone and stuck us in a pocket world where I didn't have ready access to the insulin I needed to survive. 
I had been doing everything I could to stretch out the limited supply that came with us when I transported us to the pocket world. Which meant eating as little sugar and carbohydrates as possible. But that alone wouldn't stop me from needing insulin. My blood sugars would continue to climb. Eventually, I was going to have to risk leaving our sanctuary to go to another plane and find medicine and supplies. In the meantime, Zhong did a lot of the cooking, and he had been trying to help me with meals that didn't spike my blood sugar as badly. 
"I'll just have a salad," I said unhappily. Zhong was a skilled cook. And I fucking loved food. I could use some carbs for stress-eating purposes right about now. But what are you gonna do? "If there's any of the chicken from yesterday leftover, I'll toss that on it. Thanks for asking."
He nodded, his spade-tipped tail lashing behind his hulking body. I knew he was worried about my medical condition. I was too. But there was only so much you could do. "I'll make one of your teas?" he said, tugging at one of his horns as he tried to think of ways to care for his master. The adorable idiot. 
I nodded. I had a few magic-infused teas that helped with balancing my blood sugars and helped keep me from developing diabetic ketoacidosis from being high for too long. It wouldn't let me live without insulin, but it would slow the process down. If I was human, I would have run out of insulin and had to be hospitalized by now. 
Zhong opened his mouth to say something else, but I couldn't hear what it was over the sudden pained shout that came from the doorway that led out of the courtyard and into the house. I leapt to my feet, jumped over Bis, and rushed inside. Fuck, fuck, fuck. I knew that sound. I hated that I knew that sound so damned well.
I found Aahil on his knees in the hallway, the petite jinn curled into a ball as smoke and steam rolled off him. He was muttering something between labored breaths. Probably berating himself for his lack of control.
He had come back to us from the O'Leary coven weak and stripped of his power, his magic depleted. But the jinn was an ancient, powerful fire elemental, and it hadn't taken long for his power to regenerate. The problem was, he was also heavily traumatized, and we had found out just recently that getting his magic back… wasn't necessarily a good thing right now. 
He had no control. Something would trigger him, and he would go up in flames. It was bad enough when he did that normally—whenever his temper got the better of him and he went up in a snit. But usually his little drama queen outbursts were limited, and he could pull back and limit the destruction if he really wanted to. It might look like we were all in danger of going up in flames, but he was always in control when it came right down to it. But now… since the O'Learys broke him, Aahil's fire wasn't just a danger to everyone around him; it burned him too. And while he could stop it from spreading to the rest of his surroundings, he couldn't seem to keep from injuring himself.
I crouched down in front of him as he hissed and panted. I had created fire suppression wards when the little terror first came out of the bestiary and decided to stay with us. But they were only good at stopping the unstoppable jinn fire if it was in danger of spreading and burning the house down. They didn't stop him from going off in the first place. And now that his magic was attacking its source, the wards couldn't protect Aahil from getting hurt. 
He finally lifted his head, and his gold eyes met mine from beneath the curtain of his sleek, dark hair. A shimmer of unshed tears pooled in his eyes as he tried not to react to the pain he must be feeling. His clothes were singed. What little skin I could see on his face and hands was bubbled and red. It was already healing before my eyes, but fuck, that had to hurt. And I knew he was probably burned all over. Not just where I could see. 
"What can I do?" I asked, reaching for him, but not touching. I didn't want to cause him even more pain by putting pressure on his poor skin. 
He swallowed, and a shudder went through him. We stared at each other in silence for a few minutes, both of us knowing what he wanted to say. But he knew I wasn't going to help him die. And I knew he didn't really mean it anymore when he asked for me to kill him. Usually. 
Yeah, life was just sunshine and rainbows these days. 
"Find your necromancer and the water weaver?" he finally said, his silky, seductive voice rough around the edges. I went to stand up and go do as he asked, but another alluring voice spoke from right beside us as Hasumi materialized from out of nowhere. 
"I'm here, flame." I watched as Hasumi knelt beside Aahil, sending a wave of calming magic and cool mist out to soothe the jinn. They were quite the pair, Hasumi's ethereal, androgynous beauty and air of calm, effortless control next to Aahil's fiery, sensual, and out-of-control rage. 
Hasumi had been using their power over emotions to help Aahil find some semblance of balance while he healed and found his feet again. But the water weaver couldn't stop the jinn from feeling everything. That wouldn't solve anything. So, things slipped out sometimes. Trauma overcame him now and then, and Aahil lost his shit. It was part of the healing process. But I just wished it wasn't such a physical danger to him. 
"Everyone seems alive." Dyre's deep voice was dry and unimpressed. "Why am I here?"
Ambrose stepped out of the shadows, the boogeyman giving the necromancer an unimpressed look. "Because Aahil asked for you, darling." He sketched a jaunty bow toward me and Aahil, then disappeared in a swirl of black shadows. 
Between the boogeyman and the ghost, there was no such thing as privacy around here. There was always someone lurking in the shadows or floating in the aether, eavesdropping like their life depended on it. But in this instance it was helpful, so I didn't bother to complain. 
Dyre arched a blood red brow at Aahil, then came to crouch beside us, all long limbs and eerie dark magic as he rested his elbows on his knees. "What?" he demanded. Ever the warm and talkative one, my necromancer. Not that Aahil helped matters. The jinn had some sort of beef with Dyre that I didn't understand. But knowing Aahil, it was probably something stupid and petty. 
Aahil dropped back to sit on his ass, his red-brown skin now free from blisters, but still looking a tad inflamed. "I need you and your parasite, and Hasumi, to do something to strip my magic. I can't fucking live like this."
I arched my brows at Aahil in surprise. "No."
Aahil turned to glare at me. "I don't recall asking your opinion, Lovell." It was more attitude than I'd seen from him since he came back to us, even if it was still a bit flat. And I was far too happy about the return of this bit of his spark to be mad about his snapping at me. 
"I don't care," I said, moving to sit cross-legged beside him. "No one is stripping your magic. You could die. Not to mention, you were so upset about not having your power to throw around when you were drained before." I shook my head adamantly. "No. We'll figure something else out."
His mutinous expression didn't change, but his shoulders rounded as he unconsciously hunched in on himself. "Do you know what it feels like to suffer full body burns every time you get a little upset? To have your own fucking magic try to immolate you from the inside out whenever you're waylaid by in inconvenient memory?" He scoffed. "I'm useless either way. But at least without my magic I was useless and not on fire."
Hasumi touched Aahil's shoulder and I think we all felt the calming magic the water weaver was gently pushing out. Aahil's shoulders rounded even more, and he hugged his knees to his chest. "It hurts," he whispered. "Everything fucking hurts."
I knew he wasn't just talking about the physical pain. And my heart broke for him all over again. 
Dark power swelled around us, and I watched in surprise as Dyre—no, Sunny—reached out and gripped Aahil's chin, tilting his head up so he had to meet the gaze of the wraith that lived inside the necromancer. "We will help you," Sunshine's deep, creepy-as-fuck multi-layered voice informed Aahil. "Do not worry our witch this way."
I shook my head. My life was so weird. Sunshine was a wraith. Technically, he should be incapable of feeling. Incapable of caring about people. But apparently, he cared about just two people. He would do anything to protect his host. And for some weird reason, the wraith was also attached to me. He didn't fully understand things like love or family. But he understood enough to know that seeing Aahil suffer made me sad. So he would help.
I patted Sunny's skinny shoulder. "Thanks. But you should probably stop touching Aahil. He doesn't like it."
The jinn in question was frozen, his gold eyes flaring with dangerous bursts of fire magic as he stared up at the taller man like a cobra about to strike. Aahil hadn't been a fan of unsolicited touching before his time with the O'Learys. And these days, it was an especially touchy subject. Pun intended. But I was pretty sure Sunny's grip on his chin was so strong that he couldn't pull away. He could dematerialize, but he clearly wasn't done with this conversation yet. "Get your fucking hands off me, corpse," he growled. 
I sighed. "Aahil. Sunshine. Stand down, guys. Please? I'm so fucking tired of the posturing."
Sunshine tilted his head to study Aahil, then glanced at me before finally removing his hand from the jinn. "The bright one is wounded. This causes you pain. I simply wished to help."
I nodded, feeling a headache coming on. "I know. He's thankful too. He just has a hard time saying that." Aahil scoffed at me, but I ignored him. "Can I talk to Dyre now? Please?"
The wraith blinked, and his black eyes bled to violet once more as Dyre took control. "Sorry," the necromancer said as he scrubbed a hand over his gaunt face. "He's restless. It would be a relief for us to have a magical puzzle to work out." He glanced at Aahil. "I'll help Andy come up with something to help the flares," he said without emotion. Then Dyre stood and strode off before Aahil could reply. Probably for the best. I watched the necromancer's long red ponytail swish across his dreary gray shirt as he turned the corner and disappeared from sight. 
I had things to work out with Dyre too. He still thought I should be horrified whenever I was in the same room as him. And I knew he wanted to dissolve the temporary lifebond we had formed in order to save the others. But I was determined to make sure he didn't plan on running away the moment he was free. 
Damn it, why was I so horrible at loving people? Oh, right. Lovell blood and all that. I had spent my whole life trying to prove that I wasn't like my evil ancestors. But lately I wondered… maybe I was poisoned down to my damned core. 
Aahil huffed and disappeared in a shower of sparks, probably off to his room, where he could brood in peace. I met Hasumi's turquoise eyes and let out a long sigh. The water weaver was probably suffering too, with their sensitivity to emotions and the current state of this entire messed-up household. They leaned in to press a soft kiss to my forehead before they also disappeared, probably off to check on Aahil. My insulin pump chose that moment to sound an alarm, letting me know that my blood sugar was dangerously high. 
I curled forward and put my face in my hands, my brain scrambling to find answers to all our problems all at once. 
But I suppose at least I wasn't bored, right?






  
  Chapter 2

Andy


Before I stumbled across the bestiary and collected a gathering of weird magical creatures, I hardly ever stepped foot in the Lovell coven house. I had grown up in the orphanage, and the second I was old enough to get out—which was much younger here than in the human Planus realm—I found out the hard way that this place wasn't my home. 
The mansion was a horror show of terrible memories and even worse imprinted energies, since it had been inhabited for generations by evil assholes who did the nastiest magic they could think of with no worry over the consequences. I also had a hard time fitting in anywhere in the magical realm, in general. People either wanted to berate me and punish me for my family's wrongs, or they wanted to suck up to me and draw me in so they could learn every horrible secret my powerful family possessed. 
I quickly decided that it was in my best interest to move to the Planus realm with the humans and pretend I knew nothing about witches or magic. I only came back here as an adult to grab things to pawn so I could keep living far away from this shithole and all the pain associated with it. The house had been heavily booby-trapped the first time I set foot in it. Most of the spells were crafted so they only reacted to people who didn't have Lovell blood in their veins. But not all of them. I had spent a long time poking around the place, disarming nasty surprises so I could get to the valuables. 
I knew I hadn't found all the spells and traps. The place was immense, and I was only one person. Since coming back here, Elijah had used his incorporeal advantage to help me find a few more spells and disarm them so my guests wouldn't end up dead. There were some that I hadn't gotten around to disarming yet, like the man-eating bottom step in the basement—that thing was almost sentient, and it was going to take a lot of magic to destroy. And there was no guarantee I wouldn't take out the whole damned staircase in the process. But I knew there were also some spells I just hadn't found yet because I'd been busy with other crap. Like the bestiary. And the SA. And not dying. 
My houseguests were all powerful enough to duck and roll if they triggered something. I hoped. 
But I was really regretting my lack of thoroughness at the moment. Dyre and I had come up with a spell to help Aahil keep from hurting himself with his own magic. But we needed a trinket of some sort to put it in—a necklace, a bracelet, or some other type of jewelry that could hold the spell but would be convenient to take off in an emergency. Like, say, if the SA found us and the risk of suffering a few full body burns no longer outweighed the need for Aahil to use his magic to survive. 
The thing was, the spell would be deep magic, to affect him the way it needed to, and it would be best anchored in a vessel that had the right energies. Just what those energies were, I wasn't sure. But we'd know when we found it. Lucky for Aahil, the Lovell mansion was full of old, powerful, gaudy baubles. 
Dyre and I were currently on the hunt for a suitable piece, and we were drifting further away from the parts of the house that saw regular use. I was afraid one of us was going to trigger a booby trap and blow ourselves up. Although, knowing my family, blowing ourselves up would be the best-case scenario. We were far more likely to find ourselves in some sort of torture spell. 
I sighed and opened the door to what had once been my parents' bedroom. Distant memories wanted to come to the forefront, but it didn't take all that much work to push them back—I was only six years old when they died and I was taken away to the orphanage. And everything from before that time was murky, my memories happily suppressed by trauma. 
And by the magic Aahil had cast on me back then to erase my sister from the minds of all who knew her. His handiwork was fading a bit, now that I knew Atropa Belladonna Lovell existed. I would get little snippets of memory here and there, of an older sister who was the only one to make time for me while the rest of the coven was focused on their plans for world domination. But that was it.
The bedroom door creaked faintly as it swung open, and I cast out my awareness, trying to sense any wards or spells. The room was infused with a lingering hint of magic, the faintest trace of the auras of the powerful witches who had once spent so much time here. 
I tried not to think of my parents as people, if I could help it. They were things. Evil beings who were distant from me. Relatives on paper, but that was it. Nothing more to me than names on parchment. But sometimes I remembered they were people. 
Against my will, I recalled my mother and father looking down at me with actual joy in their eyes when I mastered a spell or did a bit of magic. And as my eyes traveled over the dusty four-poster bed and the expensive furnishings that filled their bedroom, I wondered…had these evil beings snuggled up in bed at night with a steaming cup of tea? Had they been human enough to talk about their day, to whisper their hopes and dreams to each other as they cuddled up to sleep? Had they loved each other? Were the monsters capable of that? And if they were, then were they really monsters at all?
I angrily swiped the back of my hand across my cheek to get rid of the stupid tears. Yes. They were monsters. My family was absolutely evil. No question. Bracing myself, I stomped across the room and threw open the tall, ornate wooden cabinet meant to store jewelry. 
A ward buzzed against my skin, but it settled almost immediately, recognizing me as family. I had never come in here in search of things to pawn. It just hadn't been worth stirring up the emotions that came with memories of my parents. When I saw the contents of the case, I snorted in disbelief. "Glad you had your fucking priorities straight," I muttered, slamming the door closed again. 
The case was completely empty. It was possible someone had stolen everything, but I highly doubted it with that ward in place. No one from the SA had been able to get into the mansion right after my parents' executions. Some sort of death magic had protected the place until I came of age. And the booby traps left behind afterward made it too risky to bother with. So I knew it hadn't been looted. My damned petty parents had simply hidden their valuables. 
I did a circuit of the rest of the room, checking hidden cubbies and all the nooks and crannies, but I already knew I wouldn't find anything. I was relieved when I finally stepped back into the hallway and shut the door behind me, blocking out all thought of my parents once again. Dyre emerged from a room a few doors down, his log nose wrinkled and waving his hand in front of his face as if to dispel a foul smell. 
"You okay?" I asked with a lifted eyebrow. 
He brushed his long red hair back from his face and looked down his aristocratic nose at me, his expression cold. "Your family was as bad as mine," he snapped. "I just broke a curse meant to melt my skin off my bones."
I sighed. "Mondays, am I right?" Skin-melting curses were just another day at the office around here. 
He gave me an unimpressed look, clearly not appreciating my humor. "Have you found anything?"
I shook my head. "Just finished searching my parents' bedroom, so that was fun. It looks like they hid all the good stuff before they faced off with the SA. But if that's the case, then I know where to look next."
Waving for Dyre to follow me, I headed to the vault. I knew it existed. I had been in there a time or two as a kid. But I hadn't bothered to try opening it as an adult because, quite frankly, I didn't want any part of the family fortune. And I didn't want to know what else they had stuffed away in there that they thought was valuable. The results of my family's black magic dabbling were often horrific. They had created Hibiscus, after all, combining bits and pieces of still living animals… and probably some poor human soul as well. And Bis hadn't been the only experiment in the basement lab—just the only one that was still alive when I found him. 
I led Dyre back down to the first floor, then all the way to the back of the house to a library that I never used. I had taken over one of the workrooms upstairs and a smaller study on this floor. This bigger library had been my father's favorite haunt, so I was less inclined to hang out here, simply popping in to grab a grimoire once in a while. When absolutely necessary. 
I crossed the room to a section of the towering floor-to-ceiling bookshelves that lined the walls and ran a hand along one shelf. "There's a door behind here. I just can't remember exactly where the latch is. And I'm pretty sure it's Lovell only."
Dyre joined me in my search for the release button as he scoffed at my concerns. "I'm sure your ancestors didn't account for a necromancer. And besides," he said, shooting a sharp look my way, "we're bonded. I have your magic flowing through my aura. It makes the family-specific spells less potent, I think." He shrugged. "I hit a couple of them upstairs and they just… fizzled out."
I frowned at him. Those spells should react to blood. But maybe he was right. Maybe the combination of Sunshine's power and our lifebond was enough to protect him. 
"Speaking of the bond," Dyre said as he ran his long fingers under the lip of the bookshelf. "We should do the ritual to dissolve it."
I knew this was coming. When we formed the lifebond, we had intended it to be temporary. It was a way to link our magic together so we could hide Sunny's presence and get the others back from the O'Leary asshats. Dyre and I hadn't been lovers at the time. We never intended the bond to be real. But some small, stubborn part of me was violently opposed to dissolving it now. 
I moved some books aside, shuddering at the touch of dark magic in them, and refused to look at the necromancer. "Not now," I said evenly. "We could use the power boost to work this spell for Aahil. And if—or when—the SA finds us, we'll be able to link up and amplify our power. Why get rid of our strongest weapon?"
He had moved closer, and I was surprised when he wrapped a hand around my wrist and turned me toward him. He usually avoided touching me. "Andy." 
His handsome face was too thin, all sharp angles and unhealthy shadows, but he was still alluring somehow, despite the pale, blue-tinged skin and the way his violet eyes sometimes flashed to pure black as the monster within him peered out. "After what happened, you can't honestly want to stay tied to me. We need—"
I stepped into his space, and he took an automatic step back, releasing my arm. It was always like this. He refused to get close to me ever since we'd spent the night together. He hadn't touched me since I had woken up to the wraith in my bed. No matter how many times I told Dyre that I wanted them both, that I hadn't minded at all that Sunshine had fucked my brains out using their shared body, he wouldn't believe me. He was convinced that he was a monster, and that he was now hosting a rapist inside him. The ridiculous idiot.
"Don't be stupid," I said firmly. "If you hate me, fine. If you're so sick of this connection between us you just can't stand it, then sure, I'll help you with the ritual to get rid of it. But I know that's not the reason you keep pushing this. You're only doing this because you think you're a monster and you're planning to run off the first chance you get, off to live in solitude and hate yourself forever." I poked him in the center of his skinny chest. "And I won't let you do that. Sunny won't let you do that. So you're stuck with us until you can listen to me for once and have an actual conversation about this." I turned away. "In the meantime," I said as I finally remembered where the damned button was. "We've got shit to do, and it really will be helpful if we keep this massively powerful connection for a while longer." 
I pressed the button and there was a faint click, then the bookcase swung outward, revealing a set of stairs that led down to a lower floor that wasn't connected to the rest of the basement level. I fumbled around and found a light switch, cheering out loud when the bulb still worked. Electricity was yet another facet of the whole pocket world that I didn't understand, but also didn't question for fear of jinxing us. Dyre heaved a massive sigh behind me as we both trudged down the stairs. 
The vault was sealed with an old-timey safe door, but it didn't require a combination. I simply had to place my hand inside a creepy indentation that was stained the rusty color of old blood. A spike shot up and pierced my hand, and I let the blood run for a second so the damned thing would see that I was a Lovell. 
What was funny to me about all the family-specific stuff was that the coven never once seemed to have been worried about someone within the family betraying them. On the surface, that seemed naïve. But then again, it made sense. I was pretty sure no one ever betrayed the family because they were too afraid to even think about it. My ancestors would not have hesitated to do terrible things to anyone who wronged them—even blood relatives. 
Once we spun the creepy old door open, I cast a spell to light the witch lights inside. The cavernous space was filled to the brim with my family's hoarded crap. The lights gleamed off precious metals, and gemstones, and ornate wooden boxes. Shelves were full to bursting with ancient grimoires and personal journals. And the nasty, residual magic coming off it all gave me an instant headache as it pressed in on me like a crushing physical force. 
"Goddess," Dyre said from right behind me, his deep voice rougher than usual. "This place is steeped in death and suffering."
I sighed. "Why do you think I never came down here and pawned all this shit?" Bracing myself, I took a few slow steps forward. "If there isn't some artifact in here that will work, then I don't know what to tell you."
He huffed a dry laugh and followed me inside. I braced myself as a sudden surge of magic echoed through the space, whirling to face Dyre with a warning shout frozen on my lips. But he was right—the Lovell-specific protection simply hit his aura and… dispersed. He grimaced, like it caused some discomfort. But then it was over, and the necromancer was still standing. 
"That's not right," I muttered, breath coming short after being convinced he was about to be killed. 
He shrugged, his violet eyes rimmed in a bit of black as Dyre and Sunshine both peered out at me through their shared body. "I have no idea," he said. And that was concerning, because Dyre was a master at magic, especially old magic. And blood magic was his natural affinity. 
I shook my head and turned back to the search. "Just… don't die."
He shouldered past me. "I'll try to remain as alive as I ever am," he said dryly, since he tended to look rather… undead, most of the time. He and Sunshine couldn't help that their symbiotic relationship was hard on their shared physical body. But Dyre was self-conscious about how he looked. 
We sifted through Lovell treasures for a while in silence before I finally found what we were looking for. "I think this is it!" I said, opening the glass case that contained a small locket. The necklace had traces of magic and emotion that I thought would make the perfect sympathetic magic for Aahil's spell. It was hard to describe. I felt sadness, and fear, and pain there, but also a heavy dose of love, and joy, and determination. Tenderness tempering the pain. And the magic on it didn't feel entirely Lovell in nature. It felt a little… wilder, maybe? It should be perfect for our purposes.
I took the necklace out of the case and turned to hold it out to Dyre. "What do you think? If I remember correctly, this belonged to one of the first witches in our coven, so I think it's a little less sullied than the rest." I shrugged. "Maybe she wasn't as awful as her descendants."
Dyre's eyes landed on the locket, and he froze. I watched in confusion as a wave of conflicting emotions passed across his usually stoic face. His eyes darted to mine, and I was surprised to see that one eye had gone completely black while the other stayed violet, something that usually only happened when Dyre was struggling to control himself. "Where…" his deep voice broke, and he had to try again several times before words came out. "How did you get this?" 
He held out a hand for the locket, his fingers trembling. I dropped the necklace into his big hand, wary as I watched the all-powerful necromancer have some sort of breakdown. 
"It was in a case," I said, hiking a thumb over my shoulder toward where I'd found the necklace. "Like I said, I vaguely remember my mom showing it off at some point when I was little. She said it belonged to the first witch to found our coven." I stepped closer, my heart pounding at his reaction. I put a hand a hand on his arm when he just stood there blinking as tears ran down his cheeks. "Dyre, what's wrong? Is it a spell? Are you hurt?" But I couldn't sense any active magic right now. 
He shook his head, his Adam's apple bobbing in his throat as he swallowed convulsively. "No. I…" He tore his gaze off the locket long enough to look at my face, his eyes searching. "Did anyone ever open it?"
I frowned. "I don't think so. I remember mom complaining about that when she showed it off to some elder from another coven. She said it was spelled shut, and they didn't want to destroy it by trying to force it open. Plus, they were afraid it might contain a hex or something, since the original owner obviously didn't want anyone else looking at whatever's inside."
I watched in surprise as Dyre lifted the thing and pressed the little heart-shaped locket to his lips. It was a spell of some sort, and I felt it release. The locket popped open, and a tiny slip of yellowed paper fell out into Dyre's shaking hand. 
"What is it?" I asked. "Is there something written on it?" 
Dyre's deep voice was nothing more than a pained whisper. "My love, there is no hope for me. Flee now, while you still can. And know you take the best of me with you when you go."
He spoke without looking at the paper, his eyes glazed with some heartbreaking emotion. 
"Dyre," I said slowly, a bad feeling creeping up my spine. "How did you open that locket? How do you know what's on the paper?"
He closed his eyes and curled his fingers around the locket and its contents, as if I might snatch them away from him. "Because I wrote it." He opened his eyes again, the violet pools wide and shocked. "I'm the one who gave it to her. Why does your family have my… Maureen's locket?"






  
  Chapter 3

Dyre


Shock was a piss-poor word for what I was feeling right now. But it was the best I could come up with. I was in shock. My body felt tense, but weak at the same time. I was colder than I'd ever been—and I'm  always cold as death. I didn't know if I wanted to shout or cry. Neither. I wanted to do neither. What I wanted was to rewind time and never set foot in that damned vault. 
The locket lay on the workbench on the other side of the room. I wanted it as far away from me as possible. And yet, I couldn't take my eyes off the damned thing. 
And of course, we had a fucking audience. Because a man couldn't have a damned mental breakdown or whatever this was without everyone in this house rushing over to get involved. As if they cared. 
"Dyre," Ambrose said softly, his hand on my shoulder drawing me back from wherever I'd just been. "Sweetheart, breathe."
I glared at the boogeyman. Sweetheart? I was a fucking monster, and he insisted on calling me stupid pet names. It had been nearly two hundred years ago now, but suddenly the memories of that night were as clear as if it had just happened. The terror, the pain. The blood. The screams of my family and coven as the wraith inside me devoured them all. 
All except for Maureen. We let her live. Somehow. Sunshine heard my desperation and let her get away, even then. Before we established our strange truce. 
I couldn't breathe. Suddenly there was no air in the room, and I couldn't fill my lungs. 
"Son of a bitch, Dyre, sit down before you pass out!" Andy. The earth magic inside her called to me through our cursed lifebond as she shoved me down into a chair, then pushed my head between my knees. "Breathe. Slow down."
Her tone was no-nonsense, but the hand that rubbed my back was full of comfort and tenderness. Oh, goddess, no. I had no right to enjoy her touch. I thought Sunshine taking over my body and making love to her while I was unaware was the worst thing I could ever do to this witch. 
But I was wrong. So wrong. 
A hysterical sob of broken laughter escaped me as I tried to get my breathing under control. I couldn't. I couldn't do this. Maureen. Had she… had she been pregnant when I turned into a monster and sent her away? 
The pain and confusion finally became too much, and I felt my consciousness fade away, shoved to the back of my mind where I could observe, but not participate. Where the physical sensations of my panic were muted, and my mind could rest. I didn't resist.
Sunshine sat up and took over. 
My host was upset. More upset than I had ever known him to be. These mortal emotions were still confusing to me, and usually I tried to stay out of situations like these. But this time, I was afraid the weight of his pain might actually break him. It felt like razor blades inside our chest.
"Dyre is in pain," I said, casting my eyes around the room for Ambrose and Oleander. The others would look out for my host out of obligation, because he was one of them. But these two loved him. At least, I believed they did. What did a wraith know of love? It seemed like something that could destroy as easily as it could save. 
"I know he's freaking out," Oleander said, coming to crouch down by my knee. "But I don't understand why, Sunny. I want to help, but I can't get a coherent explanation out of him. Can you tell us what's wrong?" She glanced at the locket, and there was a tightness in her expression, around her soft lips and the corners of her gray eyes. "It has to do with the locket. He knew the witch that owned it." She glanced at the others. "It's a family heirloom. Supposedly owned by the first Lovell witch. But Dyre said… he said he gave it to her." 
Those gray eyes met mine, and she did not look happy. "Tell me I'm wrong about what this means, Sunny."
I tilted my head, confused. Reaching out, I touched my witch's jaw, soaking in her warmth as I studied her face, trying to make sense of the confusion and fear I could feel through the bond between us. "I will tell you about the locket. Dyre… doesn't want to talk about it, but he seems to think you need to know."
An impulse passed through me, and I did what it told me to do. I wasn't like Dyre. My host always second-guessed everything he did. I knew what I wanted, and I knew no one could stop me from taking it. I had spent far too long in the dark and cold, deprived of the pleasures of this mortal world. I would not deny myself now. So, I pulled the plump green-haired witch into our lap and wrapped my arms around her. Dyre wouldn't let us touch her, wouldn't let us kiss those warm lips or lose ourselves in her soft body the way we did before. The silly man denied us this happiness for no reason. 
Oleander huffed in surprise, but didn't struggle. She was tense in my arms, but I didn't think it was because of me. It was because of this silly locket nonsense. Mortals were so strange. I let her warmth soak into me as I settled back in my chair. The others in the room watched us with varying expressions. Ambrose seemed amused. Hasumi and Niamh simply raised their brows. Aahil glared at us from where he was curled up in another chair in the corner of the workroom, making himself as small as possible. But Zhong stepped closer, his enormous body tensed as if he expected me to harm my pretty witch. Nonsense. I ignored the gargoyle, since he didn't stand a chance of stopping me, regardless. 
"Dyre's terrible family forced us together," I said evenly, relaying facts to the best of my ability. "From what I have seen of his memories, they often beat him, starved him, and locked him in the dark. They wanted him to learn black magic. They wanted him to be the perfect vessel for someone like me—for an entity of pain and darkness. They thought they could control us both once they forced me from my slumber and into the body of this boy. But they were wrong. I am too strong to be controlled, even in a mortal vessel." I shrugged. "So, we killed them all and drank their spirits so we could recover our power and escape that place."
Everyone was staring at me, but I didn't care. I was more focused on the way Oleander felt in my arms. I pressed a kiss to her temple, drawing in the scent that lingered in her green hair. She smelled like sunshine and growing things, earth magic and warmth, so much warmth.
"Sunny," she said in a strange voice. "Focus."
I sighed and returned to my story. "There was one mortal that Dyre wouldn't let me devour. He stopped us. She called us monster and ran away. She had that locket around her neck," I said with a nod toward the workbench where the necklace rested. "I could feel the emotions in him, but I didn't understand them then. Now, I know them to be… pain and sorrow. Loss."
I shifted uncomfortably as Dyre's emotions rose up again inside us. He didn't like this part of the story. But it was so long ago. And I was only relaying facts. "He was intimate with the girl before we were forced together. He has memories of her. Carnal memories, but soft… I think he cared for her. But she clearly wasn't worth his pain, since she called us monster and fled. Horrible girl." How dare she hurt Dyre that way after he insisted on saving her! I should have eaten her.
Oleander tried to pull away, but I held her tighter. I never got to hold her. I wasn't about to let her go now. "Sunshine," she said in a sad, exasperated tone of voice. "I need to get up. There's a book I need to get."
Hasumi moved before we could argue. The water weaver's ability to read emotions and feelings made them nearly telepathic. "Which one?" they asked as they moved to the bookshelf where Andy's gaze was directed. 
The witch slumped back against me as she directed the pretty water weaver to fetch an old tomb that turned out to be a record of all the witches born into the Lovell line. "Maura Lovell was the founder of our coven. I'm sure she changed her name. She brought together a bunch of other witches to establish the Lovell coven, but she was human." She ran her fingers over the first couple of entries in the book. "Her daughter was the first of the powerful ancestors who gave my family its reputation for greatness. A little girl with blood magic."
She shut the book with a thud and threw it aside, then she turned to me and stared into my eyes. "I need to talk to Dyre, Sunny."
I growled. If I let Dyre take over again, I couldn't touch my witch. And my host would cry and be angry and sad, and it would hurt inside. "No."
She arched her brows at me. "Seriously, dude? Be stubborn later. I know Dyre's an ass sometimes, but this is really a conversation he needs to take part in himself."
I narrowed my eyes at her. "You are my witch. He can't keep denying me what I want."
She almost smiled for a moment there, a little twitch of her lips that I was sure under any other circumstances would have been a laugh at my expense. The gall. No mortal laughed at my displeasure. They were supposed to cower. Her reaction made me want to kiss her. So I did. And she kissed me back, even if she was a bit distracted at the moment.
Pulling back, I leveled a warning look at her. "I will go. But he will be very upset."
She nodded. "I know. I think… I think we're both about to be very… upset. But I need to talk to him so I can confirm what I think is going on here."
So I let myself merge with my host again, mourning the way I knew he was going to react. 
Oh, goddess Sunny, what did you do? I leave for one little freakout, and suddenly Andy is in my lap, pressed up against my chest, all curves and earth magic, and warmth, and things I can't have anymore because every bit of me is wrong. "Shit," I muttered, removing my hands from Andy's body. 
Instead of moving, she stayed perched on my knee as she stared into my eyes, searching for answers that I could tell from her expression she already knew she didn't really want to hear. Without Sunny's extra strength, my leg was going numb. But I didn't shove her off me. Yet. She'd leave on her own soon enough. And, despite all my bluster about wanting to do the right thing with the lifebond and all… I just couldn't bear the thought of losing her forever.
"Dyre," she said softly, and I was too aware of all the other people in the room. "Marua Lovell was a human. But she already had a witch child when she started my coven."
I forced the words out through the pain and confusion. "I didn't know. I… she never told me. Maybe she didn't know herself at the time. When I nearly killed her and let her run away." I looked down at my hands. "She was the only light in my world back then. The only good thing. But she was only a human servant. And my family threatened to hurt her if I didn't go along with their plans." 
My voice cracked, and I blinked rapidly to keep from fucking crying again. "I gave her that locket and told her to run away, to leave me behind. Because I knew that whatever my family was up to, it was going to be bad. I had no idea that…." I cleared my throat and looked up, finally meeting those sad gray eyes. "She was pregnant. Must have been. A witch child with a rare blood affinity, with enough strong magic to build generations of powerful magic users? That had to be my blood. I was a Blaisdell. We were some of the strongest witches in the world. And I…she…we're…."
She finally stood, and I immediately missed her warmth, even as I fought the urge to vomit. 
"Related," she said flatly. "We're related. Your kid was the founding witch of my entire coven." She spun away with a short, hard laugh, running a hand through her green hair and giving it a tug in frustration. "Goddess fucking hell." 
I stood too, unable to keep still, moving to the opposite side of the room to pace, far away from the distant relative I'd fucked. Shit, this was a new level of horror, even for me. 
"Fuck everything!" The entire room watched as Oleander Lovell lost her temper. I thought I had seen her angry before. But that was nothing compared to the tidal wave of wild, uncontrolled power that burst from her core, hitting the workbench and blasting it into oblivion. 
Bits of wood and paper rained down on the now-silent room. No one moved for a moment. Then the others all shared one big "time to go" glance and left. The elementals and the boogeyman simply dematerialized and transported elsewhere. Zhong and Niamh slunk out the door like their asses were on fire. 
Which left me alone with an angry Lovell. Or an angry Blaisdell. Goddess, kill me now. 
Of course, I find one good thing in my life, and it is too good to be true. Too good to keep. Too good for my sullied black soul. That seemed to be the pattern in my life. I had fallen in love exactly twice in my long, cursed existence. And both times were a fucking disaster. 






  
  Chapter 4

Andy


My hand shook slightly as I transferred the potion from the mortar where I had ground and mixed it, using a pipette to fill the little cavity inside the stupid fucking locket. The tiny note was gone from inside it—I didn't see if Dyre had kept it, and I honestly didn't want to fucking know. The locket had been cleansed, and the spell ingredients were prepared. Now all we had to do was combine me, Dyre, and Sunny's magic with a boost from Hasumi, and activate it.  
I had offered to find another anchor for Aahil's spell, so Dyre could keep the locket if it held as much sentimental value to him as I suspected it did. But he had brushed off my concerns. 
Stupid thing. It was irrational to be jealous of a woman who had lived and died a couple hundred years ago. And I wasn't. Really. But I was pissed off that the Goddess thought it would be funny to add this bullshit in on top of my already fucked-up life situation right now. 
I took a deep breath and tried to focus on what I was doing, rather than constantly trying to puzzle out whether Dyre's contribution to my bloodline was far enough away to be overlooked. I mean, it had been a couple hundred years, and a lot of Lovell witches died early because of magical stupidity, so… there had been plenty of generations between us. Right? 
"Stop," Hasumi's smooth voice halted me before I could add another drop of the potion to the locket. "If you add too much, the surface tension will break and the potion will spill over. And if it touches the workbench—"
"It will mess everything up and we'll have to start all over," I finished for the water weaver, feeling like an idiot. "Thanks."
I tossed the pipette back into the mortar and straightened, pushing my hair back out of my eyes. Dyre was standing on the other side of the workbench, looking grimmer and more corpse-like than ever. His glaring and brooding was the stuff moody emo-goth teenagers only dreamed of. He hadn't spoken to me all day, except to mutter quick directions to help with the spell. I think I'd prefer Sunny right now, if all he was going to do was pout. It was a sad day when the evil wraith was a better companion. 
I met Hasumi's turquoise eyes and the water weaver nodded slightly in understanding. The cool, comforting swell of water magic sent calming waves of tranquility and goodwill through the room. 
My shoulders came down from where they'd been scrunched up around my ears, and my breathing deepened. But no amount of relaxation was going to suddenly produce the answers to all my problems. 
At least for now, I could do something about one thing that was bothering me. At least I could help Aahil, even if I had no damned clue what to do about anything else. The jinn currently sat cross-legged in the middle of a spell circle he had helped me draw. He was bare-chested for the first time since he'd come back to us, wearing nothing but a pair of soft joggers and hardly any of his usual jewelry. The piercings at his navel, nipples, and ears glinted with gold, but he had removed the rest of his usual jewelry so it wouldn't cause an issue with his new locket. 
Goddess, I hoped this worked. Aahil had never been a large person, and his extreme personality generally made him feel more imposing than he was… but even discounting that, he was looking too thin, and he still had dark shadows under his pretty golden eyes. This was all taking too much out of him. He sat with his hands resting loosely in his lap as if he was completely unconcerned. But there was tension in his shoulders, and his eyes narrowed slightly when he caught me looking at him. 
"You ready?" I asked as I approached the spell circle. 
He shrugged. "It can't be any worse than setting myself on fire multiple times a day."
I opened my mouth to tell him not to be flippant. I knew none of this was as easy for him as he was making it out to be. I was glad his sarcasm was returning—it meant a slight slip of his fiery personality was coming back—but I didn't want him to go back to using snark and sharp edges to deflect his pain like he had done before.
Hasumi spoke before I could, probably sensing that I was likely to say something that would only end with us fighting. Even this tender, vulnerable new Aahil could get under my skin sometimes and make me want to shake him, and I thought the feeling was mutual. 
"I will know if it is too much for you, little flame," the water weaver said calmly. "I will monitor what you are feeling the entire time."
Aahil swallowed down whatever defensive reply he might normally have made. Instead, he just nodded. "Fine."
Dyre came to stand beside me just outside the circle. Sunny's dark energy was close to the surface, so I wasn't surprised when it was the wraith's eerie, multi-layered voice that spoke. "No harm will come to your jinn, Oleander. Shall we proceed?"
I waited for Aahil to protest at being called my jinn… but he didn't react. It was strange how much I actually missed his snippy attitude sometimes. "Sure," I said dryly. "Let's get this show on the road."
My head was pounding, and my mouth was dry. I was getting nauseous intermittently as the day progressed. My insulin pump vibrated against my stomach, where it was tucked into my waistband, but I had the volume turned off. There was no sense even looking at the screen. It would only tell me what I already knew. What it had been telling me for a couple of days now. I was low on insulin, and my blood sugar was dangerously high. I had used the last vial of insulin to top off my pump last night, and I would probably run out this evening. Rationing my doses, drinking my magic-infused concoctions, and praying to the Goddess to just give me a fucking break for once could only do so much. 
If I didn't get more insulin soon, my body would start shutting down as ketoacidosis, or DKA, set in. If I was being honest, it had probably already started. But, you know, one thing at a time here. 
I held out the open locket in the palm of my hand, careful not to spill the fluid held inside the concave surface. Dyre and Hasumi both held their hands over mine, and we all started channeling magic into the potion, activating it and setting the spell into motion. Aahil was a powerful fire elemental, and jinn flames were nearly unstoppable. It was going to take a doozy of a spell to keep him from burning himself.
But an excess amount of powerful magic was something we had in spades around here these days. Sunny alone could probably cast this spell, but having the extra boost from me, plus the added calming and quenching flavor of Hasumi's water magic in the mix, would make sure that nothing was getting through to hurt Aahil. 
As usual with these sorts of things, the prep work and the buildup were way more time-consuming than the actual working of the magic. I felt our magics swirl together and light up the wards on the locket. Aahil gracefully unfolded himself and came to stand on just the other side of the spell circle. I held the glowing necklace out to him, and he added his own magical signature, just a little taste of his power, so the locket's spell would identify him as its target. 
The liquid inside the locket absorbed into the metal, fusing the magic to it. Then Aahil picked it up and draped the chain around his neck. We pulled back our magic, everyone took a deep breath, and it was done. 
"How do you feel?" I asked the jinn as he stood before me. His face was scrunched up like he expected something terrible to happen, but nothing did. 
"I can't touch my flames," he whispered. "I can't pull on my power. But… I can't lose control of it either. So it looks like your little solution is a success, Lovell."
I nodded. "Good."
He could take the necklace off anytime he wanted, just in case he needed to use his magic in an emergency—say, if the SA showed up and tried to murder us all. But otherwise, his power was almost completely suppressed. He could transport and do some minor workings, but no fire. No heat at all. The destructive forces inside him were subdued. 
Aahil stepped out of the circle and headed to a nearby chair to grab up the baggy sweatshirt he had left draped over the arm. He tugged the shirt over his head and seemed to lose some of his tension as he was swallowed by miles of fabric. "Thanks," he said in a soft, flat voice. Then the jinn padded out of the room without a backward glance. 
I sighed. He wasn't going to accidentally set himself on fire. But there were so many more hurdles he had to get through. Niamh and Zhong had been hovering out in the hallway, and they came into the workroom as Aahil left. 
"Did it go okay, then?" Zhong asked eagerly, glancing after where Aahil had disappeared. It was strange and heartwarming to see him so concerned about the jinn. Last I knew, they hated each other. Apparently, mutual captivity had helped them bond or something. 
"Yeah, it worked," I said, fighting a small swell of nausea. Hasumi shot me a look that said they knew exactly what I was trying to pretend wasn't happening. 
I rubbed my forehead and willed my blurry vision to clear. Right. More important things to worry about now. Couldn't fight the SA, check on my sister, save Aahil, or figure out if I was in love with my great-great-great-great-etcetera grandpa, if I died of DKA. 
"I need to go to the Planus realm," I muttered. "Like yesterday."
"I'll go with you," Niamh said immediately, crossing her arms over her chest and squaring her shoulders like she was certain I was going to argue. 
She was right. I was. "No, you're not," I snapped. 
Zhong opened his mouth to say something, but I cut him off. "And neither are you. Have you guys looked in a mirror lately? Even if I was willing to risk the SA catching you—which I'm not—you would stick out like a sore thumb. Neither of you can pass as human, and the disguise charms we'd have to use would probably draw even more attention. The SA has to be on the lookout for that kind of thing by now. 
Ambrose stepped out of the shadows where he'd probably been lurking the whole time and placed a hand on my shoulder. But he didn't offer to come with me like the other idiots. The boogeyman was a walking nightmare. A sexy nightmare, but still. Humans would freak if they saw him walking down the street. And the SA would probably sense his magic. Same with Dyre. The SA knew I had a necromancer with me, and they knew exactly what it looked like when we hid him. They'd be all over that the second we stepped out of our nice, safe pocket realm. 
"I'll go by myself. It will be quicker and easier that way." And less risk of the others being imprisoned yet again by power-hungry assholes. 
A cool, graceful hand touched my other shoulder, and Hasumi caught my attention. "If you go out there alone and are attacked, you would stand a better chance of escaping with some additional support. I will go. I can pass as human, or close enough. And my magic is more flexible. I stand more chance of escaping their traps or sliding under their radar."
I heaved a massive sigh. But I knew there was no way they were going to actually let me leave this realm on my own. Ambrose had gone out once already to get news, and although he wouldn't admit it, I suspected he had almost been caught. It wasn't safe to go alone, and we all knew it. 
Hell, it wasn't safe to leave our little pocket world sanctuary at all. But it was that or I died, simple as that. 
"Fine," I huffed out. "Give me a few minutes to get ready and we'll go… I've put it off too long as it is."
I turned to ask Dyre if he would keep an eye on Aahil in case the suppression spell wasn't as stable as we hoped, or something made it misfire. But the necromancer was gone, apparently having slunk out of the room while I was distracted.
Cool. Fine. This was fine. 
Ignoring my pounding head, I made my way to my bedroom to grab some extra charms and say a few prayers to the Goddess. Because I was pretty sure I was about to die either way. Or something else really awful would happen. Knowing my luck, it would be the latter. No way would the powers that be just put me out of my damned misery. Nope. The universe would just find new and ever-more creative ways to fuck me over. 
As I made my way upstairs, I thought I heard a voice whispering in my ear, but I shook it off. No. No time to figure that out, because I needed to go back downstairs and get an anti-nausea tea before I vomited. Then I'd go get my charms and head out to the pharmacy. 
Good plan. 






  
  Chapter 5

Hasumi


"Son-of-a-motherfucking-bitch!" Andy yelped as she was thrown back several feet and landed on her butt in the middle of the courtyard. She sat there for several seconds, shaking out her hands, which were throwing off little showers of power like one of those sparklers they give to children on holidays.  
I pulled water from the air with a thought, absently puzzling over how everything natural in this pocket realm was at once familiar and foreign compared to the world in which I was used to existing. Forming the controlled blobs of water into hand-sized spheres, I sent them to engulf the witch's hands to soothe the residual sting of the unstable magic she had just performed. 
Pretty gray eyes met mine, and she gave me a wry smile. "Thanks. That's really weird, but it feels amazing."
I smiled in return. Our witch was… complex. The emotions she gave off were a thick tangle of feelings that were so deeply entwined that I had difficulty separating them or naming them. I worried about her. She was always taking on more and more burdens, pushing aside her feelings so she could continue on with whatever needed doing. Oleander Lovell was sarcastic, and pessimistic, and put on a tough face, like nothing affected her. But I knew the truth. I could feel it in the air between us every time she was near. The heart of this woman was soft and caring, desperate for belonging, for the family that she never had. And she was wounded, bruised and beaten down by the constant stream of injustices in her life. 
I banished the water and knelt beside her, ignoring the strain on my magic, my sensitivities pushed to the limit as I tried to absorb and transmute every worry and pain—for her, and for all the others who shared our isolated new home. I had never felt a sense of belonging like I did with these people, and I wasn't about to let that fall apart. Not when I could see so much potential and yearning in each of them. 
"Oleander," I said gently, tracing my fingertips along her cheek as I brushed her tangle of lovely green hair back from her face. "I can go alone. Or you can send one of the others. Tell us exactly what you need, and we will retrieve it."
I didn't need my magical powers to sense her emotions. She stared at me with that mutinous expression that said she would rather die than accept help. "I can't send you guys out there to do my dirty work. I'm not your master and you're not my slaves. I'm not my ancestors."
I sighed. But I hadn't expected any other answer. "As you wish." Calling back my magic, I took her hands and drew her to her feet, waiting patiently while she got her balance. Her condition was clearly taking a toll on her. I subtly ran my magic over her aura, doing what I could to balance the fluids and humors inside her body. But the illness was fueled by a powerful curse woven into her DNA. I couldn't do much more than temporarily ease some of her symptoms. 
"Thanks," she said again, this time softly, and without the wry look. She let the honest tiredness in her seep through, let me glimpse a bit of her weakness and fear. "I just… I need to do this."
I nodded in understanding. She needed to feel like she could do something. Anything. She felt helpless. And guilty. She felt she had brought this whole situation down upon herself. And there was guilt for involving the rest of us as well. 
Shaking my head, I wrapped my arms around her and drew her in against my chest, resting my head against hers. I said nothing to appease her feelings of guilt and blame. I didn't tell her it wasn't her fault, that she had been pushed into making the best out of impossible situations, or that it wasn't fair that she should have to suffer for her family's wrongdoings. She knew all of that. She didn't need a lecture. She needed… this. Comfort and quiet understanding. 
Unlike my other stubborn, wounded lover, Oleander would eventually open up and stop pretending to be impervious to hardship, given a little time. She sank into my embrace with a sigh, wrapping her own arms around my waist and pressing her plush curves to my body, just absorbing all the comfort I sent pouring into her. 
We stood like that for several moments, Andy's emotions gradually starting to feel less desperate and more stable to my senses. I could have held her for hours, more than happy to ease her distress. But her insulin pump vibrated where it was pressed against my hip. Another warning about her dangerously high blood sugars or that she was out of insulin, no doubt. 
She sighed and pushed herself upright, and I let her go. "Come on," she said with a glance at the questionable portal she had erected. "And I apologize in advance if you end up either dead yourself, or covered in bits of me when I explode."
This was the first time she had attempted to make a portal from this newly created realm to another realm. It had been harrowing to complete, and I was well aware there was no guarantee it would work the way it should. "It has been a pleasure knowing you," I said with a faint smile as I took her hand. 
Ambrose had been back to the magic realm of Magea once since our pocket world was created, but the boogeyman was the only corporeal one of us who could travel through the dark in-between spaces that were the realm of ghosts and nightmares. Elijah could probably make the trip, if his essence didn't dissolve with the transition, but the ghost couldn't bring a physical item back with him when he returned. 
It was important to know if we could do this. Because, while no one had really wanted to talk about it too much, we all understood that we couldn't stay hidden away in this realm forever. Eventually we were going to have to travel back to Magea to deal with whatever waited for us there. 
I glanced at Oleander one last time before we reached the portal, memorizing her beautiful visage and the vibrant life humming through her aura. One last glance, just in case we didn't make it. 
Then we stepped into the rippling vortex that—hopefully—was a bridge between realms.
It felt unlike other portals I had traveled through—some indefinable thing about it sent fear swirling through my being, a primal sensation that this was wrong and that I was in danger. Then we were through, my feet kissing solid ground in the Planus realm. 
"Fuck yes!" Andy said with a relieved exhale. "We didn't go splat. I think. You feel okay?"
I nodded. "I'm fine." I did my own inspection of her body and her aura to confirm that my companion was well. Or at least as well as she had been before we stepped into the portal. She was still sickly, and the knowledge made me feel more unsettled than I was used to. "The pharmacy?"
"Right," she nodded, forcing herself to focus on the task, rather than the amazing magical feat she had just performed by bringing us here. "We'd better hurry. I have no idea what spells or charms the SA might be using to look for us."
We had emerged at the edge of a field filled with the cut-off remains of golden cornstalks, but a town was visible not far away. Andy had said she was aiming to put the portal somewhere with no people to observe our appearance. It seemed her portal spell was more accurate than she hoped, because this location was perfect for going unnoticed. 
We walked into town without incident. One thing I enjoyed immensely about Oleander Lovell was the easy companionship. She didn't feel the need to fill the space between us with chatter, and she never pried into my thoughts or my past experiences as her family's slave. She seemed content to simply be at my side, and for that, I was immensely grateful. 
That was a large part of what drew all of her harem to her. We were, all of us, more than a little damaged, and so was she—she understood the value of simply being present for someone without trying to fix them. 
My mind wandered to thoughts of Aahil as we walked. Our flame was healing slowly, and he was still full of so much pain and contradiction, he still struggled to hold on to his inner spark. But that he was still with us and making any progress at all was mostly because of the witch at my side. And for that, I would forever be grateful. 
When I dreamed of being freed from the prison of the bestiary, I never expected to find love waiting for me, of all things. But I cared deeply for my new family, and both Oleander and Aahil had become a part of my heart. I prayed to every one of the old gods who had ever walked the earth, every day, to let us all come out of this safely. To let us all heal and be the family I knew we could be. I remembered a conversation I'd had with Ambrose when he first came to us. He had agreed to help me help the others. And I thought perhaps, once this minor hiccup over being hunted by the SA had passed, we might be close to achieving our goal. 
"What are you smirking about?" Andy said, finally breaking the silence between us as we reached the edge of town and continued on down a sidewalk toward the main street where the pharmacy was located. 
She was right. I had been smiling to myself like a fool. But I just smiled wider and leaned in to kiss her on the temple. "Nothing," I said softly. "Everything. You really are a remarkable force of nature, Oleander Lovell."
She lifted one eyebrow and looked at me like I was crazy. "Did that portal scramble your brain?"
I huffed a laugh. "Perhaps."
"Here," she said, pulling me to a halt near a park across the street from a small convenience store. "Sit here and wait for me," she instructed, pointing at a park bench. "Keep an eye out for SA people, and disappear if it seems dangerous."
I nodded my compliance and took a seat on the bench, soaking up the fresh fall air and the late afternoon sunshine while Andy crossed the street. I kept my attention on the storefront and the sidewalk and street nearby, but I couldn't help soaking up some of the weak ambient magical energy that flowed through the plants and earth. The human-run Planus realm was lacking in ambient magic, but there was still a little trickle here and there, just enough to keep the realm alive. It had a distinct flavor from the magic back in the pocket world, steadier, more stable. More natural. It felt grounding, and I certainly needed that these days. 
My own recent captivity hadn't left me unaffected. 
Andy was back soon, carrying a big bottle of spring water. "Okay," she said in a determined voice. "The pharmacy is a block away. It's not the one I usually use, since I know the SA will have figured that out and planted some sort of trap. But I'm not sure any pharmacy is safe. They know I'm diabetic. It's kind of obvious that the human realm would be where I'd go to get insulin."
I agreed. We had discussed all of this before. We had at first considered trying to obtain what she needed from another country, somewhere far away from where she had lived when she was pretending to be human, before the bestiary appeared in her life. But she said obtaining it might be harder. She couldn't be sure of the same quality and formulation, and chances were the SA had people monitoring for that, too. So we had chosen a pharmacy a few towns away from where she had lived on this plane, hoping they would expect her to try either her own hometown or somewhere much further away. 
Andy opened the cap of the water bottle as we headed toward the tan pharmacy building with its cheery little red and white striped awning. The symbol of healing was painted on the side of the building, a gimmick to the humans, who didn't recall the concept of intent and ancient power that was associated with the healer's staff. I pulled my attention away from the symbol and the serpent twined around it that harkened to my ancestry. The sun and shadow were painting interesting patterns of energy across the shape. But now was not the time to be distracted by shiny things. 
I had considered accompanying Andy inside in my non-corporeal form, but if I dematerialized into the air, my magic would be more traceable, less subdued than it was in my human-like form. Smoothing a hand over my silvery hair, which I knew was unusual even among the humans with their dyes and bright statements of individualism, I held the door open for Andy. 
She squared her shoulders and entered, going straight to the counter and giving the woman there her information. The clerk informed Andy that it would be about ten minutes before her prescription was ready. 
Andy drummed her fingers restlessly on the countertop. I stretched my senses out around us, trying to sense any magic in the area. There was some, but it was faint—probably the trace magic left behind by visiting magic users or by the rare human with a bit of magic blood. Nothing on the scale of an SA employee. 
Andy moved to the little waiting area, and I trailed after her as we both subtly kept track of where the pharmacist was getting the insulin vials, syringes, and needles from. When the woman called Andy's name and came over to hand Andy the brown bag containing her order, we finally enacted our plan. 
Andy spun the top all the way off the water bottle and yanked her arm up and to the side, spraying an arc of water into the air. I grabbed the water and manipulated it, quadrupling the volume with sympathetic magic and drawing more water from the surrounding air, before turning it to a stinging spray. Employees and patrons cried out as they were hit with the harsh, blinding rain, causing confusion and shock. Then I flicked a hand again, turning the water to mist, filling the place with a dense fog that made it impossible for a human to see more than a foot in front of them. 
Andy swore as she fumbled her way behind the counter and over to the fridge, where they kept the insulin vials. "Shit, I can't see anything!" But she could see better than the surrounding humans, and they were only now gathering their wits enough to try to figure out what was going on. Most of them had no idea magic even existed, and they couldn't see Andy filling her backpack with insulin, so they made no move to stop us. 
When Andy finally rejoined me, her backpack was stuffed with insulin, needles, and syringes. We ran for the door as my mist started to slowly disperse. We were outside on the sidewalk and across the street before anyone even realized they had been robbed. 
"I hope no one dies because of me," Andy huffed as we ran back the way we'd come. 
I arched a brow at her, and she elaborated. "People need this shit to live. What if I've saved myself but some sweet little old lady or cute kid gets sick because the pharmacy doesn't have any insulin?"
I understood her concerns. Again, her heart was bigger than most gave her credit for. But I was confident that, in this instance, she was worrying for no reason. "They can go elsewhere, or the pharmacy can re-stock, but you have no other options, and we can't keep coming back here on a regular basis."
She grunted her agreement. We rounded a corner and slowed to a walk so we would blend in with the other people on the sidewalk. Andy held one arm across her middle, but I didn't think it was just because she was winded from running away. 
"Are you okay?" I asked, even though I knew she wasn't. 
She was in distress. Her body was slowly shutting down. All the sprinting couldn't have done her any favors. I did my best to shut out all the emotions that swamped me from the people around us so I could focus on Andy.
She opened her mouth to reply, but froze when a big, burly man in a black t-shirt and jeans stepped directly into our path. Disguised magic swelled in his aura, and his hand was held at an awkward angle under the edge of his leather jacket. 
"The SA," I hissed, even though something about that didn't seem right. We turned away, but I grabbed Andy's arm when I realized there were more of them. People in civilian clothes, carrying magic charms and mundane weapons. And they had somehow materialized all around us, interspersed with the unsuspecting humans around them. 
The man in front of me gave a cruel smile at my words. "Nah," he said, tilting his head. "Not SA, pretty boy. We're not that nice." He stepped closer, the gun concealed under his jacket still pointed at us as he reached for something shiny at his belt. "Come on, let me slap these cuffs on you two and the poor, innocent little human sheep around us won't end up bleeding."
Andy was breathing strangely, huffing in and out through her clenched teeth. "Bounty hunters," she muttered. 
Then my lovely earth witch vomited on the man's boots.






  
  Chapter 6

Andy


Okay, so I had definitely waited too long to get my ass over here to the human realm and grab the medicine that kept me alive. By the time we got out of the pharmacy with my backpack full of drugs, my head was pounding, and it felt hard to breathe. My vision was blurry too—had been for a while now. And the nausea was getting worse. I just needed to get home and start pumping myself full of insulin, fluids, and potions, and eventually I'd even back out. I hoped.  
So, of course, that's when the asshole bounty hunters showed up. Using my name at the pharmacy was stupid, I knew that. But it kept us from needing to wait till the place was closed and perform a more extensive break-in. I had hoped we would be in and out before the SA had a chance to react. And we were. It was just these assholes we had to deal with. 
In a way, magical bounty hunters were worse than the SA's little grunts. The SA employed powerful people, sure. But they liked to at least pretend they followed rules and had the best interests of the people in mind. These guys didn't let that kind of bullshit get in their way. They were usually just thugs who didn't give a crap who got hurt as long as they got paid. And if the SA was paying the bounty under the table, the way I suspected… then these guys stood to make a lot of money by hauling my ass in or killing me on the spot. 
All of this flashed through my mind as I tried to figure out how to handle this. The only reason they hadn't already started firing their guns or throwing magic around, even with human bystanders, was because they thought I'd come with them just to keep that from happening. They were wrong. But I didn't have the chance to tell them that, because I was too busy losing the battle with my nausea. 
I projectile vomited so hard I probably expelled some organs. The thug in front of me looked like a pretty hardened guy, but I think anyone would be surprised. He jumped back a few steps instinctively as my spew splattered his boots and his pant legs. I wiped my mouth on the back of my hand and straightened as I fought off the continual urge to puke. Because of course, seeing puke just made me want to puke more. Ugh. 
I tried to gather up my magic for a defensive spell, but everything was spinning, and my body was struggling to handle the magic that coursed into me. I almost forgot that this was the exact reason I hadn't been allowed to come here alone. 
All around us, big, strong bounty hunters hit the ground, clutching at their throats as their lungs filled up with water. Hasumi's cool hand touched the back of my neck as the water weaver leaned in to peer at me in concern, easily drowning people while focusing on me.
"Oleander? Should I carry you?"
I rolled my eyes, which just made my head hurt worse. "Ow. No, I don't need to be fucking carried." The slender, ethereal being was so much smaller than me it would be comical. But I wouldn't be at all surprised if Hasumi had enough supernatural strength to make it possible for them to run around hauling my not-so-tiny ass. I headed off down the sidewalk to prove I was just fine, thanks. Only swaying and stumbling a little. 
Hasumi sighed and followed me. The sounds of gurgling from the bounty hunters and the panicked calls for help from the civilians who had no clue what was going on faded behind us. "How long can you keep that up?" I asked as we hurried away from the center of town. 
Hasumi shrugged at my side. "Probably for several more blocks, if I needed to. But they'll be dead in about another minute or so."
I stumbled over my feet and shot a glance at the water weaver. "You're going to kill them?" I didn't exactly care—after all, they had planned on killing us or turning us over the SA to be killed, so it was kind of us or them. But Hasumi was a creature of emotion, one who could feel and sense things on a level no one else could. Even though they had yet to open up about it, I knew that whatever the stupid O'Learys had done to the weaver had hurt them in a way that I probably couldn't even fathom. Hasumi was one of the most powerful beings I'd ever met. But they weren't made to kill. 
"Let up before they die," I said flatly. "They'll be after us again once they get back on their feet, but we can make it to the portal before then. Probably. And that way I won't have to live with anymore awful shit on my conscience."
Hasumi probably knew I was bullshitting for their benefit, but I felt the shift in their magic as they let go of the spell they had cast, banishing the water from the bounty hunters' lungs. "As you wish," the weaver murmured. 
We reached the edge of town without the bounty hunters catching up, somehow. But I stumbled to a halt when I saw what waited for us. "Well, shit," I said, grasping for a hold on my magic. 
Hasumi stopped beside me and gave me a confused look. "What is it?"
I gestured impatiently at the field. And the herd of various creatures in SA uniforms that stood between us and our way out of here. "How the fuck did they convince a manticore and a unicorn to join them? This is just ridiculous."
I pulled up a ball of glowing energy, forming it into a curse the way Dyre had taught me, but Hasumi put a hand on my arm. "Oleander? Andy. What are you talking about?"
I paused and looked at him, even as Director Strom charged at me, riding a rhino in battle armor. "The… army about to murder us?" At their confused look around us, I rubbed a hand over my face. "Goddess fuck a duck." Hasumi certainly hadn't dyed their hair pink anytime in the last five minutes. "I'm hallucinating."
I looked back and the army was gone. Just a cornfield. I dropped the curse that I'd been holding and absorbed the magic back into myself as Hasumi put a hand to my lower back and pushed me forward. "I daresay."
I snorted. "Rhinos in battle armor," I muttered. Even as a purple zebra wanted to form at my periphery. We had almost made it to the portal when a very tall, furious redheaded necromancer stepped through and joined us. 
Dyre's long hair floated around him in a breeze that didn't exist, and every bit of him was limned with black magic, just simmering through his aura, waiting to be unleased. The furious eyes that focused on me were mismatched, one violet, one pure black as Sunshine and Dyre shared control of their body. "Witch," Sunshine's eerie voice demanded. "We felt you pull a curse through our lifebond with you. What has happened? Where is the threat?"
I sighed. The lifebond. I was so stupid. I could have pulled on the bond at any time. Could have obliterated anyone who threatened me without Hasumi's help. But I wasn't exactly firing on all cylinders here. A shout came from behind us, and I turned to see what looked like an actual SA unit closing in across the field. Something inside me stirred. Something dark and cold, and terribly vengeful. I was very tempted to blast their asses into oblivion. 
But then I'd be the dangerous criminal the SA accused me of being. And I refused to let them win. "Come on," I said, pushing down what I knew was a bit of Sunshine's lust for pain and suffering. "Let's go the fuck home before I puke again."
Dyre looked like he wasn't convinced that we shouldn't just murder some people, but Hasumi took my hand and let me into the portal, and the necromancer had little choice but to follow, if his host was going to continue to fuss over me. 
Boy, we were one fucked-up bunch. 
When we all reached the pocket world in one piece, I found all the others standing there waiting for us in various stages of agitation. Aahil was smoking, but he wasn't actually on fire, so his new necklace must be working. His eyes were liquid gold with fury. Niamh was all decked out with weapons like she had been about to leap through the portal after Dyre. And Zhong's wings were fully extended and his fangs bared. 
"Stand down," I muttered to the idiots. "Goddess, what was the point of me going alone if you morons were just going to rush off into danger after me the second things went wrong?"
Ambrose materialized at my side and kissed the top of my head, saying nothing. But Niamh spoke for all of them, her voice angry and biting. "And what the hell happens to us when you get yourself killed, witch? Will this pocket world die with you? Will we be trapped here? Use your brain!"
She reached me in three angry strides and yanked me in to kiss me so hard my lips felt bruised. Then she pulled away and wrinkled her cute freckled nose at me. "You smell disgusting, and you taste like an invalid."
I huffed a laugh. "Love you too, babe."
I swayed on my feet as a wave of dizziness hit me. But I needed to close that portal before someone got the bright idea to follow us. 
And on that cheerful thought, an SA agent came bursting through into our midst with a gun in one hand, a glowing red ball of magic forming in the other. "Got you, Lovell," he bellowed as he raised the gun to point at my face. 
Everyone moved at once, but it was swift, graceful little Aahil who got there first, even with his magic dampened. I watched in what seemed like slow motion as the jinn yanked the bloody dagger out of the man's chest before anyone even realized he'd been stabbed. 
Apparently, the little ball of rage didn't need magic to fuck people up. His snarl was feral as his victim dropped the gun and fell to his knees. "O'Leary pig," the jinn hissed, his sculpted lips pulling back to expose the sharp points of his canines. 
Aahil must have hit an organ or five, because the guy's eyes rolled back into his head and he fell sideways to sprawl on the ground, soaking the courtyard with blood. 
"Fuck, Aahil," I murmured. Vicious. So vicious. 
The jinn was smoking again. Clearly, this was a good time to have his fire magic under lock and key. Heightened emotions and all. He kicked the corpse with one bare foot and growled, then knelt to riffle through the man's pockets. "He's an O'Leary. I recognize him from before. But he's in SA uniform."
I nodded, my misfiring brain trying to sort out what that meant. But Dyre drew me from my contemplation as a surge of his dark magic filled the air. Aahil backed away from the corpse as the dead man groaned and sat up, then awkwardly got to his feet. I glanced at Dyre in surprise, but the necromancer just shrugged. "He can guard the courtyard. Are you going to close the portal now, or did you want to let in a few more? Start building us an army?"
I shook my head at his unconcerned tone. Like he really would build me an undead army if I wanted him to. Goddess. "I'll close the damned thing. Fuck's sake." I shambled over to the portal, but Dyre took pity on me and came to help.
"Let me borrow a bit of your magic and I'll close it," he snapped. "We're still bonded, might as well take advantage of it while it lasts."
I nodded and let his bitter commentary go for the moment. The necromancer didn't fall on his ass the way I had. But he was knocked back a few steps as the unstable magic I had created lashed out when the portal closed. I snorted. "Careful, kicks like a mule."
He gave me an unimpressed look. "You're a walking hazard, you know that?"
I opened my mouth to say that I had fucked up the flow of magic to create this place, but at least we weren't dead… but I got dizzy again. This time, I couldn't catch myself. A pair of solid arms stopped my fall and heaved me up against a thickly muscled, t-shirt clad chest. 
"Master, did you get your medicine?" Zhong's deep voice rumbled through me, and I nodded, feeling sleepy and chilled. 
"Yeah. Backpack." I closed my eyes as he carried me out of the courtyard. But not before I heard Dyre's muttered commands telling the corpse with the gun to guard the place. 
Maybe I was still hallucinating. One could only hope.






  
  Chapter 7

Andy


After getting a constant flow of insulin going, sleeping for a couple days, and only waking to chug massive amounts of magic-enhanced fluids, I was finally able to get the ketones to clear from my system and let my body heal.  
I woke up on the third day finally feeling almost one hundred percent myself. I knew I was in better shape when the roaring heat that radiated against my skin on the left side of my body finally made sense in a way my poor, overwhelmed brain hadn't been able to process for the last couple of days. 
I sucked in a deep breath and stretched, one of those delicious, mind-melting stretches that was just life-altering. The motion jostled Aahil, and he woke, his golden eyes studying me from where his head lay on the pillow next to mine. He was like a furnace when he slept, all that fire magic barely banked inside him. I didn't remember much from the last couple of days, besides waking up to check my insulin pump, drink something, or pee. But I did recall being sweaty and overly-warm, and I suspected it had more to do with a certain jinn being glued to my side the whole time, rather than my body going through the effects of DKA. 
"You okay?" I asked, my voice still rough with sleep. 
Aahil sat up on the bed beside me, scoffing. "Me? You're the one who nearly died of stubbornness and a silly human disease, useless witch."
I laughed and pushed up into sitting beside him, both of us leaning against the headboard with our legs touching. "Mhm," I said dryly. "And you didn't go into a murderous, stabby, trauma-induced rage, then spend several days in here babysitting me?"
He narrowed his eyes at me, his shoulders tense. "Nonsense."
I huffed out another laugh and took his hand, threading our fingers together. Even with his magic suppressed, I could feel the spark of his aura as it reached for mine. "Thanks for watching over me."
He looked away, but squeezed my hand. "It was boring watching you snore."
I rubbed my free hand over my face. "Yeah. I bet. Anything exciting happen while I was out of it? Dyre didn't make anymore dead doormen, did he?"
Aahil looked down at the comforter, picking at a stray thread with his free hand. "No. Everyone has been far too busy worrying about you to get up to anything even vaguely interesting."
I smirked. "Even Hasumi?"
Aahil bared his teeth at me, and his seductive voice turned into a growl. "What is that supposed to mean? Do you think I have to cling to one of you to exist? I'm not that pathetic!"
Says the man who probably slept in my bed for three days just to be close to me while I was out of my mind. 
"Sure," I said, releasing his hand and sliding to the edge of the bed. "I'll be right back. Stay put. Or don't. It's not an order or anything."
He sighed, the sound so deep that it sounded like his soul was escaping. "Just hurry the fuck up."
I turned away so he wouldn't see my smile. Poor little jinn. He was getting better over time, but he still didn't know how to handle being vulnerable. He depended on me and Hasumi to keep him together and moving forward. But I had been out of commission, and it sounded like he had been too proud to go to the water weaver, or something else had happened to make him refuse to ask for help. 
I washed my face, brushed my teeth, and freshened up a little before returning to the bedroom. I had been sleeping for most of the past few days, and the diabetes thing made my breath uniquely awful if it was out of control. Feeling a bit more like a living person, I clambered back onto the bed and pulled Aahil to me. 
The grumbly jinn didn't protest at all, which proved that I was right about why he was here. He had come back from the O'Leary coven with all his trauma around sex and physical touch re-activated and worsened. But sensuality and sex magic were literally part of the man's genetic makeup. He needed to express that part of himself to be whole. 
Fire jinn weren't exactly like the human stories of incubi and succubi, but they were pretty damned close in a lot of ways. As I understood it, some part of Aahil actually physically or energetically fed on passion and sensuality. And cutting that off completely couldn't be pleasant. Or good for him. 
I drew him into a soft kiss, letting him know I saw him, and I understood. I would never push him for anything he wasn't comfortable with, but he was comfortable with kissing. We'd even had some pretty intense make-out sessions, both with and without Hasumi. It was enough to keep the part of him that actually craved affection and physical touch somewhat happy while he healed. 
Today, he seemed needier than ever, his lean, supple body moving against me instinctively, his warm hand coming up to cup my jaw as he pushed me down to lie with him. He tasted like hot cinnamon candies and danger, and I was just as hungry for him as he was for me, despite recent events. 
My hands smoothed slowly over the loose t-shirt he wore today, feeling the taught muscles of his back as he pressed me into the bed. I was careful to keep my touches above the waist and over his clothes, but he pulled back, a bit of fire dancing in his beautiful eyes as he looked down at me. "Take your shirt off, witch," he commanded. His tone was closer to the angry, domineering asshole I had first met, the one who always needed to be in charge. But there was a new hint of vulnerability there as well. 
I did as I was told, sitting up long enough to get rid of the tank top I currently wore and toss it aside before I flopped back down on the bed in just my underwear. My eyebrows lifted when Aahil did the same, pulling the loose shirt off over his head and revealing smooth, red-brown skin, above soft flannel pajama pants that hung low on his narrow hips. 
All the perfect, lean muscles of his chest and abs were on display. Before the O'Leary asshats, the jinn hardly ever wore a shirt, and goddess, I had missed the sight. Gold hoops glinted at his nipples, and a ruby teardrop at his belly button. My fingers ached to trace the graceful, powerful lines of his body and toy with all those shiny decorations. But I kept my hands to myself. 
Aahil tossed his t-shirt over to join mine on the floor, then surprised me even further by leaning in to cover me, pressing his smooth, warm skin to mine as he drew a hand over my breast and down my side to my hip in a soft caress. "Touch me, witch," he said in a low, husky whisper that made my body tingle and my core clench. "Let me feel your skin on mine."
I swallowed back the snarky commentary that wanted to escape. Even before the bullshit with the O'Learys, Aahil had never liked to be touched. Sure, he'd do some touching, but only if he was in control of the entire interaction. He had never given me free rein to do as I liked. 
I met his eyes as I slowly slid my hands over the muscles of his back again, this time without the barrier of the t-shirt between us. My tits squashed against his deliciously warm chest as he kissed me again, slow and devouring, hungry but pacing himself. As if he was just as scared as I was that this whole thing would suddenly go wrong. 
I let one of my hands move higher, then drew it around to the front, tracing lightly around his collarbones and throat, then around to thread through his dark, silky hair to the back of his neck. I massaged the nape of his neck lightly before gripping him a bit more firmly, holding him close as our tongues tangled. Aahil shuddered at the hint of insistence from me, but he didn't freak out or pull away at what he might have previously seen as an attempt to control him. When he did finally pull out of my grasp, it was only to trail hot, open-mouthed kisses down the side of my neck and to my breasts. 
I felt a flare in his magic as he dealt with some powerful emotion, but the flare wasn't so big that it set off his protective wards. He bit down on the swell of my breast, scraping his sharp teeth across the tender flesh before moving downward. I sucked in a breath and arched off the bed a little when he pulled my nipple into his mouth. The wet heat of his mouth was almost too much, just this side of too hot on my sensitive skin, but he pulled away to blow cool air over the hardened nub and I shivered in pleasure. 
Goddess… Aahil as an unhinged sexual terror was hot—terrifying, sure, but hot all the same—but this… I had never expected this sort of slow, sensual torture from him. It made me want to think about all the fun we could have if he was finally free of his baggage. My hand landed on his hip without thinking and he tensed a bit, but he only pulled away enough to make room to caress my breast and draw his warm, graceful hand over the skin of my ribs. 
Aahil smirked at me, all sensual, wicked promise, as he curled his fingertips inward, dragging his short claws over the soft swell of my belly. He circled my belly button in a slow tease before dragging one black claw up the center of my torso, circling each breast, then drawing a line up my throat to my chin, leaving tingling desire in his wake. 
"You're being awfully quiet for once, witch," he purred, his eyes searching mine. "No complaints? No commentary? Are you ill?"
I licked my lips before replying. "Nope. I'm fine," I finally managed. "Just wondering when I'm going to wake up. Because this is clearly a dream."
He chuckled lightly, and a genuine smile ghosted over his perfect lips. "It certainly feels as tenuous as a dream."
Then the jinn pushed up to kiss my forehead before he moved to lie along my side with his sleek, dark head pillowed on my shoulder. His warm hand continued to stroke over my exposed skin, but slower, without the lusty intent of his previous touches. He was outlining my curves, drawing comfort from the contact, and I read the words he couldn't say out loud in his touch. He wanted more. We both did. But for now, this had filled the ache inside him. For now, it was enough. 
I didn't protest. I just pulled the covers up over us and snuggled closer to him, offering whatever comfort my body might provide. And hey, it wasn't like it was exactly a hardship to bask in his newly gentle affections. "I love you," I whispered against the top of his head, so quiet, afraid of his response but willing to tell him a million times over if that's what it took to get him to believe it. To believe that he was worth loving. Broken pieces and all. 
Aahil sighed against the base of my throat. "So sappy," he grumbled. "It was just a bit of light foreplay, witch, don't lose your mind."
I smiled against his hair. But a moment later, his soft, sultry voice whispered against the skin of my throat, making me shudder. "I love you too, I think. It's all very disgusting and I hate it."
I chuckled softly at his bluster and turned more fully onto my side, so we were wrapped in each other, our noses nearly touching and those brilliant gold eyes unable to escape my gaze. Long black lashes swept downward over his high cheekbones as he tried to avoid the eye contact. "You're so freaking adorable," I prodded, feeling warm inside. 
His hand was resting on my hip, and he slowly dug his claws into the soft flesh as he ground out a warning. "Lovell."
I knew it was just more of his bluster. And besides, it wasn't like he could set me on fire with his magic suppressed the way it was. So I kissed the tip of his long, slightly upturned nose. "Aahil."
Our adorable moment was shattered by the swell of power that came from my nightstand, immediately followed by the chill that told me there was a ghost present. "Andy!" Elijah demanded in his hollow voice. 
I groaned. "Damn it. You were watching the entire time, weren't you?"
Aahil sat up and yanked the covers up under his armpits to cover his chest like a virginal maiden in some weird human-realm movie. He bared his teeth and sneered at the ghost. "No one invited you, spook."
Elijah ignored that, coming to hover near me when I sat up over the edge of the bed and bent to retrieve my tank top. "Andy, something's happened to Hasumi. Please hurry."
He was still a ghost, but Elijah had been slightly more opaque since Dyre tied him to his new finger-bone anchor charm. He was just solid enough for me to see him wringing his hands. Goddess, what had caused a dead angel that kind of distress?
"What's happened to Hasumi?" I asked, trying to stay calm. The water weaver was probably the strongest of all of us. Elijah had to be overreacting to whatever it was. 
"I think the necromancer broke the water weaver!" Elijah insisted. "They were arguing, and then Hasumi had a seizure."
Okay, that had me sitting up and taking notice. "Hasumi what?"
Aahil whipped the blanket off so fast it made a cracking sound. "That corpse fucking bastard!" Then the jinn dematerialized and popped out of existence, probably off to murder Dyre for hurting his water weaver.
I took a deep breath and prayed to whatever gods or goddesses were listening. Hell, I'd even take demonic assistance at this point. I wasn't picky. "Fuck my life," I said as I stood and scrambled to find some pants. Hasumi had better fucking be okay, or I wasn't likely to react any better than Aahil. 






  
  Chapter 8

Andy


When I arrived in the kitchen, barefoot and wearing my thin tank top and a pair of worn sweats, the scene that greeted me made my chest hurt. Bis had left his comfy little pillow nest and scampered up onto my shoulder before I left my bedroom, and he chattered unhappily and pulled at my hair as I took it all in. 
Ambrose was sitting on the kitchen floor with Hasumi's head cradled in his lap. His dark hands rested over the silvery hair at the water weaver's temples as the boogeyman did… something with his nightmare magic. Hasumi's eyelids were closed, but I could see their eyes moving beneath the lids as the water weaver occasionally twitched an arm or leg. 
Dyre was plastered into the corner between the fridge and the countertop while Aahil snarled threats up at the much taller man. Zhong stood slightly off to the side, but close enough that he could get between the two of them if he had to. But the weirdest thing was that the black eyes and the evil aura said that Sunny was in charge of Dyre's body right now. I found it hard to believe that the wraith was just cowering over there, letting the jinn yell at him. Sunny usually wasn't one to tolerate disrespect from us puny mortals or semi-mortals. 
Niamh stood guard over Ambrose and Hasumi with one of her bone-handled hunting daggers in her hand, looking like she was prepared to stab anyone who got close.
When I entered the room, everyone stopped talking over the top of one another. I knelt beside Ambrose and Hasumi, but when I reached for the water weaver, the boogeyman made an impatient clucking noise at me like I was a misbehaving pet. 
Eerie red eyes with black sclera met mine as Ambrose split his attention between me and the unconscious elemental in his lap. "Hands off," he bit out. "I'm siphoning. There are enough emotions flying around right now as it is." He jerked his head at the others. "Get them out of here." Then he went back to focusing solely on Hasumi. 
I sighed and got to my feet. Everything in me wanted to snatch Hasumi out of Ambrose's arms and fix whatever had just happened. But I was smart enough to trust that the man who could travel through the realm of nightmares and feast on dark energy had it covered. 
I turned to the others. "Okay, I don't know what the hell happened, but Ambrose says you all need to leave. So, with all respect… get the fuck out."
Zhong slowly moved toward the door, surprising me when he reached out and put a hand on Aahil's shoulder, forcibly turning the smaller guy away from the necromancer. "Come on," the gargoyle said evenly. "This isn't helping Hasumi any."
I thought for sure Aahil would rip Zhong's arm off—or, you know, at least set him on fire or cuss him out since Zhong was the physically stronger of the two. But instead, my jinn deflated, hunching in on himself and letting the gargoyle steer him out into the hallway. 
I glanced at Niamh, and she shrugged, sliding one last narrow-eyed glance at the wraith before she sheathed her knife. She pressed a glancing kiss to my temple and patted Bis on his little skunk-striped head before she ghosted out the door after Zhong and Aahil. 
Elijah hovered at my shoulder, but after a few seconds, he went misty and left the room as well.
I glanced between Sunshine and the two people on the floor. "Okay, what the hell happened?"
The wraith was still in control of Dyre's body as he pushed away from the corner he had been pinned in. "I didn't mean to," the scary, ancient evil being insisted. "Witch, I promise you, I didn't want to hurt your water weaver. I only meant to help."
I arched a brow at that outpouring. "Help with what? And what the hell did you do to them, Sunny?"
He stepped closer, a pained expression on his usually stoic face. "Hasumi and Dyre argued. Hasumi was trying to help, but Dyre told him to 'piss off and stay out of my head.'" He sighed. "My host is… struggling with his emotions about his past and his relationship with you. The water weaver was only trying to help." He shrugged his thin shoulders. "I decided I should talk to Hasumi, since I am able to be more reasonable than Dyre right now. I took over, but I didn't realize how open the connection between the water weaver and Dyre already was. My power overwhelmed them. Dyre was angry, but I—we—didn't mean to harm them. I swear. Hasumi is such a pure and beautiful creature. I never wished to hurt them with my darkness."
I blinked in surprise as I watched the terrifying monster have a breakdown over hurting Hasumi. Okay, that was cute. Disturbing. Definitely disturbing, but cute. 
I sighed and went back to kneel by Ambrose. "Is Hasumi okay?"
Ambrose nodded, not focusing quite so intensely on whatever he was doing now. "Yes. They were simply… overloaded with centuries of darkness and heavy emotions."
Hasumi groaned softly and their long silver lashes fluttered before they opened their turquoise eyes and stared up at me. "Hello, Andy."
I let out a sigh of relief at the sound of the water weaver's fluid, enthralling voice. A bit of calming magic settled over me, and I narrowed my eyes at them. "Nope. Stop it right now. You apparently just passed out from some kind of magical overload. You do not need to be trying to calm me down right now!"
The water weaver sighed and sat up. Ambrose let go of Hasumi's temples with what looked like a bit of reluctance, but I wasn't about to call him on it. "I am well now," Hasumi said evenly. As if they hadn't just seized and went unconscious on the kitchen floor. "There is no need for concern."
I arched my brows at that nonsense, but both Ambrose and Sunny beat me to replying. "You are not well," Ambrose said, at the same time as Sunny blurted out, "I am sorry!"
Hasumi lifted a slender hand to rub their forehead. Then the water weaver unfolded themself and stood in a graceful move that was like water pouring from a pitcher. "I know you meant no harm," they said to the wraith. "I should not have insisted on trying to help when my interference was not welcome. Please apologize to your host for me. I overstepped. I, too, am new to this family dynamic."
Ambrose stood and gave me a hand up. Then I watched in fascination as Sunshine and Hasumi spoke. I hadn't seen them interact directly very often. I glanced at Ambrose to find him smirking at the pair of them. Ancient devourer of souls, and ageless, intuitive water elemental. It was a strange friendship. 
Sunshine nodded his head in acceptance, a bit more of the wraith's usual unshakable stone-cold calm returning. "I will see that Dyre understands. Thank you for trying to help him overcome his stubbornness. He is still far too mortal, even after our time together."
Hasumi gave him a wry smile. "I don't think there is such a thing as being too mortal. His feelings are valid. I simply wished to help relieve his distress so he can work through what is bothering him."
Sunshine nodded once more, then retreated, his eyes fading from wraith black to Dyre's deep violet. "Son of a bitch," Dyre said as he scrubbed a hand over his face. Then he seemed to notice me and the others. His eyes darted to Hasumi and he shook his head, his gaze a little unfocused. I thought Sunshine must be filling him in on what had just happened. 
The necromancer's sharp-planed face slowly closed down, all hints of warmth and feeling leaving him as he threw his walls up. "Next time, listen when I tell you to stay out of my head," he said flatly. As if he didn't care. I knew it was bullshit, but that was just how Dyre handled awkward situations—by pretending they didn't exist.
Hasumi tilted their head as if considering this, maybe tasting the currents of emotion on the air. "I will try. But perhaps you should consider that your actions affect more than just yourself."
After an intense moment of staring, Dyre huffed out a breath and strode out of the room, brushing past me, but jerking aside at the last moment to avoid actually touching me. 
Goddess, help me to not commit murder today. I rubbed a hand over my face, feeling exhausted, and just… done with everything. "Do I even want to know how this happened?" I asked, removing my hand from my face so I could glance between Hasumi and Ambrose. 
The boogeyman shrugged. "I wasn't in here when it happened. I just felt a massive surge of terror and pain." He gave Hasumi a wry, shark-toothed smile and added, "I said I'd help you. You don't have to do it all on your own."
Hasumi sighed. It was rare to see the water weaver show any sort of distress or displeasure. They were always so… even. Curious and helpful, but always unconcerned. 
"You're right," Hasumi said softly. "I remember our agreement. I simply… underestimated the weight of my burdens."
I glanced between them, feeling like there was something I was missing. "Agreement?" I prompted. I didn't like secrets. Secrets had a tendency to blow up in my face lately—especially other people's secrets. 
Ambrose put a hand on my shoulder and turned those red and black eyes on me. "No need for concern, Andy," he assured me, his smirk widening into a full-on grin. "It was when I first came out of the bestiary. Before we all knew each other so well. I was feeling a bit… lonely, I suppose. I wanted to stay, but wasn't keen on admitting it. I saw this one was trying to get you all to form a cozy little family, but the weaver is sensitive. They're not built to constantly process all the darker, heavier stuff."
Hasumi smiled softly in memory. "Ambrose offered to help by taking the fear and darkness from me when I need him to, so I can process the rest."
I shook my head at them. "You two. Are you saying you've been manipulating us all from the beginning?"
But I knew it wasn't so malicious as all that. Even if they had some secret plan, it sounded like the only goal was to get us all to stay together. I could hardly be mad about that, since I wanted the same damned thing.
Hasumi reached out and trailed graceful fingers along my jaw, their turquoise eyes sparkling. "I simply saw that you all needed each other. And that you might need some help to move past your prior experiences. And I selfishly hoped I might have found a home for myself as well. It had been a very long time since I even thought to attempt to belong somewhere."
So sappy. But I had to admit it made me feel all warm and fuzzy inside, knowing that these two had seen us all as one big, happy, dysfunctional family from the very start. Sobering, I narrowed my eyes at the beautiful water elemental before me. "Don't think I'm going to get distracted and forget that you were just unconscious five minutes ago. I might be scattered recently, but I'm not that gullible."
Ambrose chuckled, and Hasumi gave me a soft smile. "It was worth a try." The weaver held up their graceful hands in defense. "Teasing." Those turquoise eyes met mine, and I saw the honesty there. "I sense and understand the feelings of others around me, and I can nudge and nurture emotions, and yes, transmute them, for example turning fear into calm. But the heavier emotions take a toll. Though I am generally immune to strong emotions myself." Those sparkling eyes moved to Ambrose as Hasumi spoke. "I should have asked for your help after your offer before. But I have been… prideful, I suppose."
Ambrose nodded, then reached out a hand and placed it on Hasumi's shoulder. "You've been hurting since you came back from the O'Leary coven." It wasn't a question.
The boogeyman wasn't ever one to beat around the bush. He'd call you on your shit—usually in a practical, non-judgmental sort of way, but still, he'd call you out. Then he would encourage you to get up to whatever mischief your soul needed to cope. I had been on the receiving end of his rather effective approach to handling the bullshit life dealt out enough times myself. I could vouch for his skills.
The two people before me were so different, light and dark, night and day, not only in physical appearance, but in their energies and magic. And yet… they were so much alike. Hasumi had that same directness. They would tell you what you felt before you even knew it yourself. And they weren't shy about it, didn't seem to understand that some of us mortals labeled feelings as good and bad. Hasumi just accepted them all as is. Where Ambrose was a bit more sarcastic and teasing, Hasumi was more serious and sedate. But they both had this patience about them that was staggering. And they both seemed to want nothing more than to see the people around them happy and at ease.
I'd have lost my shit a million times over by now if I was as in-tune with everyone else's emotional bullshit as they were. 
"You two are sweet as hell," I said, crossing my arms over my chest. "But if I'm understanding this right, you're saying that Hasumi came back damaged too, it's just that they're good at hiding it and none of us noticed. And that is not okay."
Ambrose lifted a dark brow at the water weaver and gave Hasumi a wry look, but kept quiet. The water weaver, never one to shy away from facts, simply shrugged and nodded their head. "I was made to do things that go against my nature. I was forced to hurt innocent people at the behest of my captors. And while I could do nothing to ease the pain I caused, I still felt it. Keenly. I'm afraid that experience has… burdened me."
I groaned. "And you've been taking on Aahil's pain and trauma, and my stress, and probably a buttload of shit from everyone else this entire time. All on top of your own hurt."
I stepped closer and wrapped my arms around Hasumi's slender waist. "I'm sorry. I should have noticed sooner. I should have asked you if you were okay. We've all been taking you for granted."
Hasumi stroked my hair with one hand, the other coming to rest on my back, and I felt their honest affection, thanks to their ability with emotions. "Please don't be upset, Oleander. I never thought to ask for help, even though I know it would have been freely given." They glanced over my shoulder toward Ambrose. "And I appreciate all you've done to help me try to stay balanced."
Ambrose chuckled. "No complaints here. It saves me from having to find some other way to feed."
Shit. Ambrose was probably low-key starving. The boogeyman fed on fear, and he usually got it from creating nightmares and delivering them to mortals at night. He could feed on any unpleasant emotion, from what I'd seen. And he certainly had some sustenance available, with everything Aahil and the others had been through, coupled with my stress and anxiety. But still. He was probably stretching it pretty thin himself. 
I pulled away from Hasumi to glance at the boogeyman. "We need to get you to one of the other realms again safely, so you can feed." 
He just shrugged. "I'm okay for now, Andy. Trust me. Hasumi and the wraith and their little exchange have nearly filled up my reserves." He winked. "And if your pretty weaver would be so kind, I can finish topping up from them to ease some of their burden."
Hasumi chuckled, rich and melodic. "Remember, I can sense your feelings, Ambrose," the water elemental said in that alluring voice of theirs, like a siren calling to something deep inside anyone who heard. They shrugged again. "And I don't object, as long as Andy is open to sharing."
I raised my eyebrows as I glanced between them, sensing the underlying insinuations in this conversation. I got the feeling that neither of them were talking about calmly exchanging energies while they sat around fully clothed sipping tea. "Um," I said, my voice wavering with suppressed laughter. "Andy doesn't own you idiots. And she certainly does not object. I just didn't know you two were interested in each other that way. But no objections. Zero objections. Less than zero, honestly. Negative objections."
I was thankful when Ambrose stopped my babbling with a kiss. Then the boogeyman stepped back and sketched a bow like the black-clad butler he resembled. "At your service, mistress witch." He looked up at me from under his thick black lashes, those red eyes flashing in a way that had me thoroughly enthralled as he spoke to the water weaver without looking away from my face. "And your service as well, lovely Hasumi." 






  
  Chapter 9

Andy


The events of the last twenty-four hours had been strange, to say the least. I was absolutely certain that I had better things to do than go  back to bed. But I was also determined not to pass up any opportunity for comfort and pleasure when the cold, hard truth was that I didn't know if any of us were going to survive this whole being on the Alliance's hit list while hiding in an unstable, hastily constructed pocket world of my own creation… thing. 
I followed Hasumi and Ambrose into my room and closed the door behind us. Elijah's anchoring charm was heavy against my chest, but I could sense that the ghostly angel wasn't in the room. I leaned back against the door and watched the two powerful beings before me. I was no stranger to the idea of group sex by now, but I found that each time I played with more than one of my new lovers at a time, the encounter brought out something different in them, depending on who was involved. 
I had seen Ambrose and Dyre together. With the necromancer, Ambrose was both playful and tender. As if he understood exactly how self-conscious Dyre was, and how much he yearned for honest affection. But with Hasumi, the boogeyman seemed a bit more serious…. I watched as he glanced between me and Hasumi, then turned to the water weaver and reached out a dark hand to touch the opalescent golden skin of Hasumi's shoulder, where their loose, flowy shirt had slid down a bit. 
"I have a good idea what Andy likes," Ambrose said in a soft voice, his posh bit of an accent growing more pronounced. "But you are a mystery to me, weaver."
I pressed my lips together to avoid grinning when I realized why Ambrose seemed so serious. He was nervous. The boogeyman had joked and flirted with me since nearly the moment he joined the household. And he had no compunction about making a move on Dyre and taking the wraith-possessed witch to his bed. But for some reason, Hasumi intimidated him. 
I pushed away from the door and crossed the room to join them beside the bed, as Hasumi turned those shimmering turquoise eyes on Ambrose. The water weaver didn't reply to Ambrose's question directly. They simply reached up and slid a graceful hand behind the boogeyman's neck, lacing slender fingers through Ambrose's silky black curls. Then they pulled the taller man down into a firm, confident kiss that probably rocked Ambrose's shadowy little world. 
I knew the feeling, because the first time I kissed Hasumi I'm pretty sure I saw the entire universe flash before my eyes. The water weaver could sense what you were feeling, could send you their own emotions, and could manipulate and magnify all of that. Kissing Hasumi was an experience. Not to mention they were the most beautiful being I'd ever seen. 
I slid my hand up Ambrose's back as he stiffened in surprise. That was the other part. Hasumi was ethereal. They looked so soft and perfectly androgynous that it was easy to make assumptions about what they may or may not be like in the bedroom. And those assumptions—at least for me—hadn't involved the beautiful creature being at all dominant. 
I grinned to myself as I recalled the way Hasumi took control when we were with Aahil. The weaver didn't always show that side of themselves when we were alone, but when it came out, it was hot as hell. Hasumi finally stopped kissing Ambrose senseless and pulled away to calmly regard the boogeyman. Ambrose was a bit breathless, and his pupils had dilated in his red and black eyes.  
"Your Dyre will not be angry that you're here with us?" Hasumi asked evenly. Their alluring voice always got a big, whole-body response from me, but I could tell they were doing their best to rein it in at the moment. And the question was one that needed to be asked. 
Ambrose licked his lips and cleared his throat, his deep voice even huskier than usual. "No, he…" He sighed and shook his head. "He's being a stubborn asshole right now about a lot of things. But no. We talked about this a while back. And we agreed that the only time we'd want to ask permission was if we were interested in someone outside our freaky new family." He sounded less than impressed with Dyre's behavior recently, but I knew he still wouldn't do anything to hurt the guy. If he said they were good, they were good.
"What about you?" Ambrose said, arching a brow at the water weaver. "Don't think I don't know how attached a certain jinn is to you. Is he going to set me on fire every time he sees me? Am I going to have to hide out in the shadow realm after this for fear of going up in flames?"
One corner of Hasumi's perfect mouth twitched upward in a wry smirk, as if they found as much humor as I did in the thought of an angry Aahil trying to set Ambrose on fire every time he materialized in solid form in this realm. "No. Our little flame doesn't think of intimacy and sex in the same terms that some do. He would find this entire discussion strange and unnecessary. He would say that only idiot humans would try to tell each other who they should and shouldn't fuck."
I snorted with amusement at Hasumi's very Aahil wording. He was absolutely right. Aahil would call us all morons, then he would demand we stop talking and start pleasuring him, or something. If he was himself. If he wasn't so wounded….
Hasumi must have sensed the sad turn of my thoughts. They traced a soft caress along my cheek and when I met those mesmerizing turquoise eyes, their gaze was steady and understanding. "He will heal. And he would not want you feeling sorry for him rather than enjoying the pleasure and comfort being offered to you now."
I swallowed the lump in my throat and nodded. Hasumi was right, of course. Aahil would be furious if he thought I was pitying him. And like I said, it was possible end times and all. Sensing my feelings, Hasumi nodded once at me, then turned to Ambrose. "Undress our witch."
I almost purred at the tone of easy command in Hasumi's voice. 
Ambrose arched a brow in surprise, but didn't balk at being given orders. He reached for me, and I went willingly as Hasumi watched. 
Ambrose's touch was always surprisingly warm for some reason, as if my mind knew what he was on some deep level and expected the man of shadows and darkness to be cold, his touch icy as a nightmare. But nothing could be further from the truth. His skin was also a different texture than I was used to, a subtle reminder that he was made up of different stuff than the rest of us. His night-black hands felt like warm velvet on my skin as they skimmed my sides, pushing my tank top upward as they went. 
I closed my eyes for a moment and enjoyed the sensation, but not for long. Ambrose dragged my shirt off over my head, then trailed his amazing hands down from my shoulders, pausing to teasingly circle the swell of my breasts, before trailing lower, to the waistband of my pants. I opened my eyes and found it hard to breathe when I met Hasumi's simmering gaze. I could feel the weaver's aura caressing my own, drawing out each feeling of warmth, and pleasure, and anticipation—amplifying them and giving them back, all flavored with Hasumi's own rising lust and appreciation for the scene before them. 
Ambrose made a deep humming sound in his throat as his hands smoothed over the swell of my ass, easing my pants and underwear down, and I thought he must be feeling the effects of Hasumi's magic as well. 
"Don't overdo it," I reminded the water weaver, my voice all husky and needy just from the simple act of having Ambrose undress me while Hasumi watched. "You were unconscious like five seconds ago."
Hasumi lifted one silvery blond brow at me, their expression as placid as ever. "Please be quiet, Oleander."
I gaped at them for a second before snapping my mouth shut. Did Hasumi just politely tell me to shut up?
I wanted to laugh, but my lady parts said it wasn't funny. Oh, no. Not funny at all, judging by the tingling in my clit and the little zing of desire that shot through me. Ambrose distracted me by guiding me to lift one leg, then the other, as he finished removing my pants and tossed them aside. Then his inhumanly soft hands slid up my legs, wrapping around my calves, gliding over the sensitive spot behind my knees, and up to grip the backs of my thighs as he leaned in and kissed the spot just below my belly button. My core quivered in anticipation. 
"Enough," Hasumi said, making me want to whimper in protest. They did this control thing so flawlessly. No raised voice, no harshness at all to their tone. Just this smooth, even tone and the overwhelming confidence to back it up. Ambrose's hands tightened on my thighs for an instant before he finally released me and got to his feet in one fluid motion. 
The boogeyman's own clothes disappeared as he straightened, banished somewhere by the same magic that let him turn to shadow and travel between realms. I took in the glorious sight before me, wanting to touch, but knowing I hadn't been given permission yet, wanting to trace my hands over smooth, ebony skin and lean muscle, but also enjoying our little game, craving Hasumi's direction. 
The water weaver smirked at me, clearly feeling what I was feeling, as they stepped up behind Ambrose and wrapped an arm around his torso. Ambrose's abs tensed visibly, and his breath stuttered a bit as Hasumi smoothed a hand up from his low belly to his chest, coming to rest at the spot just over his heart. 
Two sets of eyes blazed into my own, Ambrose's fierce, eerie black eyes with the glowing red irises, and Hasumi's turquoise gaze flaring with power and emotion. I sucked in a breath at the sight of them, just the way Hasumi clearly knew I would. The water weaver's light opal skin and silver hair contrasted beautifully with Ambrose's black skin and almost bluish midnight curls. Hasumi's willowy beauty wrapped around Ambrose's lean, muscular body was a thing of wonder. 
I almost begged for them to stop teasing me. But I knew that was half the fun. Instead, I clamped my thighs together to get a little pressure where I wanted it, and gave them an evil look of my own as I slid my hands up my body, cupping my heavy breasts and pushing them upward in a lewd display of my own. 
Ambrose chuckled, and Hasumi pressed a kiss to the boogeyman's naked shoulder before releasing him. "Go do something about that," the water weaver told Ambrose with a lifted brow. 
I sucked in a surprised breath when Ambrose dematerialized and crossed the room, appearing out of a cloud of shadows before me. He grinned at me, his smile full of terrifying gray shark teeth, before he swiftly bent, tossed me over his shoulder, and carried me to the bed like I weighed nothing. 
Ambrose wasn't some hulking mountain of muscle like Zhong, so I tended to forget that he possessed supernatural strength. I shrieked when he tossed me onto the middle of the bed, where I barely had time to bounce once before he pounced, pushing my thighs apart and diving between my legs. 
I tangled my fingers in Ambrose's thick black hair as he playfully teased my folds with his tongue. Then he started working my clit in earnest, swirling his tongue and sucking on the sensitive nub, effortlessly driving me higher, until I came. 
He turned his head slightly to press a kiss to the inside of one thigh, and I laughed breathlessly. It was a wonder I hadn't suffocated him with how tightly I had my thighs wrapped around his head. The boogeyman did not seem to mind. He grinned up at me, eyes glowing with lust, and I tugged on his hair, urging him up to me. The oral was nice and all, but I really wanted him inside me. 
Hasumi's graceful hand gently, but firmly, shoved mine away, and the weaver laced their own fingers in Ambrose's hair, tugging the man up and backward, toward them, rather than me. I huffed in fake annoyance as Hasumi pulled Ambrose to his knees. Still standing by the bed, Hasumi tilted Ambrose's head back so he could kiss the boogeyman again. The water weaver opened up to us even more, and I could feel their pleasure at tasting me on Ambrose's tongue. 
Goddess. They were going to kill me. I was not a patient person.






  
  Chapter 10

Andy


Hasumi had lost their clothes while Ambrose was busy making me see stars, and I sat up, reaching for them, sliding my palm up across their slender hip and lean torso to cup one small breast and knead, as they continued kissing Ambrose. Hasumi's beautiful body was a wonder to me, and one that I wanted to thoroughly explore. My other hand trailed across Ambrose's chest and downward to his thick, straining erection. I grasped his cock and gave him a slow, firm stroke while I moved closer to Hasumi, so I could flick my tongue over one of their pert pink nipples.  
Ambrose groaned, and Hasumi pulled away to murmur encouragement against his lips. "You did well," the weaver purred to the boogeyman. "You deserve a reward for pleasuring our witch so thoroughly." Then they smiled sweetly, full of evil promise. "But don't finish yet, boogeyman."
Ambrose's cock throbbed in my hand at Hasumi's words, and my core clenched a little. Goddess save us both. I kept slowly stroking Ambrose while Hasumi held him by the hair, helping the weaver to torture the poor guy. 
Ambrose's breaths came short, and his chest heaved as he both chased and fought his own pleasure. It didn't take long for him to gasp out, "Enough! Shadows and darkness, I'm going to explode right now if you two don't stop."
I laughed as I released him, then leaned in and kissed his neck, since Hasumi still had his head pulled back, throat arched toward me. I pressed kisses along the side of his neck to his shoulder, biting down teasingly there. Ambrose's hands came to my waist, pulling me closer, so I straddled his thigh, and my tits pressed to his chest. The pressure of my aching pussy against the hard muscles of his thigh made me groan. Goddess, if someone didn't fuck me soon, I was going to get murdery.
"I'm pretty sure my dick is going to fall off if I don't get to fuck someone," Ambrose said in a gravelly voice, echoing my own thoughts. 
"Goddess, yes," I muttered, rubbing against him with absolutely no shame, just desperate for some friction. 
Hasumi chuckled, the sound musical and evil all at once. "Poor loves, am I being too cruel by making you wait?"
I didn't trust that tone of voice for a single second, since it was way more saccharine than anything Hasumi ever said. "Yes!" I said adamantly, lifting my head to meet those beautiful turquoise eyes. "So mean. You should make it up to us with orgasms. And dick. So much dick."
Hasumi smiled for real then. "As you wish." They ran a hand down Ambrose's back, then tilted their head to look up at the headboard as they spoke. "Go sit up there, Ambrose, if you would."
They shared a glance that spoke of complete understanding before Ambrose moved around me to go sit against the headboard. He watched me and Hasumi with hooded eyes as he gripped his own cock and stroked himself, slow and teasing, like he was just begging me to go climb on top. 
Before I could move, Hasumi's long fingers wrapped lightly around my throat, and they tilted my head back for a slow, deep kiss. My hands came to rest on their slender waist as I felt their feelings bloom around me, melding with my own—want, adoration, wonder and awe… love. 
I pulled away from those soft lips to catch my breath, my eyes never leaving Hasumi's as I trailed my hand lower, gently stroking over their two hard, eager cocks. Then I slid my fingers lower still, tracing backward, dipping ever so slightly into their slit. Hasumi had told me before that they enjoyed both means of having sex, with their male or female parts. They also said that they usually preferred to be the giver. However, we did have a glorious male specimen over there just awaiting our pleasure and I wanted Hasumi to know that I wasn't going to judge, no matter how they might choose to enjoy themselves. 
Hasumi smiled gently. "While I do appreciate the invitation," they whispered in that musical voice that made my toes curl. "I have other plans just now." They kissed me again, then winked and pushed me back toward Ambrose. Then the weaver paused and reached out to gently grip the nape of my neck again, making me look them in the eyes. "Do you trust me to guide you? Are you comfortable with the two of us using you in any way I see fit, my witch? Any limits? Is there anything you aren't ready to do?"
I considered that for a moment, took in the possibilities of where this was going. But the truth was, despite my concerns over the sheer size of Ambrose's cock and the number of Hasumi's dicks… yeah, I trusted them, and I was game for anything at this point. 
"I trust you," I said honestly. "Both of you. And fuck, I want you so bad. Whatever you want, I'm here for it."
That was all Hasumi needed. They moved with fluid grace, retrieving the lube from my bedside table and passing it over to Ambrose in the blink of an eye. Then Hasumi was there in front of me, nipping along my throat and lavishing attention on my tits, slipping one hand down to toy with my clit, while Ambrose started prepping my ass.
I refused to let myself tense up, and just lost myself in the sensations. All our auras twined and rubbed against each other, and I was awash in scintillating swirls of darkness and brilliant bursts of light, all while they played my body like master musicians with a well-tuned instrument. 
By the time Ambrose was gripping my hips, urging me back onto his thick cock, I was begging for it, ready to welcome the uncomfortable stretch that meant that pleasure was coming. He eased in slowly, guiding me back so that I sat with my back to his chest, my knees on the outside of his, stuffed full, and spread wide open for Hasumi. 
The beautiful, ethereal water weaver crawled up between our legs, sliding their hands along my inner thighs in a slow, languid caress as I adjusted to Ambrose's girth. The boogeyman's hands came around to toy with my breasts as Hasumi hovered over me. Hasumi's eyes never left my face as they gripped both of their hard cocks in one hand and dragged them over my sensitive clit and through my dripping folds, drinking in my reactions. 
Then Hasumi began to slowly, carefully press both cocks into my pussy. 
I gasped and writhed, wanting everything they could give me, overwhelmed by the sensations, but also freaking terrified for the state of my poor, over-stuffed body. Ambrose whispered encouragement in my ear, his hands coming to rest on my upper arms, pulling me back against him and pinning me while Hasumi worked their dicks into me with a confidence that I certainly didn't feel. 
When Hasumi finally slid all the way in, Ambrose and I both groaned, me so overwhelmed that I was about to come right then, before they even started moving. And Ambrose because he could probably feel Hasumi moving against him through the thin barrier of my flesh. 
Goddess. I could die now and die happy. 
But then they started moving. 
I was pinned between them, unable to do much myself with the way my legs were spread and how my weight rested on Ambrose's chest. Trapped as I was, I gave myself over to sensation and just let them fuck me, the pleasure building inside me with blinding speed and intensity. 
They picked up an alternating rhythm, Ambrose thrusting deep into my ass, then withdrawing as Hasumi thrust into my pussy. Ambrose finally released my arms, and I reached for Hasumi, pulling their weight more firmly into us. "Harder," I gasped. "I'm fine. I promise. Fuck me harder."
Then, all bets were off. They were done treating me like I was a fragile mortal. Ambrose squeezed my tits as he surged up below me, while Hasumi pulled back and thrust in so hard it shoved Ambrose even deeper, impaling me further. I came with a scream, my entire body clenching as pleasure like I'd never felt before washed over me. 
And they just kept going. 
I mewled and writhed between them, sure I couldn't possibly stand another orgasm. And yet the two of them drove me toward it with sure strokes and husky, breathless encouragement that just went right to my core. "That's right, little witch," Ambrose growled in my ear. "That's it."
"Again," Hasumi commanded, their smooth voice losing some of its calm. "Come for us again and we'll fill you up with our seed."
If I was even the least bit coherent, I would have laughed at Hasumi's cheesy words. But at that moment, I did not care one fucking bit how cheesy that sounded. I wanted them both to come inside me. I wanted to be absolutely fucking gushing come when they were done with me, spent and used, and unable to think. My back arched, and I gasped, too wrung out to really make a sound, as I came again, in long, warm waves of pleasure that felt like they would never end. 
Hasumi did something with their magic, and this sense of absolute euphoria filled the room. Ambrose growled and sank his sharp teeth into my shoulder as he pulsed deep inside me, painting my insides with his release. Hasumi's head bowed and their whole body shook as the water weaver slammed home once more and came undone as quietly and beautifully as everything they did. 
Coming back down to earth after that was kind of impossible. So, I didn't even try. I simply let them take care of clean-up, then cocooned myself between them and fell asleep. The outside world and all of my fucking problems could just wait. I was going to soak this up as long as possible.






  
  Chapter 11

Andy


My cozy retreat from reality didn't last long. I woke to a ghostly chill walking up my arm, leaving tingling and goose bumps in its wake. It took me longer than it should have to realize that the sensation wasn't just "ghostly" but was an  actual ghost trying to get my attention. I sat up with a muffled "umph?" 
Ambrose and Hasumi, who were both still tangled around me, woke abruptly at my motion, the pair of them sitting up with much more grace and alertness than I possessed. 
Elijah hovered beside the bed, the bright blue orbs of his eyes glowing with lingering traces of his soul magic and the see-through planes of his handsome face drawn into a strange expression somewhere between worry and confusion. 
"Say that again," I muttered, willing myself to fully wake up and pay attention this time. "What is it now? The wards feel fine. Is the world collapsing around us?" Honestly, I wouldn't be the least bit surprised, considering that I had literally created this entire pocket world on a whim and stuck it to the side of the Angelic realm like a barnacle. It was just a matter of time before my unstable spell fell apart or the angels noticed our presence and booted us off. I was kind of expecting it, to be honest.
Elijah did his weird hand wringing thing, ghostly hands fusing together then pulling apart. "We have received… mail," he said, clearly repeating himself now that I was actually awake. 
I arched my brows. "Mail?"
He sighed a ghostly sigh. "Yes. An envelope. It's in the kitchen. Dyre scanned it for magical traps, but no one is sure how it got here, and it was addressed to you."
Sighing out my frustration, I nudged Ambrose aside so I could climb out of bed. I was curious, to say the least. How could we get mail in a pocket world? But I could also feel the tension settling in around my shoulders again. I was pretty sure this was going to be one more problem to add to the constantly growing list of shit we had to deal with. 
I tugged on my clothes and reattached my insulin pump to my infusion site. Checking the screen, I confirmed that my blood sugar hadn't tanked after my recent exertions, then clipped the device to my waistband. 
My ongoing levels of stress certainly didn't help with the diabetes. 
Ambrose and Hasumi both dressed, kissed me on the head, then used magic to transport themselves elsewhere. I glanced at Elijah. "This is probably something bad," I said tiredly. "What are the chances this is something good for once?"
He floated closer, trailing a cool, misty almost-touch along my arm. "As my people would say, there is always hope. Perhaps if you pray?"
I snorted at the wry tone in his hollow voice. The dead angel had long ago confided that angels were full of shit and mostly just used the "holy" angle to take advantage of gullible mortals and make themselves feel superior. 
But that didn't mean there wasn't a higher power of some sort. "Goddess help us all," I muttered as I headed out of the room and toward the sweeping staircase that led to the main level. 
The invocation wasn't as flippant as it sounded. As much as I might want to bitch and complain about my lot in life, it could have been much worse, many times over, so maybe someone was listening out there after all? I mean, I wasn't dead. I had a roof over my head (even if said roof was currently in a tenuously tethered pocket world). And I had my new family with me. If that wasn't divine intervention, I didn't know what was.
I reminded myself of that as I made my way down the stairs and to the kitchen. I found the others all standing around the sturdy kitchen table that had probably belonged to generations of Lovell's, with its ornately carved legs and dully gleaming wood infused with soft magic. In the center of the table was a fairly mundane-looking envelope with my name scrawled across it in bright green ink. 
"So… did it just… appear, or what?" I asked as I moved to stand next to Niamh in the circle of people currently staring at a piece of paper like it might be a bomb. 
"I felt it slip through the wards," Zhong said, lifting a big hand to run it over the back of his neck. "It took me a while to find it, though. It was just… here. We haven't moved it." The gargoyle wasn't a heavy magic user, but his species could sense magic and he was uniquely dialed-in to the protective magic that guarded the house. It was in his DNA to protect his master's home. 
I should have felt anything attempting to come through the wards, but I had been a bit distracted for the last little while. And also… if it didn't come with malicious intent, the wards wouldn't have reacted much. I looked to Dyre, since he was the strongest magic user here when it came to evil spells and such. Hasumi and the others might have more innate magic, but the spellcasting involved in this kind of trickery was different. Plus, Dyre had Sunshine, and the wraith's deep well of knowledge and experience far outstripped anyone else here. 
The necromancer was glaring at the envelope like he wanted to set it on fire, his violet eye narrowed suspiciously. "I can't sense anything dangerous on it. But it is spelled." His eyes met mine, and I tried not to think about how rare that was these days. Usually, he avoided looking at me at all costs. "Sympathetic magic, I think," he continued. "Probably sent using a link to Lovell magic."
I sighed and reached for the damned envelope. The others tensed, but Dyre didn't protest, so it was probably fine. Nothing exploded, and I didn't drop dead, so I opened the stupid thing and pulled out the thick, folded paper inside.
It was a… pamphlet? A flyer of some sort. Like a little old-fashioned newssheet. 
Dear Discerning Reader, it was addressed. I glanced at the others, then skimmed through the rest. It was put together to be eye catching and sensational, like a gossip magazine. 
What have our magnificent and noble guardians at the Supernatural Alliance been up to?
Under that bold heading was a sarcastic and to-the-point list of the SA's recent activities, with choice words and passages set apart in a bold font now and then for effect. I paused and re-read a particularly interesting passage out loud. 
"It has come to this writer's attention that the organization sworn to protect us is, in fact, rife with lies and internal strife. In particular, we found it interesting to hear from one of our contacts that the descendant of a well-known witch family was recently falsely accused of sins against our society, when in reality she was merely a convenient scapegoat to cover up the Alliance's own less-than savory activities. This individual, while powerful, has done much to separate herself from the evil of her family name, and is guilty of nothing more than being a convenient target to distract the public from the Alliance's true goals."
"The organization that governs the magical world is corrupt. But we do not expect intelligent, discerning citizens who can think for themselves to take our word on this. We will provide evidence. Please be on the lookout for more information to come." 
"Holy shit," I said on an exhale, not sure what to feel about this. "Someone just threw down the gauntlet and asked the SA to come murder them." And they seemed to be trying to clear my name….
I glanced at the confused faces around me. "Bella. It's Bella and Junaid. It has to be. Who else could get this through the wards?"
Bella could use blood magic, a sympathetic spell to send the envelope to the home she grew up in, or something like that. That or she had managed to make some connection to her blood relative currently living here. Maybe. Probably. I was a largely untrained witch, and even if I knew everything the textbooks had to offer, I doubted the lessons covered mail delivery while occupying a self-created pocket world…. so… just a guess.
"That sounds like the most likely explanation," Niamh said, putting a hand on my shoulder. 
The others mostly nodded in agreement, though I didn't think Dyre looked completely convinced. 
"She's going to get herself killed," I said tiredly. Not that I didn't appreciate her rather amusing attempt to clear my name so we could leave this purgatory, but… yeah, if this was Bella, and she was distributing these things… she had just painted a massive target on her back.






  
  Chapter 12

Dyre


I tried to slip from the room without talking to Andy, but of course I wasn't that lucky. I could feel her trailing behind me, sense her in my aura and in my body as the bond between us urged me to turn around and take her in my arms.  
The wraith that shared my mind chuckled darkly, urging me to do the same thing. 
Disgusting. 
"Dyre," her voice was like a healing balm to my soul, but one that stung too, astringent and reminding me of the raw wound it touched. "Fuck's sake, slow down," she huffed. 
I automatically slowed my pace, letting her shorter legs catch up, despite my need to run away. "What?" I demanded. My voice was too flat, too cold and irritated. But I couldn't help it. It was the only way I could maintain any distance between us. I was a fucking monster, and she didn't seem to get that. 
I had seen her initial reaction when I told her about the locket. I knew she was as horrified and repulsed as I was by the truth of her origins and our connection. And yet, she had quickly started pretending that everything was normal again. How she just took all the bullshit she delt with in stride like that, I would never know. I'd had hundreds of years of practice, and I still struggled with that particular skill. 
The only thing that worked for me was to turn it all off and disconnect from the soft, vulnerable, feeling parts of me. And Oleander Lovell was not capable of that. She wore her heart on her sleeve. So, I had to do the distancing for both of us. I couldn't allow my evil to taint her any further. I was a corpse-like abomination who practiced black magic and, apparently, lusted after his blood relatives. Andy was far too good for me, even before I realized the true depths of my depravity. She was the one bit of light in her entire cursed family line—a line that I had apparently created. No wonder the Lovells were such monsters, if they had me for a progenitor. 
We reached the French doors that led to one of the side courtyards and I stopped, but I refused to turn around and look at her. I couldn't. If I looked into those wounded gray eyes, my resolve would weaken, and I'd do something stupid. We were relatives now. I was the progenitor of her entire fucking family. The sick yearning inside me was just that… a sickness. I was a walking disease, eaten up from the inside by the darkness that lived in me. 
You're being overly dramatic, Sunshine said dryly inside my skull. Mortals are so infuriatingly strange when it comes to mating. Why does any of this matter?
I clenched my teeth so hard that I risked cracking a tooth. It was no good having a one-sided yelling match with a person only I could hear. Especially one who was the very definition of evil and had absolutely no sense of right or wrong.
"I saw the look on your face back there," Andy said, either oblivious to, or flat out ignoring, my discomfort. "You don't think Bella was the one who sent that letter, do you?"
I sighed and tried to put my emotions away, stuff them down and turn them off the way I always used to before this maddening woman came along. "I think it's very obvious that it's her," I bit out. "That she'd be the only one who can get anything past the wards and to you through the distance that spans realms." I could almost hear her protest, so I spoke before she could. "And I think the fact that it's that obvious is itself extremely suspicious. Is it her? Or is it the SA or some other entity we don't know about in this whole mess trying to make us think it's from her because that would be the logical assumption?"
She groaned. "Leave it to you to think in devious loops. But what would be the point of making us think Bella was speaking out against the SA?" 
I shrugged. I wanted to pick that puzzle apart, but my mind was a mess. I hadn't been able to think straight since I saw that damned locket. "I don't know," I said honestly. "Which is why I said nothing. Maybe they want you to think it's safe to come back? Maybe they want to lure you into going back to Magea to plead your case with the magic world so they can grab you when you do? I have no idea what the Alliance's current motives are. I just think you should be wary of taking anything at face value right now."
"Noted," she said, with no hint of her usual snark. She was taking my advice, heeding my warning. It was shocking.
I risked a glance at her, lifting one eyebrow. "Are you feeling okay? Blood sugar issues? Fever? I really expected more arguing about your sister's shining personality, and the power of Lovell rage, and how I'm a paranoid bastard."
She shook her head at me. "I'm tired," she said flatly. "And at this point, it's way easier to believe that someone is fucking with me and trying to trick me than to believe that someone, somewhere, might actually try to help for once."
I turned away. "You just wore yourself out with the boogeyman and the water weaver," I found myself saying, appalled at the bitterness in my voice. "You'd think you'd be far less bitter after they finished fucking your brains out."
She gripped my arm and yanked, forcing me to turn back to her if I wanted to keep the limb attached to my body. She might look all short and soft, but Oleander Lovell was strong when she was riled. "Dyre," she growled, her gray eyes narrowed as she glared up at me. "You will not take cheap shots at me then run away, you bastard."
I sighed. "I'm sorry. But don't you have other people to bother right now? Goddess knows there are enough dicks around this place to keep you busy if you're bored. Why follow me around?"
There I went again, spouting off bitter nonsense like a jealous bastard. What the hell was wrong with me? Although, judging by the rising color in her cheeks, I might just piss Andy off enough that she'd stop trying to talk to me. Then I could avoid thinking about the whole mess altogether. Silver lining and all. 
My chest hurt at the thought. 
You're an idiot, Sunny chimed in helpfully. 
Andy's nails bit into my arm as she gave me a squeeze before she released me. "What the hell is your problem, necromancer?" she demanded, hands going to the curve of her hips. "Seriously. Are you mad about me sleeping with Ambrose? I thought we were all on the same page there. Is it because Hisashi was involved? Did you want this to only be a thing between you, me, and Ambrose? I'm so fucking confused, and I don't have the energy for any more damned drama right now."
I ground my teeth together. "There is nothing between you and me," I bit out. "Not anymore. So why the fuck would I care who you sleep with?"
She raised her brows at me. "Good question. Why do you care so much, if you supposedly don't care?"
When I didn't answer, she huffed at me. "Dyre. No one said there's nothing between you and me. Sure, we've got some weird shit to work through. But we have a connection. I'm not willing to just throw that away."
I stared at her in shock. Hope flared in my chest, but I snuffed it out immediately, shutting out every last shred of warmth as I replied. It was just the stupid lifebond talking, making her say things she didn't really mean. We needed to get rid of the bond. But I was hesitant to force the matter, for some reason. 
No, there were reasons. Legitimate reasons to stay bonded to her that had nothing to do with the stupid ache in my chest. Like how us being tied together gave us a huge magical advantage against all the people in the other realms who were currently out for our blood. "You've got to be joking right now," I snapped, more irritated at myself and my stupidity than at her. "Even an evil Lovell wouldn't fuck a family member." 
Twin spots of bright red color burned on her cheekbones, and her gray eyes narrowed further. "You're really starting to piss me off, dude."
I smiled coldly. "That was my intention. Go find some other willing cock to fall on."
She dropped her hands to her sides, clenching them into fists as she likely used every bit of willpower to keep from hitting me. Good. She should hate me. That was far healthier for her. Far more normal than any other response in this cursed situation. 
"You're just trying to make me mad on purpose," she ground out. "You're being an obstinate dumbass. I'm not saying I want to fuck you, you asshole. I'm saying we should at least talk about the fact that we're distantly related and figure out the logistics of our relationship. I'm unsettled by the whole mess too, you know. But I'm not dead-set on immediately shutting you out as if you mean nothing to me." 
Her expression softened. "Dyre, I need to poke around some more, but from what I've gathered so far, calling us related is a stretch. You're like, I don't know eight or ten times removed from me? It's weird. I'll give you that, but why are you just so determined to throw away everything we had before we've even really looked into the whole thing and gotten more information?"
Her pretty gray eyes asked the real question she left unvoiced: how could I just toss her aside like she meant nothing to me?
I shoved down all my emotions and shook my head at her. "It doesn't matter. Me getting close to you was a mistake, regardless. This is just proof." I was never meant to have what she wanted us to have. Feeling the warmth of another person, finding someone who wasn't repulsed by everything I had become… that was a fleeting dream. One that I knew would never last. But a relationship? No. Something so formal and lasting was beyond me. Once we figured out this whole mess with the SA and could return to the real world, I would be leaving anyway. There was no need to cause either of us any more distress. 
And besides, it was all just… too much. I got this clawing panic inside me every time I even tried to think about my past and my connections to the witch before me. I hadn't had this sort of issue since I was a newly minted necromancer a couple hundred years ago, a teenager still reeling from my dark possession. 
Pushing that all back to the dark recesses of my mind, I crossed my arms and looked down my nose at the angry green-haired witch before me and forced myself to speak as though I truly had no heart. As if my heart wasn't standing right there, outside my body, begging me to see her. "Are you done whining at me now? I've got more important things to do than argue with you." Things like go find a quiet corner where I could lose what was left of my damned mind. 
Andy stomped her foot. Literally stomped her foot. Like we were in some cheesy movie. "I want to talk to Sunshine."
I stared her down, ignoring my stupid reactions to those pretty dove gray eyes, and the way Sunny immediately tried to surge forward and take control. "Why?"
She glared. "I want to talk to Sunshine," she repeated firmly.
I didn't argue. I knew she was every bit as stubborn as I was. We'd get nowhere. "Fine. But remember, this body belongs to me. Not Sunny. Don't go fucking touching me when he's in charge. I do not consent."
She flinched back slightly as if she'd been slapped. Then her anger flared again. Goddess, if she only knew how sexy she was when she was in a rage. But I wasn't allowed to think that way anymore. I was damned. 
"Send Sunshine out here right now, before I stab your precious body in the fucking eye with my athame!" she ground out between clenched teeth.
It was harder than it should have been not to let a bark of laughter escape. But that would be giving into her nonsense. So, I simply stepped away, retreating as Sunny surged forward, letting myself detach so far that I slept, unaware of their conversation as I let Sunshine take over completely. 
I was tired. Tired of fighting to stay alive. Tired of thinking, time after time, that there was some hope for a twisted creature like me in this backward fucking world, only to be harshly reminded how foolish that was. I was tired of constantly struggling against what I felt and what I knew I should feel. I let the blackness wash it all away and took a much-needed rest while the wraith took over my body.






  
  Chapter 13

Andy


I watched as Dyre's violet eyes bled to black, something in his posture and his energy changing as he became someone else. "Hey Sunshine," I said with a tired sigh. "How's it going?" 
He tilted his head at me, as if he was trying to figure out an interesting puzzle. "Hello, my witch. You wished to speak with me?" He drifted closer, reaching up to trace an icy finger along my cheek and jaw, his black eyes moving to my hair as he curled a dark green tendril of it around his finger. Sunshine seemed to be fascinated by colors. And I think he liked my witchy green mess of waves. I fought back the full-body shudder that wanted to dance over my skin at the wraith's nearness. 
"Yes," I said in reply to his question, forcing myself to focus as the ancient evil being fondled me. "I have some questions, and I think only you can answer them. But…" I pressed my lips together, not sure how to ask about Dyre's consciousness without sounding like I was being sneaky. I mean, I was being sneaky. No question about it. But I had good reason. 
I didn't want to upset Dyre any more than necessary—even if he was currently being a stubborn ass. It had to be a shock, finding out that you had a child you didn't know about—one who had lived and died hundreds of years ago—then realizing that meant you had unknowingly sired an entire line of evil jackasses, most of whom had fairly recently been executed for trying to commit genocide against the non-witch community. I knew there was genuine hurt and fear lurking behind his current jerk demeanor. 
And let's face it, this wasn't the first time I had delt with someone who wasn't keen on feeling and expressing their emotions. A certain fire elemental came to mind. But somehow it was easier with Aahil. His walls had been firmly in place from the moment I met the little terror, and I could see him getting better slowly over time, especially now that he had been effectively forced to start over. But with Dyre… this was a step backward from where we'd been before, and that was a whole new kind of pain. Instead of watching him work through his pain and open up to me, I felt like I was losing him entirely.
Maybe I should just let this gaping distance between us continue to grow. Maybe that was just common sense. But… I was a greedy Lovell at heart. Dyre was mine, and I would not give him up without a fight, damn it. 
Even if it meant asking questions I didn't really want the answer to. 
"Can Dyre hear us right now?" I asked softly, staring up into the ancient black eyes of his literal inner demon. 
Sunshine touched my face again, just a light brush of his cool fingers before he dropped his hand, those dark eyes staring calmly into my own. "He has retreated as far as possible. It is… something like sleep in that space. We are always tied together, but since we came to the agreement to share this body without fighting one another, we can… step back sometimes. He cannot hear us now. Does not wish to. My witch is in pain, and he fears even more pain is coming every time he speaks to you. He is not logical at the moment."
I closed my eyes in a slow blink. I knew Sunshine didn't mean to stab me in the heart with his words. He was simply stating facts. And he was very protective of his host, even if he didn't always understand the reasons for all the "silly mortal" emotions he carried. To Sunny, it didn't matter what caused it. Dyre was in pain, so he would do whatever he could to help stop his host's hurting. It was achingly sweet, the way the wraith so obviously loved Dyre, even if he knew he was one of the man's greatest sources of pain. 
Opening my eyes once more, I reached out and took the wraith's hand. Dyre's bitter words about not touching his body while he was gone rang in my memory, but damn it, this was Sunshine now, and I would not cut the wraith off from physical contact just because Dyre was throwing a tantrum. It wasn't like I was touching his dick or something. Just his hand. Just enough to let him know I didn't hate him. Cool fingers wrapped around my own as Sunny patiently waited for me to say what I needed to say. I felt his dark aura swell a bit at the contact, and I knew the wraith took as much comfort in the physical contact as I did. 
"Touch is not something that was ever freely given to me, and just me alone, before we met you," the wraith said in his deep, eerie, multi-layered voice. He had probably picked up on my emotions through the bond we shared. He didn't shut the lifebond down the way Dyre did. In fact, he opened it up even more as he spoke, and I felt his wonder and yearning. Sunny's experiences on the mortal plane before he was bound to Dyre didn't include a physical body. And after he was bound to Dyre, though he could experience things through the bond, any physical contact with other living beings was directed at Dyre. No one looked at them and said, "Hey, can you send out the evil entity inside you so I can hold its hand?"
I squeezed Sunny's fingers and gave him a wry smile. "Well, I'm a Lovell. Apparently, that means I'm into some kinky shit."
Sunny huffed a small laugh at my words, his other hand up coming to thread through my hair, then cup the back of my neck. "I wish to kiss you, witch. Dyre will be mad at both of us. But I'm willing to risk his wrath to taste you once more."
A sudden shot of fear-laced lust jolted through me. Yep, still very much into the wraith, even if his host was pissing me off at the moment. I nodded wordlessly.
That was all the permission Sunny needed. The wraith really wasn't a fan of beating around the bush or refusing to take what he wanted. He didn't see the point. And frankly, neither did I, most of the time. It really made you stop and think about all the silly, self-imposed limitations a person lived by. 
Cool lips met mine, and Sunshine drew me in closer, pressing our bodies together as he devoured my mouth. I opened to him, falling into the dark, comforting promise of his touch. The instinctive fear was there, but it was mellowed by my complete trust in this man… being… creature? I knew on a deep, unshakable level that was probably all thanks to the lifebond the three of us shared—Sunshine would never do anything to hurt me. Or Dyre. He wanted us both to be happy and safe. It was a strange thing for a wraith like him to feel, but the rarity and strangeness of it just made his feelings that much fiercer and more unwavering. 
He pulled back before we could cross Dyre's boundaries any further, his black eyes shining and aura pulsing with eerie power. "Thank you, Oleander Lovell."
I huffed a laugh as I tried to calm my ass down and remember that I had actual things I wanted to talk to the wraith about. "You're welcome." 
Taking a breath, I confirmed one more time that I wasn't about to fuck Dyre up any further. "He really can't hear us? And… is it possible to keep what I'm about to ask you a secret? Can you do that? Keep things from him when you share the same mind?"
It sounded so awful. In any other circumstances, I would never even think of asking Sunny to keep things from his host. This was all kinds of fucked up. 
Sunshine looked at me gravely, the sharp planes of Dyre's wan, handsome features even sharper somehow, more menacing with Sunshine fully in charge. "I dislike keeping things from him."
Disliked. Which meant he could, if he wanted to. "Okay, I get that. I really do. But… how about we talk first, then you decide if it's a conversation that you want to share with Dyre? Is that fair? I just don't want to hurt him any more than he's already hurting."
He nodded slowly. "Ask your questions, my witch." His hand lifted to play with my hair again. He was like a kid with a shiny new toy. 
"It has to do with the minor issue of me and Dyre being relatives," I said, getting right to the point. "He thinks it's wrong for us to continue our relationship now. But I'm not quite so sure. At least, I'm not willing to just walk away without doing some research." I sighed. "I really do care for him. I can't just suddenly… stop."
Sunshine shook his head as if he was also completely exasperated by his host's confusing behavior. "He is very upset by this for some reason. He wants you still, yearns for you the way I do. He constantly wants to be near you, to hold you. But he believes it is wrong now, for some stupid mortal reason. He thinks things like we are a monster, and we will taint you. Silly mortal things that make no sense."
I nodded. It was probably hard for an immortal entity who didn't normally have a physical body or the burden of emotions to understand the big deal about minor mortal concerns like incest. "It's… short version here, but it's a big deal, usually. Most mortals just find it uncomfortable to think about having a sexual or romantic relationship with anyone they are related to. Most. Not all. It's been done, lots of times, over the years. And in some societies, it has been—or is still—acceptable." 
I shrugged. "From a scientific standpoint, if a mortal has kids with someone they're too closely related to, it increases the risk of the kids having genetic disorders or health problems. With witches, the risk of health issues isn't as bad as it might be for, say, humans. Our magic nullifies a lot of that sort of thing. But the magic itself can be a problem. It can cause weird things like magic that's too strong to control, or unpredictable spells, that sort of thing. So, it's usually frowned on. You understand?"
He sighed. "Yes. But you are not siblings. You are not his own child. And none of the concerns you state are valid in his case, regardless. He is overreacting because he is thinking like a mortal. We are not mortal."
I licked my lips, knowing I wasn't going to like the answer to this question. "Sunny," I said slowly. "You said none of the things I mentioned are valid. I assume Dyre can't have children anymore?"
He nodded. "That is correct. He cannot sire offspring. Hosting me has… caused irreparable changes to his body."
I forced myself to soldier on, not liking the way the wraith kind of dodged around the details there. "There's more to it, though, isn't there? More than just some little physiology changes or your magic causing him to be sterile." If what I suspected was correct, Sunny was hiding a huge secret from Dyre. 
"Sunny, is Dyre… still alive?"






  
  Chapter 14

Andy


Dyre bitterly joked often enough about being a walking corpse, but I think that was more because of his deathly looks—his pale skin, and the bluish color of his lips, nails, and teeth—than because he thought it was true. Then again… he seemed to be fantastic at hiding his feelings. Maybe even from himself.  
Back when I was younger, when I had this magical thing called "free time," I read a lot of fairytales and legends, and I was really fascinated with the way human literature portrayed creatures they thought were myths and make-believe. And it was really interesting to see how much they got right, where there were grains of truth interspersed throughout the nonsense. There were human legends of the living dead. And some of them described the way Dyre's skin, teeth, and nails had changed colors. Was that just a coincidence? Maybe. But the Lovell in me just couldn't leave that little nugget of almost-truth alone. 
Sunshine's black eyes bore into mine for a long moment before he answered my question. The memory of my words lingered in the silence between us like a ghost. Is Dyre still alive? 
"No," the wraith said evenly. "It is a difficult thing to define, perhaps, given our unique situation, but I believe that in the ways you allude to… no, Dyre is not alive. He died the night his parents forced me into his body. I have been keeping him alive ever since."
I knew. I knew I didn't really want to hear the answer to this question. But here we were. I always was too stubborn for my own damned good. "I knew that if you were forced out, it would kill him," I said softly. That was common knowledge. Once possessed by an entity like the ones needed to become a necromancer, a witch could not let go of the power without severe consequences. And if left in place, the possession itself would eventually kill them over time as the entity drained them like a parasite, just a bit more slowly and with a loss of free will along the way. Then the evil entity would go on its way to cause mayhem somewhere else.
Necromancers and other dark magic practitioners who took this insane path had the potential to access great power, and—if they didn't do something stupid like get themselves killed by the SA for their crimes—they had the potential to live longer than a human. But generally, they were drained by whatever dark force they had bargained with. If I had to guess, I'd say that anyone stupid enough to voluntarily tie a dark being to them in bondage probably had the ego to think they'd be the exception to the rule. That they'd find a way around the natural order of things and somehow gain all that power and find a way not to be sucked dry by the evil inside them. People like that thought they were different. That it wouldn't happen to them because they were so unique and clever. But they were always wrong. Always. 
But Sunshine and Dyre were different. They hadn't sought this bond. They had been forced into it by Dyre's family, neither one of them a willing participant. They had each recognized the pain of the other and had somehow struck a deal, agreeing to live together with as much harmony as possible. 
"You said you try not to take more life force from Dyre than he can handle," I said, my voice nearly a whisper. "You said you are both weak because you don't take what you really need, and he gives more than he can really afford. That… I thought that meant you wouldn't drain him the way others would."
Sunshine's face softened, looking a little more like Dyre than the wraith, even though I knew by the eyes and the aura that the monster was still in charge. "He didn't survive the bonding. He died the next morning, as we sat on the roof of his family estate and looked out at the sunrise. I could feel him slipping away, knew I would be free from this confusing, horrible prison of mortal flesh. But… the sun was rising. I saw color for the first time in my long, empty existence. And I felt his sadness over all that he had just lost. I was curious. I wanted to see more. So I stayed. Rather than devouring the last of his life energy the way I should have, I kept his soul tethered to his body." 
He shook his head, as if he couldn't believe it himself. "I meant to let him fade after I satisfied my curiosity. But somehow, I put it off. Finding reasons to stay." He met my eyes unflinchingly. "I take energy from him. I must, to keep myself alive. To keep us both alive. But… I always leave just enough to keep his soul here. This body," he touched his own skinny chest reverently. "He says it is his. It is important to him, so I let him believe this. But in truth, it is ours. It is… perhaps more mine than his. Because I am the one who lets us remain here, in this home of flesh and bone."
I couldn't stop the stupid tears that overflowed my eyes and trailed down my cheeks. I was right. If Dyre heard this, it would probably break him. He was so fiercely independent. So clear about the fact that his body was his own, and that Dyre was only a passenger. An unwilling houseguest he'd grown to tolerate. He would be devastated.
If he didn't already know. 
He had to suspect. He was so clever, and so skilled at working through magical puzzles and problems… he probably knew but just refused to let himself admit it. And I was sure as hell not going to be the one to force him to face this truth. 
"So," I said, sniffling back my tears and wiping my face with my hands as I tried to refocus on my original purpose. "Dyre's not closely related to me by blood. We're at least eight generations away, though I think it could be more. I need to check on something to do with an adopted kid one of my relatives took in…" I waved my hand to dismiss all of that. "But the bigger point here is that even if we were too closely related by modern standards… it's not like we can have offspring. There is literally no consequence whatsoever in us being together. And…." I trailed off, afraid to say it out loud. 
"And Dyre is long dead anyway," Sunshine said in his usual unemotional voice. As if he was just stating facts and couldn't see what the rest of us were making a fuss about. "As I said, his concerns are not valid. He is overreacting."
I snorted. "Yeah. He's probably not overreacting. You just don't get all the emotions he's feeling. And I'm sure there's more to it than just whether he's contemplating boinking his great-great-however-the-fuck-many-greats granddaughter. But I had to know. To be sure I wasn't missing anything here."
Sunshine cupped my face in one big hand, running his thumb over my cheekbone. "You are ours. He is simply… lost for a moment. We will convince him not to leave."
I closed my eyes as my chest clenched. I knew it. I knew Dyre's first instinct would be to run. Even so, it hurt. "He wants to leave?"
Sunshine stepped closer, his black aura encompassing mine like a dark hug. "He thinks it is for the best. If he leaves, he will not be tempted. And he thinks he was wrong to have hope that we could stay. That we could belong somewhere for once. He thinks he caused all of your pain simply by existing. That he is the reason you had to endure your awful family. He forgets that without him, you would not even exist." Cool lips touched my forehead. "I will not let him do this. We will convince him. Together."
I was being comforted by a wraith wearing a witch's body like a comfy pair of pajamas he'd borrowed. The same wraith who was keeping Dyre alive for no reason other than he just couldn't bear to let his life spark go out. I pulled back just far enough to kiss him again, going up on my tiptoes and wrapping my arms around this supposedly evil creature as I drank him in, tears of gratitude falling from my eyes. Without him, I never would have met Dyre. He would have lived and died hundreds of years before I was even born. 
All this awfulness. Dyre's pain. Sunshine's imprisonment. My cursed family. The stupid bestiary and the enslavement it caused. My own hardships. I had tried to wish it all away a million times in the past. But right now, I wouldn't change any of it. Because none of us would be here if things hadn't happened just as they did. 
Sunshine held me tight, rough and fiercely possessive. He let out a little growl of frustration. Then he pulled back, our lips barely brushing, cool breath ghosting over my skin. "Dyre's consciousness is stirring. And I promised I would never force him to stay in the dark. I must let him wake."
"Okay," I breathed, watching as the black faded from his eyes, slowly replaced by Dyre's beautiful violet gaze. 
Dyre took a deep breath. Then he seemed to realize what was going on and how close we were. He jerked away from me like he'd been burned, his face twisting into a mask of anger. "What the fuck? I told you not to touch me!"
Then he froze as he took in my probably pathetic expression, his gaze roaming over my face. He lifted a shaky hand, one big thumb wiping away my tears. "What happened?" he hissed. "What did he do to you? I've never seen you look so… what did he do, Lovell?"
I shook my head. "Nothing," I said, my voice cracking a bit before I could get control of it. "He didn't do anything." He did everything. The dark, ancient, supposedly evil entity did literally everything to keep Dyre alive and happy. 
"Andy," Dyre breathed, his deep voice soft and free of its recent coldness, for just a moment. "I can't. I just—"
I shook my head. "You can. You just won't. And that's okay. It's okay to not want more. It's okay to take some time. It's okay to do whatever you think will make you happy. Just don't run away, okay? Don't use this as an excuse to disappear the second you get the chance." I wiped the last of the dampness from my cheeks and squared my shoulders as I looked up into those confused violet eyes. "We're not done talking about this. About us. But… just give Sunny a break, okay? He's not a monster. And neither are you."
I wanted to hug him. To demand that he stop being so stubborn and just let me help him work through whatever was bothering him. That he let me love him. But he needed time. And even if I wasn't sure how much time we had with everything else going on around us at the moment… I had to give him what he needed. 
So, I pulled up my big-girl panties, turned, and walked away, my heart aching so badly I could barely breathe.  






  
  Chapter 15

Andy


After my unsettling interaction with Dyre and Sunshine, I retreated to my room and shut the door, locking it to keep anyone from bursting in and interrupting my solitude with one more fucking problem.  
My heart was heavy. But I needed to move past that for now, to focus on something practical… like what that pamphlet meant and what we were going to do now. We couldn't hide here in the pocket world forever. First of all, I wasn't entirely sure how long the bubble of safety I had created would even last. And secondly, we were going to run out of resources–out of food, out of energy to sustain the beings in our family who needed other energies to survive. 
Plus, I was just stubborn enough to be pissed about hiding. It felt like I had let the SA win. We ran away with our tails between our legs, while they carried on taking over the damned world, or whatever the hell their endgame was. It didn't sit right. Yes, I wanted my new family here to be safe. But it galled me to just walk away and leave the magical world at the mercy of a corrupt entity hiding beneath the guise of a benevolent protector. 
It made me wonder… how many other so-called villains or criminals were really just scapegoats for the SA? How many of their stories of great triumph and saving the day were just bullshit? Were there others like us in hiding, or rotting away in captivity somewhere, who were innocent, who had been made out to be the bad guys just so the SA would look good? 
I rubbed my temples as I paced around my bedroom, my mind turning over everything that had happened as I tried to figure out what the hell I could do about it. 
The warm charm of bone and stone that hung nestled between my breasts cooled against my skin as Elijah's spirit flowed from the anchoring charm to materialize before me. 
Right. Around here, locked doors only offered so much privacy. Elijah was technically always with me, and he and Ambrose had the uncanny ability to lurk in the shadows or the aether, being a little bit here and a little bit elsewhere at all sorts of odd times. And Hasumi and Aahil could both dematerialize and transport wherever they liked in the blink of an eye. 
The only ones a door stopped were Dyre, Zhong, and Niamh… and they wouldn't be deterred for long, if they really wanted in. Even Bis had a little doggie-door flap I had installed for him to come and go from my room as he pleased. 
I sighed. 
Elijah hovered before me in all his ghost-angel glory. His misty, see-through form was just solid enough for me to make out his high cheekbones and square jaw, the perfect line of his broad shoulders and tall, lean body. Glowing blue orbs for eyes, and faint, golden branches of light for wings. He really was something to behold, now that he was a bit more visible. 
The ghost said nothing at first, just held out a flowing, see-through hand to me. I gave him a sad smile as I lifted my own hand, letting my fingers trail through the barely there misty coolness of his incorporeal form. 
"You are troubled," he said in his soft, hollow voice. "Is there anything I can do?"
I sighed. "Troubled doesn't even begin to describe how I feel right now," I said honestly. My mouth moved before my brain caught up. "I wish you could hold me."
Elijah was the first person I had met from the bestiary which held my newfound family captive. I vividly recalled the sense of annoyed, tired resignation that had washed over me when he first appeared and demanded that I help free the beings from the dusty old grimoire. 
It was laughable now. I had known that righting my evil family's wrongs wouldn't be fun or easy. But I had thought I'd get it over with as quickly as possible and get back to my life, back to hiding who and what I was while I lived among magicless humans in the Planus realm, far away from my family's legacy. 
How wrong I had been. 
And… I was glad. Despite all the stress and pain and messiness of it all, I was glad Elijah had appeared to me, guided me to that horrible book and roped me into helping. I had never realized just how lonely I was before. Just how tired I was of hiding, of making myself small, and of living without true ties to the magic that flowed through my veins. 
It was Elijah's fault that I got involved. It was the dead angel who had goaded me to do the right thing, even when I knew there were easier paths. He had been the first one to see me and believe that I was not like my parents and ancestors. He told me there was good in me. Let me believe I was right, that I wasn't like them and that I never had to be. 
Elijah had been a solid presence of confidence and support all along, and a bit of a moral compass when I needed it most. A colossal task for a being who was nothing more than mist and memories, a mere wisp of the man he had been when he was alive. 
Elijah had been there with me through so much. And despite what I knew of angels and their nonsense about holiness and being the superior beings… there was something innately comforting and calming about my ghostly companion. What would it be like to be held by him? To rest in his quiet, solid surety for a while?
But saying that out loud was heartless. Of course Elijah wished he had a body too. He had told me before how much he yearned to be able to touch me, to hold me. I felt like the worst sort of asshole, bringing it up now. He was trapped forever in this in between state. Able to observe and comment, but never really do more. Stuck as a ghost until the last bit of his power finally faded and he was no more. 
Tears welled up in my eyes and I wiped them angrily away. Everyone I knew was hurting these days, and I couldn't do a damned thing to stop it. 
"Oh, Andy," Elijah whispered, a cool, ghostly brush of air against my cheek as he pantomimed touching me there. "Don't cry for me, my witch."
I shook my head. "I damn well will!" I snapped. "It isn't fair."
He let out a sound, the ghostly version of a sigh. "I lived my life long ago. Yes, I died far younger than I had hoped. But if that hadn't happened, I never would have met you. I never would have known what love feels like." Those blue orbs blazed brighter for a moment. "You've given me so much. More than you realize. Do not berate yourself for not being able to give me more."
I sniffled. It was silly, standing here crying over a ghost. But he was my ghost. And he deserved better. 
"Let me hold you the only way I can?" Elijah asked, drifting closer. 
I let out a sigh and nodded. I might not be enfolded in his arms, but at least we had this. 
Elijah settled over me, his essence blanketing me and soaking into my aura. I welcomed him in. As always, it wasn't a true possession. Just a bonding. An allowing. His ethereal aura melded with mind, and I felt him there, our feelings and sensations melded. He could experience some small taste of what it was like to be in a body like this, to feel physical sensations through me. And I could feel him in return. Feel his joy. His tenderness and love toward me. Even if it was layered over a bittersweet yearning that both of us ignored. 
I wrapped my arms around myself as I perched on the edge of my bed, hugging us both the way Elijah never could. "I love you," I whispered. I didn't need to say the words aloud. I knew he could feel what I felt, the same way I felt his emotions. But speaking words gave them power. It felt right to give my feelings a voice. 
We sat like that for a long while, and I took comfort from Elijah's unflinching confidence in me. He thought I could do this. That I could figure out all of my problems, help the others heal, and get us out of this mess we were in with the authorities. And for a moment, I believed it too. 
When Elijah eventually retreated, flowing out of my aura and back into the charm that hung around my neck, I felt a new determination settle in my bones. I would figure things out. There was no other option. 
I had Lovell blood and magic in my veins, damn it. My bloodline might be evil as hell, but they were also powerful. More powerful than anyone in the damned Supernatural Alliance. I had an uncanny knack for inventing new magic. I did it all the time, in little ways. I did it when I picked apart the bindings on the bestiary, a grimoire that was just saturated in powerful magic. And then I went and built an entire fucking pocket world and moved the entire Lovell estate into it. I did that. All on the spur of the moment. I was fucking awesome at pulling shit out of my ass when I had to. 
So, I'd figure this out. 
And alongside that conviction, a new, quiet and devious thought was forming in the recesses of my mind.
Elijah needed a body. I was one of the most powerful witches to walk the earth–sure, I needed some actual training to fully access my abilities, but still. I had a fucking necromancer with the vast power of a wraith living with me. Between the two of us, there had to be something we could do to help Elijah. 
The ghost would refuse, at first. I knew he would. Even though he had long ago left behind most of his holier-than-thou attitude, he did sometimes have a rather rigid moral compass. And I knew he wouldn't think that helping himself was worth the time and energy. But it was. It so was. 
I was just going to have to embrace a little bit of that Lovell darkness to do it. 
But hell, maybe that was the answer to all of my little problems anyway. I couldn't be afraid of my heritage and my power forever. 
Eventually I was going to have to embrace who I was. 






  
  Chapter 16

Andy


Boredom.  
Despite my newfound motivation a few days ago, I was currently convinced that it wasn't all the challenges that would kill me in the end; it was the damned boredom. 
Sure, I had all kinds of ideas for things to do kicking around in my head, ready to rise up and fill the empty space when I wasn't musing over how to solve the whole SA thing, but there were just a lot of boring everyday things that needed to be attended to, and that was going to slowly drive me mad. I was tired of being cooped up. Of having nowhere to roam except the inside the walls of the cursed Lovell mansion or the couple of small courtyards I had brought along with us to the pocket world. 
Currently, I was standing in the kitchen shelling beans and preparing them, getting them either drying or soaking so we could cook them up and make veggie burgers. 
The magic-powered generator was still working here, somehow, as was the plumbing. I spared a moment to wonder where the plumbing actually went now. But I suspected I didn't really want to know the answer. I suspected that somewhere back in Magea, where the Lovell estate used to be, there was a pile of magically appearing waste. Either that, or it was somehow still being shunted into the sewer system back there… I had literally no clue how that worked. I had simply cast out my spell and let the magic do its thing. All I knew was that we had running water here, and the sinks and toilets worked…. 
I chuckled to myself at the thought of a bunch of SA agents standing around, scratching their heads as they tried to figure out where we went and where the shower of sewage was coming from. I seriously hoped that was a thing they had to deal with. 
Regardless of the hows, the important part was that though the fridge and freezer still worked, we were burning through our last bit of meat. Vegetables we could grow, even if they didn't grow quite the same way they did back home. But protein sources… that took some creativity. Niamh and I had found some beans, lentils, and peas to plant, and we had allotted a good deal of space in one of the courtyards, and a good chunk of our magic to encourage the plants to grow and mature at record speed. Combined with the other vegetables we grew, we weren't in any danger of starving. But I could see the meat eaters among us getting tired of black bean burgers and lentil soup pretty quickly. 
Bis chittered at me when I got lost my mental tangent, bringing me back to the present with his chivvying. Right, task at hand and all that. 
I pushed another bowl of freshly picked beans his way so he could continue shelling them with his clever little fingers. "Sorry," I told him with a sigh. 
Bis huffed at me, but reached out a hand to pat my arm, as if to say he understood that my brain was overburdened at the moment. I stroked his striped head in response. Bis was more than an animal. He had an uncanny way of communicating like a human, and I was sure my family probably did something nasty to incorporate something human into his makeup. I usually got the gist of what he conveyed, and Niamh could actually understand him. But it would be awesome if he could speak. Man, the things this little guy had seen. I bet he had a lot of things he'd like to say. 
I eyed him speculatively as I worked. When I was done here, I decided, we'd experiment with a communication board. Maybe I could really test out my theory about his intelligence and desire to communicate…. If I could get Elijah a body–which I would do, damn it–then surely I could get Bis a voice. 
Dyre walked in, interrupting my train of thought. He wore a distant look on his thin, angular face, as if he was mostly lost in thought himself. The bluish shadows under his eyes were deeper than usual, looking almost like fresh bruises against his deathly pale skin. 
"Do we have any vervain left?" he asked without really looking at me. His deep voice trailed off as he shook his head, clearly having a silent conversation with Sunny. "And valerian root? Black cohosh?"
I arched a brow. "Sleeping potion?"
He finally seemed to come back to the here and now, his violet eyes finding mine. "Yes."
His voice was wary, expression guarded, but I gave him a sympathetic look as I went to the cabinet where I stored my stock of dried herbs. "I know the feeling."
I handed him the bottles he requested, eyeing the low quantities in each one. "I'll get more going. I think we have space in the north corner of the back courtyard."
He stared at me for a moment, brow furrowed, as if he was thinking furiously. I waited patiently, half expecting the necromancer to simply turn and walk away, avoiding things as usual. He surprised me when he clutched the bottles I'd given him to his chest, over the band logo on his black emo t-shirt. "It's not because of you," he finally said, deep voice soft and awkward, and full of aching vulnerability. 
I knew he wasn't talking about the lack of sleep…or maybe he was, in a roundabout way. He was talking about us. About his refusal to consider a relationship with me. 
"I need you to know that," he said, still standing there tall and rigid with his vials of sleeping herbs clutched in his long, elegant fingers. 
I snorted. "It's not you, it's me, right? Gee, haven't heard that one before."
He sighed. I thought for sure this time he really would leave, but apparently, he was making a colossal effort to not be a complete asshole today. "I had a child," he murmured, his heart bleeding out into his deep, sad voice. "I… never knew. I thought I would never have a family of my own. It was one of the pointless things I mourned, back when I was first turned into a necromancer." 
I turned to face him, wanting to go over and hug the idiot, but afraid that really would send him running. Gleaming violet eyes met mine in the face of an abomination, the thing witchy nightmares were made of. "I wish I would have known. So I could say I watched her from afar. I wish I knew her. What she looked like. If she had my ridiculous red hair. Or Maureen's eyes." His voice cracked on that last bit, and I squeezed my hands into fists to keep from reaching for him. 
"She was yours," I told him with a watery smile. "I bet she was perfect. And a little arrogant. And the absolute envy of every witch who met her."
He just stared at me, looking lost. "Is my blood cursed? Was she a horrible person who continued a horrible legacy that caused all sorts of untold suffering? I can't think of that little girl—my little girl, though I never knew her—and reconcile that with the monster who started yet another an evil coven and carried on the Blaisdell legacy in the Lovells."
I drew in a deep breath. This was why he was talking to me. He needed me to tell him about the first witch of the Lovell coven. About the daughter he never knew existed. The last bit of his mortal life. He needed me to tell him he wasn't a monster. 
And if he was desperate enough to come here and actually ask, then Dyre was hurting more than I could ever know. He was probably bleeding out inside from all these self-inflicted wounds. 
"I can find out for you," I told him softly. "There are histories around here. Journals. Grimoires. We can find out. But Dyre, even if she was a horrible person, that isn't because of you. Everyone is innocent when they are born. It's the world that twists and warps them. And…" I drew in a deep breath and let it out, my face twisting into a grimace as I admitted something I never wanted to admit to myself. "Not all of my family were evil monsters. I think I turned out fine, mostly. And my sister did everything she could to get us away. I don't think she's evil. There were others. They were pushed aside and vilified by the rest of our the coven for their supposed weaknesses and their mushy hearts, but…there were good people in the family along the way. Did you know one of my great-great aunts invented the cure to several terminal human illnesses?" The rest of the family saw her as an embarrassment who wasted her talents. But she had been one of the good ones.
He blinked at me, as if he wasn't sure whether I was telling the truth. "She was murdered, of course," I said dryly. "By her sister. Jealous bitch lobbed an inside-out curse her way." I waved my hand to dismiss that lovely mental image. "But… the evil? It wasn't ingrained in them, not really. It was a product of their environment. Of greed and lust for power, and of that power being placed in the hands of a few bad eggs, allowing the rot to grow. You are not responsible for any of that."
He licked his lips and gave me a curt nod, then he finally did what I had been expecting him to do all along; he put up his indifferent walls and straightened his spine to his full, looming height. "Thank you for the herbs."
"Anytime," I told him. 
I shook my head as the wounded, confused necromancer turned and strode out of the room, once more hiding his pain.
A heartbeat later, the shadows in the corner stirred, and Ambrose stepped out. "I'll go keep an eye on him," the boogeyman told me, pressing a kiss to my temple before disappearing once more. 
I huffed. Seriously, zero privacy around here. 
But I was glad for it at the moment. Dyre needed someone right now. And if he wasn't ready to turn to me for comfort, then I was glad he still had Ambrose. 
There was a strange little shift in the air, a sensation like a bubble popping as magic equalized, making my ears pop along with it. In its wake, a newspaper appeared on the kitchen table. 
It had been happening every day now. Headlines were always highlighted or circled. And it all showed the same terrifying trend. Things were falling apart in the outside world. There was ongoing strife between the Supernatural Alliance and the people they were supposed to protect. Yesterday's paper highlighted the militant bent that the Alliance was taking in response. They were abusing power, doling it out to only those they deemed worthy. Pockets of resistance were forming. And I could see where this was all heading, either from some latent witchy foresight, or from simple plain-old common sense and lack of faith in the world. There were rumblings of war. 
The question was, did I give a fuck? 
And if I did, what the hell was I supposed to do about it? I was one person, with seven powerful friends and one skunk-hedgehog-rat hybrid against the governing body of the entire Magea realm… and probably some Planus nuts, too. 
"Figure it out," I muttered to myself as I took out a few seed packets and headed to the courtyard to plant more herbs. 
I wasn't sure whether I was talking to myself or the rest of the world, but either way, someone was just going to have to fucking figure it out. 






  
  Chapter 17

Niamh


I finished washing my hands in the courtyard fountain as I watched Andy mutter to herself and furiously scratch out notes in her notebook. The water in the fountain was as magical as always. Powered by Hasumi's abilities, it was always burbling away, eternally clear. Every trace of dirt and green residue from my gardening endeavors flowed away and was transmuted in the blink of an eye. I trailed my fingers through the cool silvery water for a moment more, enjoying the touch of this element almost as much as I enjoyed the grounding energies of the earth.  
I missed our home world. This place didn't live and breathe like Magea. I couldn't sense its ebb and flow around me in the same way. But at least I was alive and free—able to mourn my home realm. 
Andy huffed and scribbled, scratching out something she had written with frustrated strokes of her pen. She had been like this all week. I knew she was trying to come up with some solution to the problems that plagued us. It was something we had all been wrestling with as we went about our new routine here in the pocket world. But I was afraid my witch was taking too much responsibility for this, pushing herself too hard to solve all the world's problems at once. 
No hunt would be successful if the hunter wasn't keen enough to get out of their own way. I sighed, wishing a bow or a hunting knife were the answer to our issues. I wanted to hunt, a physical hunt, to use my finely honed fae senses to track down the imbeciles who had caused this mess and skin them. The magical community had always treated Andy poorly, simply because of the actions of her clan. And now they were persecuting her, ready to imprison or kill the witch at the whim of a corrupt organization that never should have been given so much power in the first place. And the rest of along with her, if they couldn't find a way to bend us to their own purposes first.
Desperate people were always willing to give up their freedoms and their common sense when they succumbed to fear. I was trapped in the bestiary during the magical civil war that was instigated by Andy's parents. I didn't know all the details. But I knew entire communities were wiped out by witch supremacists. My clan—my family—had been one of those casualties. I emerged from the bestiary to find them all long dead, killed in the war. The SA had risen after that conflict, built itself up on the ashes of loss and fear. I was sure the entire magical community had been happy to give over power to anyone who said they believed in equality and safety for all living creatures. 
Even if it was all just meaningless rhetoric. 
And now, the Alliance was up to something, some power grab that involved gathering powerful magical artifacts, dealing with supremacist zealots, and turning the public eye toward Andy and our newly found family. 
But the public didn't know that. The civil war was still fresh in people's minds. It had only been a couple of decades since the horrors of that conflict. The magical races were long-lived, so that amount of time was nothing to them. People were still desperate for safety. They remembered the war clearly enough to fear. To want to put their trust in the SA once again, to hope that the shining organization that had saved them before would once again swoop in and give them peace and safety when there were rumblings of discontent. They didn't realize that the SA was the source of this new rising conflict. People would believe anything if it gave them some sense of safety and security. And Andy probably thought everything rested on her shoulders, as usual.
I sighed and dried my hands on my pants before striding over to where Andy sat on the little bench along the wall of the mansion overlooking this small courtyard garden. "You didn't cause any of this," I reminded her firmly. "It wasn't you who started this trouble."
She looked up at me, her furious scribbling finally coming to a halt. The pained scowl she had been wearing faded from her face, and a wry smile replaced it. Her gray eyes met mine, and she huffed a bitter laugh. "No, but I'm sure as shit going to be the one to end it."
I loved that about her, usually. The way she just decided she was going to fix everything all the time. But at the moment, I was afraid her determination might push her toward a breaking point. I reached out and took her notebook and pen from her, closing the journal where she kept her ideas and did her brainstorming. "Maybe," I told her with an arch of my brow. "But not today." I tossed her things to the side, where they landed on a small patch of grass with a muffled thump. 
She raised her eyebrows at me in return. "Oh?"
I smiled, slow and wicked, as I reached out and drew my fingertips along her cheek, tracing the sweet curve of her oval face. So soft, my witch. She didn't look like a warrior, with her lush curves, her tumbled green hair and soft storm-cloud eyes. But she was. She was as much a hunter as I was, in her own way. She hunted for answers. She hunted for justice, for herself, and for the rest of us. I knew she'd figure out what to do. She always did. She would come up with some brash, dangerous, brave solution—one that was part genius and part madness, in usual Lovell fashion—then she'd go execute that idea as if she never once doubted her own success. It was simply what she did. 
And I would be right there with her, fighting alongside her however I needed to. But for now…. I was a fae hunter, known for my cunning and ferocity. Able to track any magical creature I was after. Able to handle any fight with the grace and power of my ancestors. But this woman, from the very beginning, always drew out another side of me. One I hadn't known existed. I wanted to nurture. To comfort. All these soft things tangled up with my need to protect. 
And right now, what Andy needed protecting from was herself. 
I leaned in closer, bracing a hand on the back of the bench as I invaded her space. "You need a break," I informed her in a conversational tone, despite the way all my hunting instincts suddenly flared to life, ready to seek a different kind of prey. I could smell her spike of interest, taste the flavor of her magic on the air, hear the sudden uptick in her heartbeat, all my senses alive and attuned to her.
Andy smirked at me, knowing full well what I was up to. "Do I?" Her hands came to rest on my hips as I nudged her legs apart and stood between her knees. Always so welcoming, my witch. I wanted to sink into her softness and get lost. But she was the one who needed a distraction, not me.
Leaning closer, I touched my lips to hers, just a soft whisper of a caress, a tease, a promise. "You do," I replied. "And I think I have just the thing."
I nuzzled at her neck, trailing kisses down the side, reveling in the way she shivered at my touch on the sensitive skin. Pausing at her shoulder, I nipped with my sharp canines, making her suck in a surprised little breath that went right to my center, earning a shudder from me in reply. I hadn't had her all to myself in quite some time. I needed to remedy that. 
My hands found her generous breasts, cupping and kneading, weighing them in my palms. What I wouldn't give to have her stretched out naked among the plants right now, under a warm Magea sun, rather than this strange in between light. But I would make do for now. 
Andy hummed against my lips as I moved back to kissing her, not teasing this time. Her lips parted for me, and I tangled my tongue with hers, the taste of her like fresh green grass and earth magic. Her aura reached for mine, a bright thing tinged with just a subtle hint of the necromancer's darkness. I hated that. Not the cool, dark flavor of the man's magic, but the fact that she was lifebonded to him. It made me want to demand the same thing. I yearned to be connected to her that way. But theirs was a bond created out of necessity. I knew it wasn't something she would enter into if given a choice. So, I had to be content with just this, with the feel of our auras twining when we were intimate and our guard was lowered. 
I devoured her mouth like a starving person, my hand sliding under her shirt to find bare skin. I could tell before, of course, but this confirmation made me nearly purr with delight. I loved it when my witch went without a bra. Needless contraptions. Of course, I bound my breasts when hunting, but on Andy… bras were just a barrier to my delight. She sighed against my lips as I ran my thumbs over her nipples, making them pebble beneath my touch. She really was so responsive. And so lush, the living embodiment of the earth energy she carried—the power of life, and growth, and fertility. 
It wasn't long before I got my way, my curvy witch spread out naked on a patch of grass that hadn't yet been taken over by vegetable plants. Climbing vines of sweet peas trailed overhead on their trellis, their pink blossoms lending their beauty to the moment. I shed my own clothes as well, uncaring if someone should walk out here and catch us. It wasn't exactly a secret that she was enjoying us all, and it wouldn't be the first time any of them had watched me take Andy apart with my mouth. 
I eased her soft thighs apart and prowled forward on my hands and knees toward my goal, enjoying the way her back arched and her hands wrapped around my antlers at the first swipe of my tongue through her slick folds. "Fuck, Niamh," she murmured breathlessly. "You are so good at that."
I chuckled, pausing in my slow torture to glance up at her, past the sweet swell of her belly and the perfect softness of her breasts. "I'm only getting started, witch."
I felt her magic swell around me as I continued, swirling my tongue around her clit as we worked a spell just for us. My fingers slid into her slick heat, and she convulsed around me only a moment later, magic bursting and twining around us, sending echoes of enhanced pleasure through both of us. I felt the echoes of her climax as my own, and I writhed against the ground, suddenly craving friction. 
Andy tugged on my antlers impatiently, and I crawled up her body, pressing my leanness to her curves. Our legs tangled, and we rocked gently, enjoying the friction as we kissed, losing ourselves in each other. 
Eventually, I pulled back, trailing my hand over her hip and thigh in a caress as I urged her to roll with me, to come kneel over my face. Andy just laughed and ignored my urging. "I know what you're doing," she informed me, her face still flushed from her pleasure. "And it's not happening."
I arched a brow at her. "Oh? And just what are you talking about?"
She laughed and grabbed my hip instead, pulling me with her as she rolled, bringing me on top. "You're trying to distract me and make this all about me. Again." She grinned. "Stop being so self-sacrificing and come sit on my face."
I barked a laugh at her words. But who was I to argue? Pressing a lingering kiss to her breasts, I did as she ordered. Her hands gripped my ass as she sucked on my clit, and I braced myself on the nearby bench, rocking as I chased my pleasure, riding her face like a wild beast, losing myself to the chase, to the building pleasure inside me and the climax that lingered just out of reach. 
Andy hummed against my sensitized flesh, doubling down on her efforts as release crashed over me, making me cry out. She laved her tongue over my quivering flesh until I finally collapsed, rolling off her in a tangle of heavy limbs and quiet bliss. 
"See," Andy said smugly, rolling to face me as we sprawled together under the strangely colored sky. "Much better when it's not all about me, right?"
I huffed, turning my head to look at her. "I suppose it was sufficient. For the first round."
She smacked me on the arm and closed her eyes as if she was going to settle in and sleep right here, naked and happy in the middle of the courtyard. "Lies. I blew your mind, and you know it."
I moved to sit with my back against the garden bench, Andy's head pillowed on my thigh as I combed my fingers through the silkiness of her tangled green waves. "Mmm, possibly."
The light, constant breeze that always existed here trailed lazy fingers over my exposed skin and I soaked in the ambient magic, bolstered by the magic Andy and I had just inadvertently shared with our lovemaking. "We will figure things out," I finally said, still stroking her soft hair. "You don't have to do it all alone."
She sighed against my thigh. "I know. I just… I wish I had some direction. Some idea what to do next. I hate the not knowing. This limbo. It makes me feel useless."
I nodded. I knew what she meant. I was getting sick of this inaction too. But… "One of the most important things to remember, something that every great fae hunter knows well," I informed her softly. "Is how to wait. How to watch and plan and only strike when the time is right."
She sat up, crossing her legs and looking out at the courtyard as she considered my words, like a verdant fertility goddess carved from warmly glowing marble. "Well, I hope the damned time is right soon," she snarked. "Because I'm going to go stir crazy if we have to wait much longer. Although…" she turned to regard me with one eyebrow raised. "Maybe if I spent more of my time like this, I'd feel differently."
I chuckled, stretching my arms out above my head, toward the non-existent sun, as energy coursed through me, fully considering another tumble in the grass. "I'm happy to help you pass the time, witch."
Unfortunately, our interlude was interrupted when the boogeyman and the necromancer came striding into the courtyard, arms waving, voices raised, clearly in the middle of a heated argument. When they finally saw us, they both froze. Ambrose simply let his eyes slide over Andy, as his irritated expression was replaced by a slow smile of appreciation. But the distant look on Dyre's face had my witch tensing up and immediately reaching for her clothes. 
So much for all my hard work. The necromancer prick had just erased all the ease from Andy's being. Typical. I hadn't expected him to come out here, since his little corpse guard dog was stationed in the other courtyard right now. Huffing, I flopped onto my back in the grass and closed my eyes. I wasn't ashamed of my body, nakedness was natural. So was communing with the earth this way. And neither of the men would leer at me anyway. They knew what I thought of cock. Ugh. No, thank you. 
Andy and Dyre shared some stilted words, and I felt them both moving away, probably back to chatting about spells and whatever secret project Andy had been hounding him about for the last few days. I thought it had something to do with Elijah, if their sudden silence around the ghost was any indication. 
I started when something touched my shoulder. Turning my head, I opened one eye to glare at the boogeyman who had just nudged me with a toe. He had his hands in the pockets of his immaculate black pants as he gazed down at me. "Sorry to interrupt," he said with a wry smile. "How is she? Any better?"
I huffed and closed my eyes again. "She was. Until you two idiots came out here. You need to get your boyfriend under control before I stab him for stressing her out."
He chuckled, deep and dark. "I'll try to siphon some of the heavier emotions off her when I get the chance."
I waved him away and felt the shift in magic that said he had dematerialized to go spy on the others. The boogeyman was strange. But I appreciated the way he was always silently looking after everyone. Odd for a nightmare. And odd for me, to consider the dark creature an ally… a friend.
A few moments later, my basking was interrupted again. But this time I didn't mind so much. Tiny rodent feet walked up my leg, across my belly, and to the center of my torso, where Bis chittered at me softly before he gently curled up to take a nap on me. 
"Is Andy okay?" his little chirps asked, my affinity for animals letting me understand him with ease. 
"She'll be fine," I told him, patting his little head. "She's just stressed out."
"Does she know about the hole, then?" 
I stiffened. "The hole? The hole in what, Bis?"
He kneaded his little paws into my stomach as he stretched and yawned. "The one where her magic is leaking out. Where the pocket world is tethered."
His tone was so matter of fact. As if surely, we all saw what he was talking about. 
"Damn it," I muttered. This was not good. If Andy was leaking magic and it had something to do with the pocket world, we were all in danger. 
And… how had Bis picked up on it when no one else had?






  
  Chapter 18

Zhong


I stared down at the envelope on the kitchen table while I waited for the others to arrive. Why was I always the one who was in here when the damned things came? I wasn't a magic worker like the others. I could  sense magic, and Andy was teaching me how to do some small, useful household spells, but this was beyond me. All my gargoyle abilities told me was that there was powerful magic at work here, but that it didn't seem to be a threat to the house or anyone in it. That was it. 
I reached out and poked the envelope, tasting the flavors of the magic the sender had used. Powerful traces were there. And something very similar to the flavor of Andy's magic. That could mean the mail came from Bella, since they shared blood. Their magic would have a similar feeling. But it could also be someone mimicking that somehow, trying to make us think it was from Bella. 
That was Dyre's suspicion. But honestly, it made no sense to me. I guess my mind just wasn't twisted or devious enough.
The others trickled in slowly. Ambrose was with Dyre, haranguing the guy like he did, constantly trying to get the necromancer to stop being so closed off. Niamh went to the sink and started washing her hands. She had been spending all of her time in the gardens, enhancing the growth of the plants that were keeping us fed. Aahil materialized in the corner of the room, as far away from everyone else as possible. He was swimming in an oversized hoodie and sweats, still trying to make himself look small and drab, trying to escape notice. But his sharp gold gaze took in everything around him. Hasumi drifted in and went to play with the water as it flowed from the sink taps, teasing Niamh while she tried to wash her hands. 
Andy finally entered the room, and Elijah's ghostly form flowed out of the charm she wore around her neck, materializing at her side. Bis rode on Andy's shoulder, his little front paws holding onto a lock of her hair as he stood on his back feet. The little chattering noise he made was one that Niamh had told us was a greeting. I went and patted the guy's little striped head in response. Seemed rude to just ignore him. Bis was people too. "Hello," I murmured. 
Bis reached out a paw and touched it to my index finger like giving a high-five. I smiled. It had to be so hard for the little guy, to have what we suspected was near-human intelligence, but be stuck in his rodent body with no way to speak. That reminded me of the board Andy had made him. Going to the sideboard, I pulled out the communication board—really, it was just a piece of cardboard that Andy had glued little strips of colored paper on. Each strip had a simple word written on it, like "yes" or "no" or "food."
Setting the board on the table, I turned and held out a hand to Bis, who hopped off Andy, landed on my hand, then scurried across my shoulders and down my other arm to the table. It wasn't much, but maybe this way he'd feel more included in the discussion. 
"Okay," Andy said, squaring her shoulders and reaching for the envelope. "Let's see what's going on now."
These missives arrived almost daily now. Most of them were just small updates or newspaper clippings. But every once in a while, they contained a pamphlet like that first day, with eye-catching headlines and barbs aimed at the Supernatural Alliance and their lies. 
Today was a pamphlet day. Andy pulled the folded paper out of the envelope and skimmed it, her brows drawing together and her expressive gray eyes going stormy. Glancing up, she shook her head, then read a bit aloud for the rest of us. 
"It seems the Alliance's underhanded plans have backfired. Their attempt to eliminate a group of extremists and increase their own power base while secretly hoarding magical artifacts hasn't quite gone the way they planned. Rather than quelling the extremist groups, the Alliance's attempts to hoard power, steal artifacts, and blame it on a certain exiled witch have instead inflamed branches of the witch supremacist movement throughout Magea."
Andy snorted. "Blah, blah blah. The moral of the story is, there is division in the SA. Some people have jumped ship, taking their knowledge—and possibly some valuable magic items—with them. So, in the end, the SA only put more power in the hands of the extremist asshats with their little stunt with the O'Learys."
Then she glanced down and read another passage. "The organization that is supposedly sworn to protect the public has instead only placed us all in greater danger. Some even say that the leaders of the Alliance are, themselves, witch extremists." She snorted again, her mouth twisting up at one corner in a wry half-smile as she continued. "Too bad our dear Supernatural Alliance has villainized and driven away one of the strongest witches in existence who isn't on the side of the zealots."
"This has to be Bella," Andy commented, handing the pamphlet off to Niamh, who perused it and handed it off to the next person, passing it around for all of us to read. "That last little comment? Has to be."
Dyre shrugged his skinny shoulders. "Likely, but I still don't think you should completely discount the idea that it might be a ruse of some sort. That kind of statement might just be trying to draw you out of hiding."
Andy nibbled at her thumbnail as she considered his words. "Maybe." Then she stopped fidgeting and dropped her hands to her sides with a sigh. "Regardless of who is sending the updates, there isn't much we can do about any of that at the moment. We're still criminals in the eyes of the Alliance." She shrugged, then crossed the room to rummage around in the herb cabinet. 
Everyone else chatted for a few minutes before drifting off to their various haunts, leaving me, Andy, and Niamh alone in the kitchen. I started pulling out things for dinner. Everyone was more than willing to take turns with the cooking, but I enjoyed making food for my new family. It made me feel useful, gave me a way to take care of them all besides perching on the roof like an ugly stone guard dog. 
"I'll help with that," Andy told me, setting aside a pile of ingredients for spellworking before she came over to wash her hands and take over the cutting board where I was getting ready to chop up vegetables for chili.
"Andy, I need to talk to you," Niamh said, coming to hitch a lean hip against the counter near where Andy was chopping vegetables. 
Andy sighed. "That sounds ominous. And I really don't have any room for more ominous shit on my plate right now." She stopped and pointed the knife playfully at Niamh. "So, no thanks. We're all stocked up here. Go sell that shit elsewhere."
Niamh shook her head, but she did smile for a second before her pretty face grew serious again. "Bis and I have been talking," she said, glancing at the little guy with a frown. "He told me something earlier today, and I think you should know."
Andy had gone back to chopping vegetables as I put some more items on the counter next to her. I'd had the beans soaking for hours before this, and I turned them on to cook. "Do you need me to leave?" I asked hesitantly. 
Whatever they were about to discuss, it sounded important. But I also got the feeling that Niamh was trying to bring up something private. Otherwise, she would have just come right out and said what the problem was right from the start. 
Andy just waved away my concern. "You're fine. It seems kind of pointless to try to keep secrets around here. I have a ghost around my neck, a boogeyman in the shadows, and two other squatters who can dematerialize and appear on a whim." She shrugged and sent me a fond smile to let me know she really didn't mind. "Besides, there's nothing I wouldn't want you to hear, I promise."
Niamh grunted softly. "Or so you assume." But she didn't tell me to leave. Instead, she went over and held out a hand to Bis. When the little guy dragged his communication board closer, she grabbed that. Then Bis hopped onto her hand, and she came over and put both the board and the rodent on the counter closer to where Andy and I were working. 
"Bis asked me if you were upset because of the magic leak," she said flatly. 
I turned to watch them, my eyebrows lifted in surprise. Andy stopped her chopping and looked at Bis. "What magic leak?" Her voice had also gone flat. 
Bis chittered and waved his front paws around, gesticulating as he spoke. But only Niamh could understand him. She sighed. "He says there is a small pinhole in your magic, in the spell powering the pocket world, near where it is tethered to your aura."
The slender fae crossed her arms over her chest and leaned back against the counter, waiting for her words to sink in. I shook my head. "Andy's aura looks fine to me. And besides, you can't physically see other people's spells that way. How would Bis even know if there was an issue with it?"
Niamh tilted her head, her slanted green eyes riveted on Andy. "Indeed. How would he know?"
Bis chittered and waved, but Niamh didn't translate. 
Andy went tense suddenly, as if some horrible thought had just occurred to her. "A familiar could," she whispered. Then she shook her head. "No. Bis is not my familiar. Making animal familiars is illegal. It's wrong. I would never do that to any animal, let alone someone like Bis!"
But Bis just went to his communication board, since we were all ignoring his chattering. He patted a green slip of paper with the word "yes" written on it in black permanent marker. I watched Bis while Andy and Niamh had a stare down. The little guy slapped "yes" again and again. Hating to see him being ignored, I nudged Andy and nodded his way. 
She glanced at Bis, and the rodent stood up and started jumping up and down on the slip of paper. 
Andy shook her head. "Bis. You are not my familiar. That can't be. I never bound you to me. I wouldn't do that to you, bud. So, I don't know what it is you think you've seen with the magic."
The hedgehog-skunk-rat stopped chirping and jumping on the communication board. In a moment of absolute human-like communication and clarity, he went to three legs, held out one front paw, and extended his middle finger. 
Andy snorted. "Fuck you too, dude. I'm not the one making up ridiculous nonsense right now."
Niamh rolled her eyes. "Andy. I know you don't want this to be true. But you're just being a stubborn ass right now, and you know it."
Andy glared for a moment, then she let out a long, weary sigh and scrubbed both hands over her face before combing backward to pull at her own hair.
"Of course I don't want it to be fucking true!" she bit out. "If Bis is my familiar, not only does that mean that I'm some kind of evil asshat who abuses animals, but it also means that whatever Bis is seeing is probably right." She dropped her hands and met Bis's gaze, exhaustion radiating from her. "Which would mean that there is a fucking hole in the spell that is keeping us all safe. And if there's a hole in the spell, it will just get bigger over time." She turned away from Bis and put her hands on the countertop, hanging her head, her shoulders slumping in defeat, her voice dropping to a whisper. "If Bis isn't just messing with me, then that means the SA is the least of our worries. Because we are all going to die when this pocket world implodes."
Bis trundled over and patted the back of one of Andy's hands with his own little paw, a stream of chitters and chirps flowing from him. I put my hand on Andy's back, rubbing comforting circles there, at a loss for words. She was my master. My lover and friend. I wanted nothing more than to help her. But I was useless with magic. 
"How did this happen?" she muttered, turning her head to gaze at Bis. "I swear I never did anything to make you my familiar."
Bis waved his front paws around as he chattered. Niamh's face was serious as she translated for the little rodent. "He says he chose you. He says he's your familiar because he wants to be," she whispered. "So, the two of you can fix it."
Andy sucked in a deep breath, and I could sense the way she was drawing on her last remaining bit of willpower to straighten her spine and deal with this newest problem. "Right," she said lightly. "Of course. No biggie."
Scooping Bis up into her arms, our witch turned and walked out of the room. 
My eyes met Niamh's, and I saw my worry and frustration reflected there. "What do we do?" I asked softly. "She can't handle all this stress on her own."
Niamh straightened and clapped a hand on my shoulder, as if I was a fellow hunter, rather than a big, dumb, useless hunk of rock. "We make sure she doesn't have to."
Right. I glanced out the doorway where Andy had disappeared. Just like the rest of us, I think she still had trouble remembering that she wasn't alone anymore. So, I vowed to remind her. 






  
  Chapter 19

Andy


Too much. It was all just too much.  
I spent the next couple of days hidden away in the workroom, focusing on a spell to give Bis a voice. It was a complex undertaking, and one that took all of my mental capacity. Which was perfect, because then I couldn't worry about all the other shit I was currently avoiding. 
Stacks of books were piled precariously here and there throughout the room, with little notes sticking out of them where I'd found bits of information that I thought might be helpful. I had some serious doubts about my ability to pull this off, but an idea was forming in my brain, something that wasn't quite tangible yet, but that told me I was probably on the right track. 
I might not have all kinds of fancy formal training, but I excelled at making shit up on a whim. 
At least, usually. 
Hopefully, whatever spell I concocted for Bis didn't end up with a giant fucking hole in it like the one in the pocket world spell… but no. We weren't thinking about that right now. I still hadn't told the others about it. I felt like there was no sense in making them live in terror when I had no solution. 
I stared at the array of spell ingredients that were scattered across the workbench. Planting my hands on my hips, I muttered to myself as I tried to think. "Throat chakras, translation runes, smoke to carry intent… what else?"
"What kind of disaster are you plotting now, Lovell?" Dyre's deep voice startled me, and I turned to glare at the tall, skinny goth who had power over life and death.  
"I'm going to make it so Bis can talk," I informed him.
He arched one blood red brow at me, crossed his arms over his chest, and glanced at my rodent friend. "Don't you think the poor thing has had enough of Lovells experimenting on him?" 
I narrowed my eyes at him. "What do you want? You usually go out of your way to avoid talking to me, so there must be a reason you're in here now, interrupting. Did you finally decide to get your head out of your ass and talk about our relationship?"
He stepped into the room, crossing to the workbench to look over the pile of ingredients I had come up with so far. "I want this life bond between us dissolved," he said flatly, not looking at me. 
I huffed. "And I want magic rainbow sparkles to shoot out my ass every time I fart. Sometimes it's better if we don't get everything we want."
He finally deigned to look at me, his sharp violet gaze cutting like a knife. "Stop being an idiot for five fucking minutes and talk to me like an adult, witch! I want this shackle that is connecting me to you removed. Now."
I sighed and rubbed a hand over my face. I was so damned tired. Tired of every-fucking-thing. "Why?" I said flatly. "Why now? Are you so dead-set on giving up on me? On us? I care for you, Dyre. You and Sunny both. I can't just turn that off and pretend like it never happened. So… why is it so easy for you to throw me away?"
I was trying to have patience with him, to have empathy for his situation and the fact that I was being beyond greedy by demanding that he not give up on what we had. But today was not the day. I was fresh out of patience and understanding. 
Dyre scoffed. "Why? Because I created your family line, Oleander. I'm your goddamned ancestor." He seemed to struggle with himself for a moment. Or maybe with his wraith passenger. But eventually his shoulders slumped, and some of the tension went out of him. "Because I haven't given up on you at all, but I should. And that makes me think that something inside me is broken." His deep voice was soft, almost a whisper now, but full of conviction. "I don't know if these feelings I have are really my own, or if I'm being influenced by the bond. You, me, and Sunny, we're all mixed up together in this connection, and I think it's clouding my judgement. I want to know that my thoughts are my own."
I stared into his eyes for a long moment. It hurt. I thought if I just gave him more time, he'd sort things out in his mind. That we'd figure out this thing between us and get back to growing the connection we had formed. I'd grown attached to him. 
I loved him. 
But clearly, he didn't feel as strongly as I did. He thought any feelings he might have for me were only because of the lifebond. And who knows? Maybe they were. Maybe he was right, and I was just being a stubborn, stupid Lovell. 
And I was getting really sick of my decisions coming back to bite me in the ass. It seemed like lately everything I did was destined to fall apart. Sadness, frustration, and anger all churned up inside me, and I was suddenly just sick of fighting for every little scrap of happiness I could manage to scrape up out of the dirt. 
"Fine." I turned to the table and grabbed my athame. Turning back to Dyre, I called up my magic and sent it out to light up the spell circle that was carved into the floor around us. Then I sliced my palm open and held out the knife for him to do the same. "Let's get this over with. I've got shit to do."
He stared at me for a moment, as if he was surprised that I had given in so easily. Maybe he wanted me to fight, so I could be the one to cling to the things that he was adamant he couldn't have. So I could continue to be the bad guy. Well, tough titties. Because I was done. 
He took the knife and sliced open his own palm. I held up my bleeding hand. Dyre mirrored me, reaching out to press our palms together, but he froze before we could touch. His body went rigid, his eyes went black, and a dark aura filled the room as Sunny came raging to the forefront. 
"What are you doing, my witch?" the wraith demanded. "We agreed Dyre is wrong about this. We agreed we will make him see the error in his thinking. Now you are seeking to destroy the bond between us? Why?"
I looked up into those black eyes and my heart ached. But that was just another sign of how far I'd fallen. Of how much I had fucked up. I had bonded myself to an ancient evil entity and let myself develop feelings for it. How very Lovell of me. 
"Dyre doesn't want this bond," I told the wraith firmly. "And I'm not going to force him to love me. Take good care of him." Then I closed the distance between us and smashed our palms together, mingling our blood and our magic. 
Dissolving a lifebond took the agreement of both parties. Or, all three, in this case. I unwound the tendrils of my magic from the cord connecting us. For an instant, I thought Sunshine would keep us tethered, that he would refuse to let me and Dyre sever the connection. But after a moment of resistance, his dark power receded, uncoiling from my own as if it had never been there. 
Dyre pulled back his own magic essence as well, and it was done. 
The necromancer stepped back, removing his hand from mine, and sucked in a breath as the magic within and around us settled. His violet eyes searched mine, his expression unreadable. Then he just turned and walked away. 
The moment he was out of the room, I sent a wave of magic after him to close the heavy wooden door. Then I curled my fingers inward, squeezing my bleeding palm closed as I sank to my knees and sobbed my heart out. 
The connection to Dyre and Sunshine was gone. But my feelings definitely were not. And my broken heart felt like glass shards in my chest.  






  
  Chapter 20

Andy


Thankfully, it was Zhong who found me sobbing on the floor of the workroom like a weakling, clutching the fractured shards of my heart. The big gargoyle was a softie. He also understood getting overly attached and having your heart ripped out. After all, it was the woman he loved who had sold him out to a witch and stood by while he was imprisoned in the bestiary all those years ago.  
And yet, he wasn't bitter about it. Somehow, his soft, caring heart was still beating. He felt like a safe space. And that was what I needed right now. Somewhere to land when I fell. 
The big gargoyle didn't tell me it would be okay, or any of that nonsense. No trite words or empty promises about a future he couldn't possibly predict. He simply scooped me up in his arms like I weighed nothing, plopped down into the old, overstuffed armchair in the corner, and held me until I was done crying. I always felt small when he held me. It wasn't an experience I was used to, and I let myself soak it in for just a little while. I let myself lean against Zhong's solid chest and feel his powerful arms around me, and pretended that nothing else existed outside the shelter he offered. 
But I knew it couldn't last forever. 
Eventually, I stopped crying and get my sobs under control. I sat up with an undignified snort-snuffle and tried to remind myself that I was a fucking Lovell, and we didn't do broken hearts and pathetic, tear-filled meltdowns over idiot men. 
"What can I do for you, master?" Zhong asked finally, stroking my messy hair back from my damp face with a hand that could crush solid stone, but could also be heartbreakingly gentle. "How can I help?"
I looked into his yellow eyes and saw everything he felt in that gaze. All the love. All the concern. And I just… I couldn't let myself get lost there, no matter how badly I wanted to. I had to be strong. I had to keep moving. Because I had things to do. Important things. Life-changing things. My hurt feelings and need for comfort weren't really top priority right now. They couldn't be, or I'd end up paralyzed.
Taking a deep breath, I slid off Zhong's lap and swiped a hand under my eyes, drying the last of my tears, wiping away the last of the weakness that had momentarily swamped me. "You can go get Bis for me," I told the gargoyle evenly. "And Hasumi." Having Dyre and Sunny and their knowledge of weird magic would be helpful too, but I could do without if I had to. Between my crazy Lovell inventiveness and Hasumi's ability to manipulate emotions and sense what people were feeling, it should be fine. 
Zhong frowned at me for a moment before he pushed himself up out of the chair. Standing before me, he looked down at me, a towering gray-skinned, horned beast of a man who should have been intimidating. But somehow, he just looked sad and resigned instead. "Of course, master," he murmured. Then he went to do as I asked. 
He was afraid I wasn't okay. But he was too nice to push the matter. And for that, I was really fucking grateful. Because he was right. I wasn't okay. But I would be, eventually. I had to be. Bis deserved a voice. But beyond that, it would also make it a lot easier to understand the issue with my pocket world spell and hopefully fix the damned leak if I could actually speak with my rodent friend, who was definitely not my familiar because that was illegal.
When Zhong opened the workroom door, Bis was already there, sitting in the hallway with an impatient look on his little skunk-hedgehog-rat face. He huffed and trundled into the room as if he was pissed that he had been barred from entry by the closed door. 
As if he had known I was in pain and came running. As if he had some sort of bond with me he shouldn't have. 
Zhong stepped over Bis as the little guy marched straight into the center of the spell circle that was carved into the floor of the workroom. The gargoyle spared a fond smile for Bis and his chattering reprimands before continuing out the door to find Hasumi. 
"Okay," I told Bis as I crouched down in front of him. "I know you have a lot to say to me, little guy. And I'm going to give you a voice so you can yell at me all you want. But I need to know that you're okay with it. You know I'm not a well-trained witch. You know how impulsive and crazy my magic work can be. I could end up hurting you. I'm completely making this up, you know? So, I need to know if you really understand what I'm saying, and that you really want to proceed."
Bis sighed, looking less angry as he reached up and patted my knee. He chittered at me softly, then held his little front paws up impatiently. I recognized the gesture and obliged him, picking him up under the arms like a teeny-tiny toddler and lifting him up to eye level. He pressed his little nose to mine in what I had always thought of as a kiss. I chuckled. "Okay, yeah. I love you too, you little weirdo."
"He cares deeply for you," Hasumi's rich, beautiful voice informed me as the water weaver came into the room. "He feels excited and a little scared. But he yearns for what you're offering."
I nodded as I set Bis back down on the floor in the center of the spell circle. "Okay, then. Will you help me?" I asked the water weaver, looking up at the ethereal being from where I was crouched on the floor. 
Hasumi stepped closer, reaching out to stroke a graceful hand through my hair like an ethereal god touching my head in benediction. "I will assist in any way I can. It is a beautiful thing you wish to do for your friend."
My friend. That's what Bis was. Not my pet, or my possession, but a person. One who had been there for me through a whole shit-ton of hard times, in the only way he could be, with his limited ability to interact with the world. And with the way I always felt like I had to hide him and keep him disguised as a normal pet in the human world. 
I wasn't the only one who was repressed by my past choices to remain magicless and anonymous out there in the Planus realm while I hid from my heritage and the scorn of other magic users. 
Well, I was done fucking around. It was time I figured out who I really was and embraced at least a bit of my bloodline's bad-ass reputation. 
Standing, I went about placing and lighting candles, drawing additions to the spell circle, and placing herbs and crystals, all of it pulled from a strange, intuitive combination of the things I had read in the dozens of textbooks and grimoires I'd dug through, and my own inner knowing. That thing inside of me that let me invent spells that had never been done before. If I could move an entire mansion and its occupants into a freaking pocket world, I could definitely give a rodent a voice. Right?
When it was all set, I stepped out of the circle and glanced at Hasumi. "You'll tell me if anything feels off? I want to know the second Bis feels any pain or discomfort, okay? I don't want to hurt him."
Hasumi nodded, then reached out to take my hand as we both stood facing the circle. "I promise I will keep a close watch on both of you. Bis doesn't want you to hurt yourself, either, as you are prone to doing when you throw yourself into your spellwork."
I noted the little wry half-smirk on that beautiful face, but I didn't bother arguing. Hasumi was right. I was probably more likely to kill myself with my made-up spells than harm Bis. 
"Okay, everybody ready?" I asked, forcing a smile through my nervousness. 
I squared my shoulders, took in a deep breath, and connected with my element, drawing power from the earth, from the plants and soil, and the essence of the thing that gave us life. It was flavored differently here, lacking something that I felt more keenly back on Earth, either in the Magea or Planus realms. But I could still connect with this new earth energy, and I pulled it to me, letting it bolster me and fill me up before I started bending it to my will. 
I could see the essence of the magic, visualize the spell I was working, far better than I had ever been able to before. I knew that was because of all the things Dyre and Sunny had taught me about magic, both in their lessons with me, and through our bond. A pang of loss wanted to sneak through my concentration, reminding me that the bond I had grown to depend on was gone. But I shoved the sadness aside and instead focused on all I had learned. On how easy it felt now, to mold the magic to my liking. 
The magic in me called out to the magic in Hibiscus, it went easily to him. Almost like it was called there, greeting an old friend. And I knew in that moment that the little rodent was right. We were bound somehow. Connected. And it was going to make all the difference in this spell. 
Bis had been created by Lovell magic. His very being was made of fused together parts of various animals… and probably some unfortunate human. So, from a purely mechanical standpoint, making changes to his physiology was far easier than it should be in any ordinary living creature. But with our connection, Bis could help me make those changes. It was like putting a key into a lock and twisting. Suddenly, something unlocked, and I felt the spell settle into place, subtly changing my best friend before it slowly ebbed away. 
The room was quiet except for my loud breathing as I tried to catch my breath. I had just moved a shit-ton of magic through me, and it kind of took a lot out of a girl. Hasumi squeezed my hand, and I sensed the gentle nudge of their magic as they checked me and Bis over to make sure we were well. 
My eyes darted between Bis and Hasumi, and the water weaver smiled. "He feels fine. Energized, even."
Releasing my grip on Hasumi, I crouched down in front of Bis once more and held out my hand. "Hey there, little guy."
Bis looked up at me with his sweet black eyes and hesitantly held out a hand. Then he did the weirdest shit I've ever seen. He made words come out of a rodent mouth, somehow speaking in a sweet, clear voice that was so very Bis. 
"Hello, momma." 
Then, at the sound of his own voice, my prickly little friend threw himself into my arms. 






  
  Chapter 21

Andy


My bedroom in the Lovell mansion was much larger than the one I'd had in my little rental house in the human world. It might more accurately be called a  suite rather than a room, since it had its own large, attached bathroom and a small seating area. But still, having eight people and one rodent hybrid crammed in here was a bit much. 
Bis had been a bit overcome after I completed the spell and he could verify that his new voice actually worked. But once he got past his initial freakout, he had a lot to say. Eventually, though, I had forced myself to focus on more important matters. Not that Bis finding his voice and all the things he wanted to say to me weren't important… but I needed to know how to fix the issue with the pocket world spell before we all died. 
This seemed like a family discussion, so I wanted to include everyone in my weird found family, but Bis was still a bit stressed, and his little bed and his enclosure were in my bedroom, so we all gathered where he felt most comfortable. 
Currently, he was standing on top of my dresser, looking out at the room at large like a speaker on a stage. I was sitting on the end of my bed. Aahil sat cross-legged on the floor in front of me, casually leaning back against my legs as if the contact was accidental, rather than a deliberate show of support. Hasumi was perched on the small window seat. Zhong sat on the side of the bed, but close enough to the end that I could lean back against his shoulder when his weight made the mattress dip. Niamh sat on the overstuffed footstool with her long legs tucked under her. Dyre had claimed the matching wingback chair. He let out a huff and a grumble when Ambrose materialized out of nowhere and landed solidly on the Necromancer's lap. Elijah hovered to the side of Bis's podium, where his slightly opaque form wouldn't block anyone's view, but he could still make a show of being physically present. 
Bis looked around the room with wide eyes and wrung his little front paws together in a very human show of nervousness. "I'm so glad you're all here," he said in his sweet new voice. "Um. I don't know what to say." His eyes found mine, and he shrugged. "Mom had questions."
I cleared my throat when Bis once again insisted on calling me his mother. It was weird. Uncomfortable. Cute. Somewhat accurate, I guess? I had no idea. But I was just glad he was talking, so he could call me any damned thing he wanted to right now. "Right," I said on an exhale. "Well, as you can see, Bis can talk now. And there are some things he's told me that I think everyone has a right to know." 
I realized I had started fidgeting, twirling a lock of Aahil's sleek dark hair around my finger so I could see the strands of a red highlight laid out like a candy cane stripe among the darker strands. I was surprised he hadn't told me to fuck off yet. I forced myself to untangle my hand from the jinn's hair and ovary up. I had never been a coward, and I wasn't about to start now. 
"So, apparently Bis is my familiar," I said, deciding on a whim that this information was probably the easiest thing to start with. Even though it was illegal and somewhat dark magic.
Familiars had been banned decades ago because rights activists had rightly raised some significant concerns about the safety and wellbeing of animals who were forced to act as channels to witches who wanted to increase their magical reserves and control. 
I felt eight sets of eyes staring at me now. But there really wasn't as much concern in those gazes as I had expected. There wasn't a flood of sudden shock or hostility. Mostly just mild confusion. 
Niamh had been upset when she first figured it out, but she was closer to the animal world. She could communicate and connect with animals in a way that was unique to certain fae, and she had been protective of Bis ever since she first met the poor lab experiment. But she had never jumped on me about the apparent familiar bond. She just spoke softly about it, honoring the fact that it was taboo, and that I might not want to shout it from the rooftops. 
The others had spent much of the past century trapped inside the bestiary, visiting the outside world only briefly when they were being used by my family. They had accumulated knowledge of the outside world in bits and pieces over the years of their captivity, and had done a lot of catching up to the times since they escaped. But there were some little nuances that they sometimes didn't get. I was pretty sure this was one of them. When they had been free, back before their time in the bestiary, it wasn't illegal for witches to use familiars. So, this probably seemed less shocking to them than it did to me. 
"I didn't form the bond with him on purpose, I promise," I said with a weak shrug. "I guess it just kind of… happened?"
Dyre snorted. "Of course you have no clue how you did it. You're a walking disaster, Lovell." He was trying to get back to his old distance and haughty disdain, but there wasn't any real bite to his words. His deep voice was too soft. Resigned, almost. 
I rolled my eyes at him, but didn't answer. 
Bis spoke up, moving to sit on his butt at the edge of the dresser and swing his back legs over the side, drumming his heels against a drawer front like a little kid. "No, Andy's right. She didn't do anything to me. It's more my fault than hers." His rodent shrug was so cute that I wanted to pat his head. But I was trying really hard to think of Bis as more of a person-person than an animal-person. "I would have died if she hadn't found me and brought me out of stasis when she did," he said softly. "I was scared, and confused, and in pain. I didn't really know where I was or who I was. But Andy was so kind and gentle. She bundled me up and nursed me back to health, and… well, I could feel her warmth. Her magic? It was like her aura called to me, and it was so comforting that I just reached out for it and grabbed on." He sniffed and blinked his little eyes a few times before continuing. "I was made in a Lovell lab. I didn't have much in the way of memories before Andy. Just cold, and darkness, and terror. But then she took that all away and gave me comfort and love and… she was like a mother to me, the only mother I ever knew. Of course I wouldn't think to hold anything back from her. I chose her. I chose this bond."
I shook my head, sadness warring with the memory of the furious rage I had felt when I discovered my family's experiments. "Oh, Bis. Honey. I'm so sorry for my family and what they did to you."
He shrugged again and swiped the back of a paw under his eyes. "If it wasn't for them, I wouldn't be alive right now. Or, at least, I wouldn't be me like I am now. I wouldn't have got to know you." He looked around the room. "All of you."
I smiled at him, but it didn't last long. Something was bothering me, gnawing away at the back of my brain, trying to get through the door that was marked "realizations I'd rather not have today."
I glanced at Niamh, who was chewing on her bottom lip, her brows drawn together in a frown and the fingers of one hand drumming against her thigh. She had something to say, but she was keeping it in. 
Aahil didn't have that sort of consideration and control. 
"Fucking Lovells," the Jinn muttered. "They were all pure scum of the earth, but you have to admit, Andy, your family certainly possessed an admirable level of evil genius."
Which just confirmed what I was already thinking. That niggling thought finally burst through the realization door with stunning clarity, and I felt sick to my stomach. "Goddess damn it," I muttered. 
"Momma?" Bis got up and started pacing the edge of the dresser until I went and got him. I sat back down on the bed with him in my lap and stroked a finger over the top of his black-and-white striped head. 
"They made you to be a familiar," I told him gently. "That's what all those others were, too. All the experiments. I didn't realize it when I found you. I was too angry to really even care what the hell their goal was. To me, it was perfectly possible that my family had just been entertaining themselves by mashing together various living creatures. It's the kind of sick thing that would seem normal to them. But I should have dug further, read their notes or something. I should have known that they'd have a reason, some deeply devious purpose." I sighed, feeling about a hundred years old.
"Familiars were outlawed, so your family decided that they were above the law," Dyre said, his deep voice soft and even, and completely unsurprised. "They decided that not only would they continue the practice, but they'd make their own familiars. Ones with enhancements." He shook his head. "How did I not realize the connections between us before? It's obvious the Lovells have Blaisdell blood. The level of depravity is identical."
My heart hurt for him, because he was clearly going to blame himself for every horrible thing his descendants had ever done–including this. But I focused on Bis instead. He was the real victim here. "Is there anything I can do to reverse it?" I asked, looking around the room at the powerful magical beings who surrounded us. 
But Bis immediately piped up, going up on his back feet and patting my hands. "No! I don't want you to reverse it. I want to be your familiar!"
I looked down at him, at a loss for what to say. The truth of the matter was, I didn't want to mess up whatever connection I had with him either. But I also didn't want to risk hurting him. "Bis, buddy," I said gently. "I could hurt you. The whole reason familiars were outlawed was because witches regularly fried their companions' brains by channeling too much magic through them. I won't do that to you!"
He just gave me a stubborn look. "Those familiars weren't willing. They weren't bonded to their witches the right way." He glanced around as if looking for support. "I read about it. In the books you have upstairs. There are good references mixed in with the nasty stuff, and I've had lots of free time over the years." His voice took on a lecturing tone, and I was reminded of the many times I'd called him professor Bis when he put his little paws on his hips and looked down his long nose at me while imparting his worldly knowledge. "Familiars who bond with their witches voluntarily and are treated well—like partners, rather than slaves—don't end up being overburdened by the magic. They work in synergy with their witches. It's like a very strong sort of sympathetic magic. It's a matter of combined intent." Then he lifted his chin and huffed at me. "I could teach you a lot about your magic, you know."
I chuckled. "I'm sure you could. But… are you sure, Bis? I really do care for you. You're not just a pet or an animal. You're my friend. And I'm afraid you're only agreeing to this because my stupid family built in some sort of spell that makes you way too trusting of witches or something."
Bis just shrugged. "So what if they did? I don't care. The fact is, I am your familiar. I want to be here. I want to help you. That's all there is to it."
I sighed. I should probably argue more, but… honestly, I had other things to worry about. Things that Bis might actually be able to help with, since we were admitting that he was really my familiar. "Fine. But the second you change your mind, I'll find a way to release you. I promise. All you have to do is ask."
Bis shook his head at me. "I won't ask. Now tell them all why they're really here before Aahil gets bored and sets something on fire or Dyre runs away."
The men in question both glared at the rodent. 
"Why are we really here?" Ambrose asked in a curious drawl as he got up from Dyre's lap and stretched, then paced around the room touching my stuff. "The fear and frustration coming off you is delicious, Andy," he told me with a lusty red-eyed glance my way. "But there must be something epic going on, for you to be even more stressed than you already have been of late."
I lifted a hand and rubbed my temple, as Bis scurried up my other arm to perch on my shoulder in a show of support. Now that I was aware of what was going on, I could sense Bis if I tried, feel the little hum of his aura connected to mine. I suspected we had been connected this way for so long that it had become background noise to me, which was why I never noticed it until now. 
Sucking in a deep breath, I looked down at my hands to avoid the gazes of the surrounding people. The people who depended on me for their continued safety. The people I had apparently doomed in my last-ditch attempt to escape the SA. 
"There's a hole in the spell that I used to create and tether the pocket world," I said flatly. Best to rip the Band-Aid off all at once, right? "Bis told Niamh about it. That's how we realized he was my familiar. He says it's growing. And if I can't figure out a way to fix the hole, this whole place is probably going to implode or something. Maybe we'll get hurdled into the space between realms. I don't know. But whatever happens, if this spell falls apart, it's not gonna be good."
Silence met my revelation. 
Then everyone started talking at once. Questions. Theories. Ideas. Demands. My ears buzzed, my head felt fuzzy and sort of… detached. It was like the conversation flowed around me, but I didn't understand a word of the worried chatter around me. 
Maybe I really had reached my limit on scary shit to deal with.
It was Zhong's rumbling voice that cut through it all. I'd never heard the gentle giant raise his voice, but now it cracked through the room with enough force to split solid granite. "Quiet!"
Everyone shut up. They all stared at Zhong, probably as shocked at his outburst as I was. "Zhong," I murmured. But he didn't look at me. He just put a big hand on my back and glared around the room.
"Out," he commanded. "Everybody out. We'll talk later, but Andy is done for now. My master needs a fucking break!"
And now he was swearing? I must really be a mess if I had scared my hulking marshmallow of a guy into cursing and barking out commands. Everyone else must have agreed with him, though, because one by one, they all left the room. 
Ambrose slipped away into the shadows. Niamh held out a hand to Bis, who gave me a comforting pat on the ear before he joined her. Then she followed Dyre out the door. Hasumi came to kiss the top of my head, sending a wave of comfort over me before they dematerialized. Even Elijah silently flowed back into his anchor charm. 
Only one person dared to defy this new, suddenly commanding Zhong. Aahil rose from his seated position on the floor, turning to face me as he knelt, sitting back on his heels. 
"Jinn," Zhong said in a warning tone of voice. 
Aahil just raised one dark brow at the gargoyle, his golden-brown eyes flaring with a momentary burst of fire. "Gargoyle." He glanced at me, then went back to glaring at my guardian. "I have as much right to want to comfort her as you do."
Aahil wanted to comfort me? Maybe I was in a diabetic coma, and this was all just a weird dream.
"Guys," I said tiredly. "Can you please just not fight?" I flopped backward on the bed, wishing I could just catch one fucking moment of peace. 
But Aahil's sultry voice followed me. "I wasn't planning on fighting, witch. I was hoping we could work together."
The sultry tone of voice was accompanied by a hint of jinn magic. But it wasn't the wildfire that I had come to expect of his power. No, this was something else entirely. 






  
  Chapter 22

Andy


I stared down at Aahil, where he still knelt on the rug, a few feet away from me. "Aahil," I breathed, craving the distraction he was offering, but afraid of what it might mean for him. "Are you sure?" 
Aahil was slowly becoming more comfortable with intimacy when we were alone together. And when he was with Hasumi. The jinn liked to pretend he wasn't just as attached to the water weaver as he was to me, but it was pretty obvious. He didn't let anyone else close. Didn't show the raw, wounded edges of his destroyed ego and sense of self to others, the way he did with us. And until recently, he and Zhong seemed more likely to murder one another than… whatever it was Aahil was suggesting here. 
I didn't want Aahil to feel like he had to force intimacy, with me or with anyone else, just to get attention or to make me feel better. 
He just arched a dark brow at me, his golden eyes flicking over my body, then moving to Zhong sitting beside me. The gargoyle was being very quiet and very still, as if he had turned to stone. Aahil's long, dark lashes lowered over his high cheekbones as he looked down at his hands. For a moment, I thought he would change his mind. He was probably regretting his impulsive offer. But he was too proud to take back his words, so I rushed to give him an out. 
"I really have more important things to do right now than have sex while the world falls apart," I said evenly. I started to stand up, but Aahil's darkly sensual voice froze me in place, a trace of his magic coiling low in my gut and making me shiver. 
"Sit down, witch," he said as he glanced back up at me. "But take off your clothes first."
I swallowed hard. I recognized that tone in his voice. The one that promised more pleasure than I could probably handle. I was more than willing to do as he commanded—not only for the thrill of it, but also because this was important. It was Aahil reclaiming a bit of his personal power, taking back a little of what made him who he was. 
But I wasn't the only one in the room, and no one had bothered to ask Zhong how he felt about sharing with the guy he usually wanted to squash like an annoying bug. Also, I had no idea how the big, sweet gargoyle felt about taking orders. That was clearly the mood Aahil was in right now, and past experience said he wasn't likely to be kind about it. 
I turned to look at Zhong, noting the faint dusky pink color that tinged his marble gray cheeks and the tips of his ears. "You don't have to stay," I told him. "I–"
But Aahil cut me off. "No one asked you, witch. You very much do have to stay, Zhong. And if both of you can't shut up and do as I say, then this isn't happening." He gave us both a sly smirk that was so full of his old confidence that my heart sang with joy. "I think you forget, Oleander, that I have some ability to sense what fun, depraved sexual experiences people desire. And we all know you'd both regret missing out on the gift I'm about to bestow upon you."
Rising, Aahil gracefully crossed to the padded footstool, dragged it closer to the bed, then pulled off the oversized shirt he had been hiding beneath since his return from the O'Leary coven. 
The move left him in nothing but a thin pair of sleep pants that did nothing to hide the growing tent he had going on. He seemed completely unbothered by the eyes on him as he arranged himself cross-legged on the footstool, planting his palms behind him and leaning back slightly. His lean dancer's body was as beautiful as ever. Red-brown skin, smooth and unblemished, with a faint golden luster as if he was glowing from within. He glinted with gold everywhere. A dangling chain of gold and gemstones at his ear. The vee of delicate gold chain between his collarbones that held his fire suppression charm. Gold hoops at his nipples. And rubies in a gold setting pierced through his belly button. 
I wanted to touch so badly, wanted to feel the unnatural heat that I knew lived in his skin, wanted to thread his dark, silky hair with its red veins through my fingers and pull him close. But the look in his eyes kept me at bay. 
He was exuding confidence like pixie dust from every pore right now. It was something I hadn't seen in him in ages. And I didn't want to do anything to disrupt that. 
"I believe I asked you to strip, witch," he reminded me, his voice sultry still, but carrying a warning that said he wouldn't ask again. 
I glanced at Zhong one last time, but the giant of a man sure didn't look like he was about to run away any time soon. His yellow eyes glowed faintly as he dragged his gaze away from the jinn to stare at me, silent anticipation etched on his handsome face. 
I can be so slow sometimes. It only then occurred to me that Zong loved calling me master. That he literally felt the need to serve in his DNA, in the very core of his being. 
I had a feeling he wanted to be ordered around. Especially if those orders involved pleasing his witchy master. And Aahil knew it.
"Fuck," I whispered, pressing my thighs together as that realization sank in. The jinn was an evil genius. 
"Oleander," Aahil said in a deceptively soft voice. One that said I had just crossed the line with my hesitation. 
I hurried to pull off my clothes and toss them aside, then stood there stark naked before the two men. "Well?" I asked in a playfully snarky tone, "Happy?"
One corner of Aahil's lips twitched, but he suppressed the smirk to glare at me. "I told you to shut up and do as you were told, witch. But still you yammer on. Apparently, you like being punished." He did smile then, slow and wicked, as he glanced at Zhong. "Put her over your knee and spank her until she begs you to stop. Then keep going until I tell you to stop."
Zhong seemed to be frozen for a second. Then he grinned back at the jinn, showing fangs. "Yes…"
"Syd," Aahil supplied with a curl of his perfect lips. 
"Syd," Zhong echoed, dutifully copying the Arabic inflection that colored Aahil's words. Then the gargoyle turned toward me, grabbed me around the waist and flipped me over his thighs. I landed ass-up with a little grunt as all the air rushed out of my lungs. But I didn't have time to catch my breath before Zhong's massive hand descended on my ass with a loud crack of sound. 
I yelped, then sucked in a breath as Zhong stroked his hand over my burning ass cheek, sending tingles through my ass and directly to my core. He gave me a moment to feel it out. To decide if I was going to protest or not. When I remained silent, he did it again. And again.
One large hand spanned across my back and held me immobile, my torso and breasts squashed against his massive thighs, while the other hand delivered a steady pace of slaps across my ass, altering sides now and then, but never letting up. 
I loved every second of it, my senses becoming more and more heightened as my body anticipated every blow. And… somehow, Zhong delivered the spanking perfectly, almost as if…
"You've. Done. This. Before," I huffed out between slaps that made me writhe against him. 
A deep chuckle was my only answer. I wanted to wonder at that, to figure out how my sweet, blushing, somewhat submissive gargoyle knew all about this kink. But then again, maybe I didn't want to know. Maybe it had to do with the half-nymph woman who had betrayed him and sold him out to my ancestors. So, I just shut up and enjoyed the ride. 
Soon, his tail joined in on the torment, curling around to brush against my face. He shifted my body enough that my breasts spilled over the side of his thigh like a ripe fruit ready for plucking. And the spade tip of his tail brushed across them, teasing the nipples, adding to the sensations already threatening to overwhelm my body.
"Zhong," I pleaded, breathless and aching for more. "Let me up."
But he just kept going, and I remembered Aahil's command. He had told Zhong to spank me until I begged him to stop, and then keep going until Aahil told him to stop. Aahil, who was still nearby, watching. 
I turned my head, struggling to get the hair out of my face so I could see the jinn. Each solid smack against my ass, each rub of that fleshy tail against my tits, drove me higher. And I could feel the massive ridge of Zhong's trapped erection pressing into my side. But when my gaze met the molten gold eyes that were watching us, the lust spiked even higher, spiraling through my core, and I let out a little whimper.
Aahil smirked at me and drew a hand downward over his beautiful torso, drawing attention to every lickable inch of him, before sliding the flat of his palm over the thin fabric of his pants, stroking himself slowly through his clothes. "Goddess," I panted, wriggling against Zhong's hold on me, trying to get out from under the palm that had my ass throbbing with heat by this point. "Please."
Aahil arched a dark brow at me, and I was certain he was about to tell Zhong to keep going for another hour or so, but instead, he stood. 
"Don't stop," he told the gargoyle. "Put all those muscles to good use and hold her there. Make sure she remembers this tomorrow. I want her to think of your hand on her ass every time she sits."
I groaned at his ridiculousness, but it came out as more of a desperate sob. Then Aahil was standing before me, and his graceful hand was raking through my hair, claws dragging over my scalp with delicious threat, before he gripped a handful of hair and dragged my head up and back. I braced my hands against Zhong's leg and arched my back to keep Aahil from injuring my neck, which made my tits jut out like a display. Aahil's face lit up like he'd just found a favorite new toy. "Harder," he told the gargoyle. "Yes, just like that. Look at how those beautiful tits bounce with every blow."
I let out a strangled sound when the next slap to my ass did just what Aahil demanded. It was painful, but not horribly. And my body was so in the zone now that it only drove me higher. 
Then Aahil's free hand was touching himself again, toying with one of his nipple piercings to draw my eye. He slid the flat of his palm down the center of his perfect abs, then beneath the waistband of his pants. 
I sucked in a sharp breath at the pleasure-pain of the next slap against my ass, and the way Zhong slid his hand across the heated flesh in a brief parting caress before the next blow fell. Then I let the breath out on a moan as Aahil pulled his gorgeous cock out and stroked himself right in front of my face. His other hand still held my hair, keeping my head back, forcing me to look up at him. 
And if I hadn't glanced at those lust-drenched, power-drunk eyes at exactly that moment, I might have missed the little wobble in his performance, the little crack in his showmanship that showed how nervous Aahil really was. 
Before I could comment, he moved closer. Time stood still as my jinn urged my head down a bit and slowly dragged the head of his cock over my lips. He didn't give me a chance to ask him if he was sure he wanted me to touch him, if he was ready for this. His silky, compelling voice didn't hold any of the nervousness that had briefly shown in his eyes seconds before. "Open," he commanded, soft but sure.






  
  Chapter 23
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I parted my lips and let Aahil ease inside. Zhong was still doing his level best to drive me mad with the spanking and the little flicks of his tail against my overly-sensitive nipples. I was fast falling into the state of complete absorption in bodily pleasure that made it impossible to think straight. There was no time to tease and nibble, to slowly ease back his foreskin and devour him the way I wanted to. Aahil simply slid into my mouth in one slow, sure thrust, silently demanding that I take what he was giving me.  
I moaned around his girth as he slid deep, doing my best to swallow around him and take him all. Then he pulled back and started fucking my mouth in time to the sound of Zhong's hand falling across my abused flesh. 
I wanted to reach for Aahil, but I couldn't because I needed my hands to brace myself and stay where I was. Which was probably his entire plan. All I could do right now was take whatever these two gave me. 
Aahil's grip on my hair was tight, but not painful, and when I whimpered against his hard cock, he finally spoke again. "I think that's enough for now, Zhong," he said, his sultry voice lower and huskier than usual as he continued to slowly, gracefully fuck my face. 
Zhong stopped spanking me, smoothing his hand over my ass in a loving caress instead. "Yes, Syd."
I glanced up to see Aahil's sinful smile at Zhong's use of the title. "I'll bet our witch is dripping wet," he purred. "Check for me. I want to see two of your thick fingers sinking into her pussy."
I kept my eyes on Aahil as the jinn used both hands to cup my face and keep me right where he wanted me. His sharp features softened as his eyes met mine. But then Zhong slipped a hand between my legs and stroked my sensitive flesh. I moaned, and Aahil's gaze grew hungry and feral again. 
"She's dripping wet," Zhong said, his deep voice like a rumble of thunder through the room. Then he slid one big finger inside me. 
I writhed, trying to lift my hips up and fuck myself on that thick digit. But he still held me down with the other hand on my low back. By the time he worked his way up to two fingers, I was a mess. Aahil's cock was a burning heat that I wanted inside me. I couldn't get enough of the hint of hot cinnamon and power that I tasted on my tongue as I lapped at the pre-come that leaked from his slit. But he drew back, tucking himself back into his pants, leaving me free to gasp and plead, and to demand that they stop torturing me.
"On the bed on your hands and knees," Aahil told me evenly, jerking his head in that direction. "And if you talk back one more time, I'll have the gargoyle go back to spanking you, rather than letting him destroy your pussy with that monster cock he's hiding under those pants."
I clamped my lips together immediately. My poor ass couldn't take anymore torture. And I definitely wanted the monstrous cock. 
Aahil chuckled. Not his dark, cynical, dangerous chuckle from old times, but a new, almost playful, domineering sound that said he saw me, and he was more than happy to give me what I wanted as long as I played along. 
I was on my hands and knees on that bed in record time. My ass throbbed with heat on the way, and I was pretty sure if I were to look in a mirror, I'd find out that my ass cheeks were lobster red. But it was so worth it. 
Aahil once again knelt before me, but this time he didn't touch. He just sat back on his heels again and watched, those molten gold eyes taking in the view with an expression of pure hunger. I felt his magic reaching out for me, probably for Zhong too, the sensual side of the jinn taking over completely as he drew power from our desire, as he fed off our pleasure in a way that caused humans to make up stories about incubi. 
"Strip," he told Zhong. "I want to see if your dick matches the rest of you, gargoyle."
Zhong stood beside the bed and did as he was told, and I turned my head to watch. My gargoyle was a masterpiece. A work of art more perfect than any sculptor could ever create. Miles of smooth, marble gray skin stretched over bulging muscle. His broad shoulders and chest tapered down to a narrow waist, with perfectly cut Adonis Vs on either side. Thick thighs accentuated the terrifyingly massive dick. His big bat wings spread out to either side of him and arched overhead into clawed points. His sharp fangs showed as he ran a hand through his tightly coiled gray curls and over one curling black horn. 
"Syd?" he asked nervously, his tail lashing behind him when Aahil didn't immediately give him another command. 
I glanced away from the perfection before me to see what Aahil was doing. But the jinn was just kneeling there, staring. His gold eyes slid over Zhong's body from head to toe, then back up again, no expression on his face. 
I wasn't sure if it was deliberate torture making the gargoyle stand there under his inspection, or if Aahil was truly so impressed that he'd gone speechless. But then the jinn smiled, slow and sultry, his gaze finding mine. "You have amazing taste in protectors, witch," he purred. Then he arched a brow at Zhong. "Get over here and fuck her before she dies of want."
Zhong moved surprisingly fast for such a big guy. The bed creaked as he settled behind me, his big hands coming to rest on my hips. Then he lined up his gigantic cock and slowly pressed into my aching core. 
I made a bunch of very embarrassing sounds as I stretched to accommodate Zhong's colossal size. But I managed not to actually talk or make demands, half afraid that Aahil really would make Zhong stop and go back to spanking me if I disobeyed him. It was a miracle, really. 
I let out a breathless "fuck," when Zhong decided I'd had enough time to acclimate to his girth and pulled back, just to plow into me a little harder and a little faster with each thrust, filling me completely and then some. 
And the entire time, I felt Aahil's eyes on me, felt that lusty gold gaze drinking me in as heady sex magic coiled around us, urging us higher. 
"Harder," Aahil demanded at one point. "I want you to ruin her, gargoyle. Don't come until you do."
And that was the permission Zong needed to tip over from submissive servant to complete beast. He stopped holding back, stopped acting like he might break me, and instead, he took what he wanted. I couldn't take all of him, but he still slammed into me so deep that I cried out and slumped forward, face mashing into the mattress, fingers clutched in the blankets as he tried to rearrange my organs with his monstrous cock. 
And I loved every fucking second of it. 
I came fast and hard, but still he kept going. Aahil's voice was a low, silky counterpoint to my sobbing and Zhong's grunts of effort, urging us on, telling Zong not to stop until I was screaming. 
Two orgasms later, he got what he wanted. My entire body convulsed again, sweat dripped out of every pore, and I felt like I would turn inside out with the force of my climax. A hoarse scream ripped from my throat as my vision whited out with pleasure.
"Come," Aahil whispered, half command, and half spell. "Fill her up until you're nothing more than an empty husk, while her pussy milks you for more, gargoyle."
Zhong roared as he did just that, his giant cock pulsing inside me, filling me with the heat of his release. Unnaturally hot, graceful fingers traced over my sweaty cheek and brushed the hair back from the one side of my face that wasn't currently smooshed into the blankets. Aahil's magic called to my own even now. "Again," he commanded me in a sultry whisper, and I couldn't stop my response to his command even if I tried. I came again, clenching around Zhong's spent cock, sobbing breathlessly into the blankets, wondering if my heart might explode from the strain. 
I think I blacked out for a while. When I opened my eyes again, I was tucked into my bed between Zhong and Aahil, and I was pretty sure someone had cleaned me up a bit. My entire body was heavy and lethargic, and I couldn't seem to form a coherent thought to save my life. I recognized the floaty, detached feeling that came whenever Aahil led me down the rough sex path to bliss.
"Aahil," I said, reaching out to slide my hand over his still-bare chest. "You're a demon."
He scoffed. "Now you're using human slurs against me? After the gift I just gave you? Ungrateful witch."
I sank into his heat, my tiny demon with the fire inside. "I should go do things," I murmured. "Save the house. Save the world. Something."
But Aahil just pressed a finger to my lips. "Shut up, witch. Do you think I just did all that work wearing you out for nothing? Go to sleep, Andy. You can save the fucking world when you wake up. If you want to." He shrugged. "Personally, I think the whole place deserves to burn. But you can do your whole soft-hearted thing after you rest."
Zhong's big hand smoothed over my hip, and he curled behind me in big spoon position as I rested my head on Aahil's shoulder. "I can't believe I'm saying this," the gargoyle rumbled. "But I agree with the jinn. You needed this. And now you need to pass out for a long time and stop worrying before it eats you up. You're no good to anyone if you're not at your best."
"Enough talking," Aahil muttered. "Why are you all so sappy after sex? It's disgusting." Then a wave of magic that was laced with compulsion crept into his voice–the same flavor of magic that he could use to possess a human, if he had access to his full magic reserves. "Go to sleep, Lovell."
But as I drifted off to sleep, I smiled, because I was pretty sure I felt a graceful hand stroke through my hair, and a soft pair of too-warm lips brushed my forehead. 
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I woke slowly, hours later, surprised to find that both men were still in bed beside me.  
"You didn't leave," I mumbled against Aahil's smooth, toasty chest. My cheek was glued to his skin with sweat from the heat he always exuded. At some point, I had apparently turned into a giant octopus and managed to wrap my arms and legs around him, desperate to keep him from escaping. The surprising thing was that he hadn't vanished the moment I fell asleep. And he had apparently let me glom onto him like a clingy sea creature. 
A warm hand stroked through my hair, pushing the green tangles away from my face. "No, I didn't leave," Aahil said softly. "And I didn't break you or scare you. Either of you."
Zhong huffed from somewhere on my other side. "Of course you didn't. Neither one of us is that breakable, Aahil."
I rolled over and shoved myself up into a sitting position against the headboard so I could see both of them as I mulled over the entire encounter in my head. "Of course. That's what it was," I muttered to myself. 
"Oleander." Aahil's sultry voice was full of wary warning. But I ignored it. I thought it might be important to get this all out in the open. Cathartic. Of all the people in this cursed mansion of madness, I would never have guessed that Aahil would be here now, offering me comfort, seeing what I needed and rushing in to provide it. His golden eyes narrowed above the planes of his high cheekbones, but this time it wasn't anger that I saw in the fiery depths of his gaze. It was something more tender, a different kind of fear tugging at him—because he knew I was onto him. 
"You wanted to help me," I breathed. "You wanted connection. And you trusted Zhong to be here and physically contain you. To intervene if things got out of hand. "You love me, Aahil. That's not news to me. But… you really put yourself out there this time. You risked embarrassing yourself if you suddenly found out you couldn't tolerate intimacy yet. You took part in a way you haven't in a long time. And you let Zhong be here with us. You risked letting him see you in a vulnerable situation." 
Aahil needed containment to feel safe. Usually he got that from Hasumi, since the water weaver's magical abilities rivaled Aahil's own power. But this time, he had turned to Zhong for that sense of safety. That was a huge step.
Aahil made a tsk sound and turned his head away, but I took his hand and threaded my fingers through his own. "Aahil. You're so brave. So perfect. And of course you didn't hurt either of us. Of course you didn't. Not just because your power is suppressed, but because you're healing! I bet you didn't even want to hurt anyone, did you? Not even a little. Other than the sexy kind of pain."
He huffed. "I'm not brave because I managed to behave the way any fire jinn would. Sensuality is in my nature, witch. Are you stupid? Did you miss the spanking and the way I set him free to use you? The only reason I didn't lose control and set you on fire is because I'm wearing the damned amulet."
I nudged his shoulder with mine. "Nope. Not listening to your nonsense right now, you little ray of sunshine. Answer me. Did you, even for a moment, want to hurt me when we were playing just now?"
He let out a put-upon sigh. "No." Finally, he stopped avoiding my gaze to glare at me instead. "That doesn't make me some kind of mushy push-over like the rest of your slavish harem members."
I grinned at him. "Of course not. And I'd never want you to be anything but yourself. But I'm still proud of you."
He squeezed my fingers hard enough to make the bones grind together. "I'm not a child! Stop spouting nonsense like that. I don't need you to be proud of me. Ridiculous. You're cock-drunk, witch."
I laughed, feeling relieved for the first time in forever. "True," I managed between bouts of laughter. "Very true. But I'm still proud of you. You faced your fears. You showed both of us you have a heart and that you want to be comforting. What a big boy you are!"
He released my hand and turned to more fully face me. A searing glare landed on me, and his lips pulled back in a feral growl that revealed his sharp canines. "I will turn you to ash, stupid witch, and sell your remains to another witch to use in their spells."
Zhong interrupted my fun, wrapping an arm around me and pulling me away from Aahil. "Don't taunt him, Andy," he said, his voice full of worry. "It's not like you to be so unkind."
Aahil gave me a serious look as he sat back against the headboard and lifted his perfect nose in the air. "See, witch. Even your stone dog knows you're an idiot."
I chuckled, patting Zhong's muscular forearm where it rested around my torso. "We were just playing around, Zhong," I assured the protective softie. "Aahil knows that I meant what I said. But he also knows that I really am happy that he's feeling more like himself. That he's feeling more comfortable opening up around me… and you, too, now."
Aahil rubbed a hand over his face and let out a sigh, losing his haughty posture. "She's right, boulder for brains. I feel very… loved… when the witch purposefully goads me. I might worry about her wellbeing if she did anything else." He plucked at the blanket that was pooled around his hips. "And I'm well aware that she does it so I don't have to be serious. So I don't have to talk about my true feelings or insecurities. She's awful that way. It's why I lo—tolerate her so well."
Zhong reached around me to ruffle Aahil's silky black hair. "You're okay, for a fussy, over-dramatic demon," he said wisely. He withdrew his hand in time to avoid being bitten by Aahil's sharp fangs, then grinned at the jinn. "Like that? Is that how I'm supposed to do it? I'm new to this whole say-the-opposite-of-what-you-mean thing."
Aahil rolled his eyes. "You'll learn, I'm sure. If at the slowest pace possible." Then the jinn slid out of bed. I could tell that he was a bit more self-conscious again, now that he wasn't giving orders in the heat of the moment and riding high on sex magic. But still, he had been very careful to stay covered up since returning from the O'Leary nightmare. The fact that he was attempting to act nonchalant now was an enormous improvement. 
I ogled Aahil's beautiful, lithe body for a second, but didn't let my gaze linger. Zhong seemed to catch on to the issue, and my sweet gargoyle brushed a kiss against my temple and climbed out of bed as well, purposefully putting himself on display so Aahil wouldn't feel singled out. The sweet guy.
I smirked. "Careful where you're swinging that thing, gargoyle," I teased, putting up my hands as if to ward off a blow to the face. 
Zhong shook his head at my antics, but a small smile played at the corner of his lips. "That's not what you said a few hours ago."
Aahil slipped his pants on and padded back over to the bed to sit on the edge. Zhong yanked his own pants on and handed me my tank top and underwear, which I wiggled into gracelessly from the middle of the bed. When I was done with that battle, I reattached my insulin pump and I slid over to sit next to Aahil, concerned at his silence. And at the fact that he was still here, that he still hadn't vanished—even if that fact also warmed my heart. 
"What's wrong?" I asked, risking life and limb to reach out and put an arm around Aahil's waist as I leaned into him. 
He made an odd noise somewhere between a snort and a groan. "Do I have to answer? Is this all you people do all day—just sit around talking about your feelings?"
I squeezed his slender waist, loving the feel of the smooth, hot skin and supple dancer's muscles under my hands. "Mmm-hmm. All day, every day. Welcome to the Love Club."
He made a small gagging sound at my words. Then he took my free arm and rotated it. He ran his thumb over the mark he had put there. The small symbol was only a miniscule version of what we had before, a reminder of our previous master-slave connection. "I had a horrid, tempting thought," he admitted, his voice low and husky with emotion. "One that I'm sure you will abhor as much as I do."
My lips curled into an involuntary smile. He was so contrary, my fiery little jinn. "Oh? Well then, you'd better tell me what it was, so we can both be equally horrified."
He licked his lips and looked up at me from under his thick black lashes, his trauma and his newly regained confidence clearly warring with each other. "I just thought… I would like to strengthen this." His eyes flicked down again, to where he still stroked his thumb over my binding mark. "I had the disgusting desire to be more strongly connected to you. It's sickening, really."
I grinned at him. "Oh, you're right, that's gross." I released my hold on his narrow waist to place my free hand over his, over the mark that currently made a small, warm connection between us. "But I'm a Lovell. I was born to do awful things. So I'd love it. That is, if you're really sure?"
He finally met my eyes, and the eagerness in those gold depths belied his calm tone. "I suppose," he said with a shrug. "It would be a very wicked thing to do. And I am a mischievous jinn."
Zhong came around the end of the bed to stand before us. I looked up as he ran a hand through his gray spiral curls. Then he blushed, looking down at the floor. "And mine?" he asked hesitantly, bringing his hand down to touch the silvery outline of his master's mark. "Would you…. I know you were only trying to honor my freedom, master. But I want to be connected to you, the way the jinn is."
I glanced between the two of them, suddenly feeling like I was about to cry. They wanted to tie themselves to me, to form a stronger bond. If I really was like the rest of my evil family, I'd jump at the opportunity. It would give me the ability to draw power from them. To manipulate them. To possibly use their magic in my spells or bind them in a book like the bestiary. So of course, I hesitated.
"I love you both," I said softly. "I do. And I… I want that too. I want to be bonded to you. I want that symbol of our connection. But it's dangerous. I won't let you give me power over you."
They both reacted to the perceived rejection in their own way. Aahil shut down and withdrew. Zhong bowed his head and looked embarrassed. I couldn't stand it, so I opened my mouth and rushed to make it better. "I'll only do it if the bond goes both ways," I told them firmly. "Not a one-way connection, you to me. But me to you as well. Like…" Like a lifebond, I had almost said. Like what I had with Dyre before he rejected me. 
My heart ached. 
Zhong's big finger under my chin forced me to look up and meet his yellow eyes. He knew. Of course he knew what I had almost said. "I would be honored with such a bond," he said easily. 
Aahil scoffed, ignoring all the undercurrents of emotion in typical Aahil fashion. "Must we talk endlessly, or can we get on with it?"
I shook my head at him, but held out my arm. "Go ahead," I told him softly. "I know you can do it without spell ingredients and all that other stuff." All the things I had needed to cast the spell to bind me to Dyre and Sunny. But I wasn't thinking about that now. "Teach me," I pleaded. 
I knew that Aahil could show me how it worked, if he really wanted to. If he wasn't hiding his big bad secrets so he could control his pet witch. But I was surprised at how easily he agreed. "Fine," he said curtly, his eyes fluttering closed. "Close your eyes and try to feel what I'm doing with my magic. You should be able to sense it through the minor bond we already have." He cracked one eye open to regard me with a warning glare. "And try not to mess it up, Lovell. I don't want your excess magic well to blow me up." 
I nodded, and he closed his eyes again. I did the same and tried my best to really listen, to tune in and feel what he was doing with his magic as he traced the symbol on my arm. 
The flavor of Aahil's magic was all heat and passion, and it would be so easy to get lost in it. But I was used to having an ancient wraith and a necromancer in my aura. Staying present through this was easy by comparison. When Aahil finished his spell, I copied what he had done, tracing the same design on his arm in a mirror of my own. I murmured the words he had used, the language foreign to me, but the intent what was important. And I felt the bond flare to life, a fiery flare of aliveness inside me that hadn't been there before. It wasn't the same spell Dyre had taught me to create our lifebond. But the results were the same. Aahil was part of me now. And I was part of him. My eyes flew open, and I met Aahil's glowing gold gaze seconds before his lips crashed into mine. 
Aahil kissed me with all the fury and passion of his fiery elemental nature. Then he pulled away, leaving me breathless and reeling. A sultry smile slid across his face, and his voice was smug as he spoke. "You're mine now, witch," he breathed. 
But I heard the relief that underscored his words. He was connected to me now in the same way I was connected to him. I was… an anchor, I thought. A tether, maybe, to keep him grounded when he was in danger of combusting. 
I drew in a deep breath and turned to Zhong, who was watching us with rapt attention and no small amount of awe. "It worked," he said softly. "I can see it in your auras. You look like bonded mates."
I glanced at Aahil out of the corner of my eye to see how he reacted to the "m" word, but he ignored it, no expression on his face. "Well?" he said, waving me toward Zhong. "Collar your doggie now. The spell should work the same way on him. Just use his existing master's mark as an anchor."
I did as I was told, standing and reaching up, tracing my fingers over the intricate wreath of markings that lay in the space between Zhong's neck and shoulder. When it was Zhong's turn to mark me, he hesitated, looking nervous. "I don't have much skill with casting magic," he murmured. "Will it still work?"
Aahil rolled his eyes and stood, coming to clasp hands with the Gargoyle, his own graceful hand engulfed by Zhong's thick fingers. "I'll supervise, boulder. Just do what you can."
Zhong traced the marking on my shoulder with one big, blunt finger as he cast the same spell Aahil and I had just used. I sensed when he faltered, but a warm surge of jinn energy was there to bolster the casting and keep things moving the way they should. The connection snapped into place, and I sucked in a breath as Zhong's unique flavor of solidness and loyalty flowed through me. 
If I was an anchor to Aahil, then I was the opposite for Zhong. He anchored me as my wild witch magic danced around us both before settling down into my aura again. 
Zhong bent to give me a sweet, thorough kiss, then pulled back, tracing his finger over the markings on my shoulder. "It's beautiful. My name on your skin."
I hurried to the mirror to see for myself. He was right, the silvery markings looked like an intricate magical tattoo. And they sang with his essence. Just as the pretty swirls on my arm sang with Aahil's. "They're perfect," I said happily. "So pretty and so… perfect." My hand came to rest over my chest, where my heart swelled with emotion as I teared up. 
Aahil jumped in to stop my emoting before it could really get ramped up. "Of course they are," he said with a wicked look and an arrogant lift of his chin. "Far superior to the bond of some sniveling redheaded coward." 
I stared at him. Right. So, he was aware of how much Dyre's rejection had hurt me, after all. And maybe he'd been jealous of our connection before? 
"What?" Aahil snapped. "We were all thinking it."
Zhong rolled his eyes. "Maybe, but we didn't need to say it out loud. Tact, jinn. It's something you might want to work on."
Aahil snorted. "Sounds boring. Let's go show the necromancer how badly he fucked up and how much Andy doesn't miss his scrawny corpse in her bed."
I shook my head, not sure if I wanted to laugh or cry. I wasn't sure I could survive this concerned, protective new Aahil who wanted to jump in and destroy anyone who hurt me. But he wasn't exactly wrong. My feelings toward Dyre hadn't really changed. Still… it felt nice to know that I was wanted, even if Dyre had chucked me aside. 
"I am a little hungry," I said innocently. "Maybe we should go down and make some dinner." And I defiantly refused to put on a long-sleeved shirt, letting my tank top reveal my shiny new bonding marks. 
Petty, yes. Uplifting and exactly what I needed right now? Absolutely. 
I truly was a wicked Lovell. 






  
  Chapter 25

Niamh


I was worried about Andy. I had every confidence that we would find a way out of our current predicament, but I could see that the stress was wearing on her. And I thought it might have to do with something more than just the problems with the pocket world and the SA. She had been wounded by her falling out with the necromancer, and I was certain that it was still affecting her, even though she tried to hide it.  
It was ridiculous. The man's brain had obviously been damaged by his own dark magic, if he was stupid enough to push Andy away. It was disappointing, really. I might not see what Andy saw in the skinny redheaded male, but I respected his ability to protect my witch and his willingness to stand by us all throughout the hardships we faced. He had helped save us from the O'Leary coven, at substantial risk to himself. I had watched him slowly move from loner to protector. And I had developed this strange pride for him, like one would feel toward a fellow hunter who was earning their rank. But he had destroyed that by trampling on Andy's heart. 
I knew Andy wasn't the type of woman to get hung up on someone, to pine after them or take rejection personally. But I think we all knew connection was important to her. As much as I wanted to scoff at the soft sentiment, I understood all too well. Fae were clan people. We operated best when we were surrounded by others of our kind and felt most secure when we had a role to fulfill in our community. I had felt so lost when I was freed from the bestiary and realized that my people were gone and I was alone. Finding Andy—and the other idiots, too, I suppose—had given me back a bit of that sense of security and purpose. And I thought maybe it was the same for her. Her family might have been evil, but that didn't negate the fact that she had been separated from them, cut off and alone, and shunned by most of the witch community all her life. 
I saw her.
I watched her withdraw from us all in small ways. I saw the sadness in her eyes when she smiled. And I knew the bastard necromancer had gotten her hopes up with their damned lifebond. Andy must have felt like she had something permanent in her life. And then he snatched it away and left her bereft again. My witch was strong, but she was also far more vulnerable and sensitive than she liked to admit. There was an abandoned child inside her, just begging to be loved.
So, it was a shock when she sauntered into the kitchen looking well-fucked and more at ease than I'd seen her in some time. "Beans again?" she groaned, her gray eyes landing on the beans I was shelling into a bowl. "At this rate, we'll run out of ingredients to make digestive remedies and we'll all die of bloating long before the pocket world collapses."
I rolled my eyes. "If you have another idea for a source of easy protein that we can grow in a pocket world, then by all means, speak up."
She huffed, but there was no heat in it. Her grumbling over our food options was just a distraction from the bigger problems we faced, and we both knew it. She passed by me on the way to the fridge, and my eyes landed on the faint silvery tracings on the area between her neck and shoulder. Zhong and Aahil trailed into the kitchen after her, and I glanced between them all. Andy straightened, and I met her eyes, arching my brows. "Clever witch, you seem to have gained a new tattoo since I saw you last."
She blushed faintly, a pretty hint of pink coloring the apples of her cheeks. "Mmm. Very observant. Gold star for you."
Zhong came to take the food containers from Andy's hands, then turned to beam at me. "She wears my name. We have a real bond now."
I shook my head, but couldn't stop the smile that lifted the corners of my lips. The gargoyle was sickeningly sweet and eager to please. Andy had just made him the happiest male alive by finally giving him the formal connection he craved. "Congratulations," I said dryly. He ignored my flat tone and went to heat the black bean burgers on the stove. 
Aahil hitched a slender hip against the counter on the other side of the kitchen and watched us all. Something about the way the tiny terror moved had changed. I narrowed my eyes at him as I tried to figure out what it was. "I know I'm captivating, and you're envisioning me naked," the jinn drawled, with a lifted brow, "but do you have to stare quite so hard, fae?"
I scoffed. "Even if I liked dicks, I wouldn't want yours."
"That only highlights your failings, not mine." He straightened and went to rummage around in the fridge, and I finally realized why he seemed different. The jinn had been so guarded since we were rescued from the O'Leary coven. He possessed the innate beauty and grace of a fire elemental, still. But he had lost something indefinable. Some quality that I couldn't quite put into words. Some of that indefinable thing had returned now. It was there in the way he moved, in the sensual roll of his hips and his fluid grace, as he closed the fridge and glided over to Zhong with a pile of strawberries in his hands. 
I looked at Andy in question, and she seemed to know exactly what I was asking. She could probably see the change in him as well. She held up her arm, showing me the underside of her forearm where the jinn's mark resided. I could sense the increased power in the mark. "Aahil got a new tattoo today as well," she told me, glancing over at the jinn. 
His pert nose lifted into the air, and he gave us both an arrogant look. "What of it? Stop staring at me like that or I will remove my charm and turn you both to ash."
I ignored him and focused on Andy. "So, they're both bound to you now?" I tried to keep the note of sudden anger out of my voice. 
Andy shrugged. "They're bound to me, and I'm bound to them. It's equal. It goes both ways. It's not some one-sided, master-slave Lovell trickery, I promise."
Ambrose chose that moment to materialize from the shadows near the doorway and stroll into the room with tendrils of darkness curling around his feet. "What kind of Lovell trickery are we talking about now?"
Andy rolled her eyes and let out a dramatic sigh. "None. We were talking about the lack of Lovell trickery."
"These two idiots are bonded to our witch," I informed the boogeyman. I didn't mind Ambrose. He was a remarkably constant and reassuring man, for a monster. And he might understand the anger that was building inside me for no apparent reason right now. Dark emotions were his favorite meal, after all. 
His weird red eyes with their black sclera scanned the room, then he returned his gaze to me, crossing his arms over his suit-clad chest. "Oh, I see. Your jealousy makes sense then."
I just stared at him for a moment as his absurd words sank in. "I'm not jealous." But… I was, wasn't I? That "anger" I was feeling wasn't anger at all, was it? I was just mad that Andy had tied herself to the two men, and she hadn't wanted me to share that level of closeness with her. 
Oh, Goddess. Did that mean I was jealous of Dyre, too? Yes, I realized. Yes, it did. I had been hurt that Andy lifebonded with the necromancer when we were all parted from her, and that she hadn't wanted to dissolve the bond once it had served its purpose. I wanted to be her favorite partner. And that she had not offered that honor to any of the rest of us made it that much more insulting when the stupid necromancer carelessly threw it away and asked Andy to dissolve the bond. 
I ran a hand over my face and groaned. I should be above such things. How mortifying. "Damn it."
Andy laughed as she patted me on the back. "Oh, Niamh. It's okay to have feelings. Mushy, lovey, possessive little feelings. You're so cute."
I slapped her hand away and bared my fangs in a mock growl. I was a proud fae hunter, damn it. "Nonsense. Your recent bedroom activities must have knocked something loose in your brain. I would never be jealous of a bunch of men. Disgusting."
If it was just the two of us, I might be more forthright about my feelings. But I wasn't keen on pouring my heart out in front of the others. Especially the jinn. He and I were more likely to use each other for target practice than talk about our feelings together. 
Ambrose came to stand nearby, glancing between Andy and me. A creepy, shark-toothed grin stretched across his face as he put a hand over his heart and bowed to Andy. "Since your fae lover is clearly not jealous or at all bothered by your bonds with others, I must ask," he straightened and brushed his blue-black curls from his face. "Would you do me the honor of granting me the same bond as the others? Because I am most assuredly jealous of their closeness to you, and I'm not afraid to admit it."
Andy rolled her eyes. But I knew this meant a lot to her. These men were undoing the damage Dyre's dismissal had done to our witch. I could see how much more centered she was with her new bonds in effect and her newly strengthened connection to Zhong and Aahil. And I think Ambrose saw it too. And… maybe he was also a little pissed-off with his corpse-like redheaded lover. Taking up the bond that Dyre had thrown away would certainly be a good way to make a statement.
"Are you sure, Ambrose," Andy said, her voice serious this time. "I'm not… collecting pledges of lifelong loyalty here. They asked and it just kind of felt… right. There's no pressure for anyone else to be so reckless."
"It's not reckless," I said firmly. "Andy, we all love you. Surely you can see that, witch. Even you cannot be that oblivious."
She gave me a soft smile, amusement dancing in her eyes. "Oh, so you are jealous, then," she said sagely. 
I huffed and took her hands in mine, lifting them to kiss the back of each one. "Oleander Lovell," I said formally, "would you please do me the honor of binding our magics and our lives together?"
She looked at me and Ambrose, then glanced at the others as if seeking reassurance. When no one said anything, she squared her shoulders and met my eyes. "Of course." Then she glanced at Ambrose as well. "Of course I want to be connected to you both. I just…" She blinked rapidly as our tough, determined witch fought back tears. "I'm so sick of being alone. Of wondering when you will all leave, and I'll have to go back to how things were before. I've been so lonely all my life. But I feel pathetic for wanting—for needing—this forever kind of commitment from you all."
Ambrose touched her cheek, drawing his deep black shadow fingers across her flushed skin. "There is nothing pathetic about it. I think we all crave that kind of assurance in our lives. Not a single person in this household has managed to escape the experience of crushing loneliness, Andy."
She nodded and sniffed a little, and I had to hold back a laugh. She wouldn't appreciate my finding humor in her vulnerability. But she was just so… perfectly Andy. "Okay," she said with a determined nod. "Do you want to do this… now?"
Aahil let out a dramatic sigh as he popped the last of his strawberries into his mouth and glided over to join us. "Give me your hand," he told me impatiently. "I'll help guide the spell. And you're welcome. You owe me a favor now."
I shook my head at him, but did as he said, placing my hand in his. He might be annoying, but that just meant he was feeling more like himself. It was probably a good thing, I supposed. His hand gripped mine, and I realized I had never actually touched the jinn before. I hadn't realized that his skin was this warm, super-heated, as if he had just warmed his palms before a fire. 
"Envision a pattern or a mark of some sort," Andy told me as she took my other hand. "It can be something simple. Then you'll draw it on my skin, and I'll draw it on yours as we do the spell."
I nodded my understanding. I already knew what I wanted my mark to be. And where. Releasing Andy and Aahil's hands for a moment, I pulled off my sweater, leaving me in just the soft tube top I preferred to a bra most days. "Here," I said, touching the area at the center of my chest, just above my breasts.
Andy smiled fondly and pulled off her own tank top, standing there shirtless and braless as if she didn't have a care in the world. Goddess, I loved that witches shared the fae belief that there was nothing to be ashamed of in our natural bodies. I took Aahil's hand again, then touched my fingertip to the center of Andy's chest, over her gorgeous breasts. Andy and Aahil guided me through the new spell as I traced the outline of a leaf onto Andy's skin. A leaf from the sunfire tree. The symbol of my clan. 
Andy's magic tingled through me as we completed the bond, and I gloried in the feel of her there, in my aura, connected to my essence, to my soul. Aahil released my hand the moment the spell was complete, and I stepped forward, gripping Andy's chin and tilting it up as I bent to kiss her, the animal part of me surging to the surface. Mine. My love. My mate. Mine. 






  
  Chapter 26

Ambrose


When Andy was finished establishing Niamh's mark, she turned to me, and we repeated the process. I had sensed the magic that was used—different from the lifebond spell that she and Dyre had once used, but to the same effect—and thought I could probably replicate it on my own, but Aahil stepped forward again to assist.  
I wasn't so proud that I would refuse the offered help. Besides, I thought maybe Aahil needed to be involved, to feel important to the woman he had just bound himself so firmly to. His small, graceful hand was too hot in mine, and I gave it a little squeeze, earning myself a snooty glower. 
I schooled my features to hide the grin that wanted out. I didn't think he'd be inclined to help us if I told him how cute he was when he was being all protective of Andy. 
I had removed my jacket, vest, and shirt, and now stood before a deliciously shirtless Andy as we performed the bonding spell. During her bonding to Niamh, Elijah had appeared in the room, silently watching the physical ritual that he couldn't take part in himself. He wasn't the only one watching. All eyes were on me and Andy now. I felt tremulous and shaky as I lifted a hand toward the soft skin of her solar plexus area, just above the gentle curve of her adorable belly. 
I had lived most of my life moving from one place to another, never staying long enough to become attached to anyone—except for the one time that ended with me trapped in a grimoire. This bond was a symbol of permanence. Of my intention to never leave.
I had no qualms at all about devoting myself to Andy and, by association, to the others who loved her. I yearned for that sort of permanence and connection. For a family. But it was overwhelming all the same. Like finding myself in a dream, when I was supposed to be a creature of nightmares.
"Ambrose?" Andy whispered my name, careful not to disturb the spell building around us. I knew what she was asking. Was I hesitating because I had doubts? Because I had changed my mind? 
Never. I smiled at her, staring into her beautiful gray eyes as I gave her a resolute nod. Then I returned my attention to her skin. My finger glided over her flesh, delicately tracing the stylized outline of a rose in full bloom. The magic tingled at my fingertip as a faint, silvery-white outline appeared on her skin. In the air between us, the smoky tendrils of my power formed a black bloom that echoed my tracing, richer and more detailed than what I managed to draw, a misty interpretation of my intent. 
Andy smiled in awe and drew her fingers through the smoky tendrils, caressing the sooty black outline of a petal. The image dissipated as my part of the spell took hold, and she drew her hand down to my center. Magic whispered over my skin, and the first instinct was for me to dissipate, to go incorporeal and turn to shadows so no foreign magic could touch my physical body. But I ignored that initial impulse, leaning into her touch, and soon the unease subsided. This was Andy. I need never run from her. 
As the bond settled into place, I reveled in the new sense of connection to my earth witch. At the sense of warmth and love that flowed from her aura. I understood now why Niamh had felt the need to kiss Andy senseless after they completed their bond. My arms slid around Andy's waist and drew her closer without a single conscious thought. I needed to taste all that warmth and love on my tongue. Needed to breathe her in like the richest, starlit night. This new closeness in my aura made me crave even more.
She seemed to feel the same. Her arms twined around my neck and her lips parted beneath my own with a little groan. It was very hard to remember that we weren't alone. But all too soon, the flavor of the magic in the air changed, and it brought me back to the real world. The world where I wasn't the only one with a claim on this brave, wondrous woman. 
I pulled away from Andy with a wry smile and a wink. "I think someone else wants to join the party," I murmured. Then I stepped back enough to let Hasumi get a good look at what was going on—including the glorious vision of Andy's full breasts, and her skin marked with the silvery symbols of not only my bonding, but Niamh, Aahil, and Zhong's as well. 
Andy's expression softened, and Hasumi immediately answered her unspoken thoughts and emotions. "Yes," they said, reaching out their hand to catch her own and bring it up to place a kiss on the back. "I feel the same, Andy. May I wear your mark as well?"
And it was just that simple. The water weaver didn't prevaricate or play games. The gorgeous, ethereal creature didn't taste of fear or anxiety as they stepped before Andy and bonded themselves to her without question. 
"I think I might cry," I murmured to Niamh, who stood at my side. Andy needed this. This surety and show of unflinching support. We all did.
Niamh rolled her eyes and slapped my shirt against my chest. But I thought she looked a little misty-eyed herself. She had already covered up her own body, and I knew she wasn't so much a fan of the male anatomy, so I relented and slid my black shirt on, lazily buttoning a few buttons just to make her happy. 
The magic surged between Hasumi and Andy without Aahil's help. The jinn moved back a bit to give Andy and her water elemental their space, but his sharp gold eyes hungrily watched every movement. He really was attached to her. Maybe to both of them. And I was pretty sure that attachment was the only thing that kept him sane. I reached over and took his hand again, smirking when he went rigid and refused to look at me. 
"It's okay," I murmured to him, careful not to speak too loudly and interrupt Andy and Hasumi's moment. "We'll all share. We won't hog your witch, sweetheart."
He swallowed down whatever he wanted to say and pretended I hadn't spoken instead, ignoring me completely. But he didn't remove his deliciously warm hand from my grasp. 
Honestly, I was surprised the charm that dangled at his throat hadn't had to flare to life and keep him from burning me to ash on the spot just for touching him. He was getting better. It warmed my little black heart to see it. 
Zhong eyed me over Aahil's head, and I got the feeling that the gargoyle was looking out for the diminutive jinn. Oh, how things had changed. 
I couldn't help the little chuckle that slipped out. But by then Hasumi and Andy were done with their bonding, and each of them wore a swirling pattern of silvery markings that looked like ocean waves, right at the base of their throats. Lovely. It was all so lovely to see. It filled me with emotions that I hadn't thought I could feel until I was freed from the bestiary. Feelings that were warmer, gentler, more comforting than the dark emotions that I usually dealt in and devoured. 
But I could feel a dark cloud coming to rain on the parade. I opened my mouth to warn Andy, but I was too slow. I had been too wrapped up in everything that was going on in this room and failed to be vigilant. 
Dyre strode into the room like the hounds of hell were nipping at his feet, dark magic gathered in his palms, ready to fly forth at his command. He took several steps, then halted abruptly, his long red hair spilling over his shoulders and his bluish lips pressed into a grim line. Damn, he was so attractive when he used death magic. "What the hell?" Dyre bit out. 
His piercing violet gaze swept the room, taking in what must look like a ridiculous tableau. Andy standing in the middle of the room shirtless, too close to Hasumi to be doing anything that wasn't amorous. Me holding Aahil's hand like we were best friends. And everyone apparently up to no good. 
"Good evening, love," I said as Aahil jerked his hand from my grasp and crossed his arms over his chest. He and Dyre did were not fans of one another. But I refused to move to put more space between us. That would just make me look guilty. Of what, I didn't know. But I knew Dyre would find some reason to fuss at me. "Welcome to the party."
He narrowed his eyes at me, then waved one long arm to encompass the entire room. "I felt a bunch of weird magic coming from you assholes and I thought something terrible was happening. I rush down here and find you… I don't even know what the fuck is going on here. But you sure as hell don't seem distressed."
His gaze landed on Andy's glorious nudity, then skated away as if he had belatedly realized he wasn't supposed to look at her. Andy rolled her eyes and stepped away from Hasumi to yank her shirt on. 
Aahil, who had been doing his best to fade into the background with his trauma ever since returning from the O'Leary nightmare, stepped forward and sneered at Dyre, showing his short, sharp fangs. "We were simply completing our lifebonds," he said, his smooth voice dripping venom. "You know… declaring our devotion to the woman who has saved us all?" He lifted his pert nose in the air and gave Dyre a look that said the necromancer was a pile of dogshit. "It's not our fault you took a rare gem and threw it away like so much garbage, you ungrateful corpse." He sniffed. "Or that you are apparently so abysmal at reading magic."
"Aahil." Andy stepped between the two men, blocking Dyre from Aahil's death glare. 
Zhong wasn't much better. The gargoyle puffed up his chest and his wings extended slightly, nearly seven feet of looming, hard-as-stone muscle and claws. He gave Dyre the coldest look I'd ever seen the gargoyle manage. For Zhong, it was the equivalent of a rage-fueled punch in the face. Niamh silently fingered the dagger that she wore at her waist and her eyes narrowed, the implied threat obvious.
Dyre ignored them all, his gaze sweeping over Andy again, no doubt taking in the new markings that were visible on the portions of skin that her tank top didn't cover. And evaluating the new magic he must be able to sense clinging to the earth witch, tying her to everyone in the room. Everyone except him.
He didn't speak for a long moment, his eyes flashing from violet to pure black and back again. I winced to think of the internal battle he must be fighting with his wraith right now. The creature was obsessed with Andy, and he must be furious that everyone else had claimed what Dyre denied them. When he finally spoke, Dyre's deep voice was lower than usual, as if a hint of wraith lingered there still. And the tone was frigid. "If no one is in danger, I'll go back to what I was doing; trying to find a solution to the life-threatening mess we're all in. But by all means, go back to your orgy. Clearly you've got your priorities."
He glanced at me one last time, and I knew that the glare he sent my way was masking his hurt. Damn it. Of course he would feel like I was taking sides. And in a way, I suppose I was. Dyre was being a stubborn asshole, and we both knew it. I shrugged, and he yanked his gaze away, whirling toward the door. 
"Dyre!" Andy took a step toward him, probably about to try to calm him. And most likely fail.
But she didn't get the chance. She was interrupted by a surge of magic and the gentle shushing sound of paper sliding over the surface of the kitchen table. Another newssheet had arrived from the outside world, and suddenly our love lives were no longer important. 






  
  Chapter 27

Andy


Damn it all.  
I was still riding high on the feeling of the new bonds that had just settled into my aura. And on the knowledge that they wanted to stay. Aahil, Zhong, Niamh, Ambrose, and Hasumi… they all wanted a closer bond with me. Something permanent. Which meant they didn't intend to leave the minute we were out of this pocket world and life was back to normal. 
It was my biggest wish suddenly come true. I didn't have to ask, to plead my case and stand there twisting in the wind, hoping for a reply but never really expecting it would be the one I wanted—that was the way I had envisioned this going, anytime I let myself think about what might come, if we managed to live through the current dangers surrounding us. But this… to have all this devotion and love offered up without my even asking. It was earthshaking. 
And yet. 
Despite all that love and surety, there was still a sad emptiness in the dark corners of my heart. Elijah couldn't bond to me the way the others had—at least as far as I knew. I'd have to ask. Regardless, I knew he would if given the chance. But Dyre. Dyre had already had this bond and chose to dissolve it. I didn't have to ask him. I already knew his answer. And it was a resounding, "No fucking thanks." 
The rejection hurt, yes. But it was more than that. By rejecting me and severing our connection, he severed my connection to Sunny as well. The wraith and I got no say in that. And there was also the lingering conviction, no matter how hard I tried to just let Dyre have his space and his right to his own free will… there was this voice inside me that insisted he wasn't being true to what he wanted. That he was still acting out of a sense of what he thought he should do, rather than what he truly wanted in his heart. 
But I didn't have time to examine any of that mushy, thoroughly distracting nonsense right now. Because the real world—the world outside our precarious little bubble—demanded attention. I picked up the pamphlet that had just arrived and plopped my ass heavily into one of the kitchen chairs. "Gather round, folks," I muttered, "story time."
Dyre hesitated in the doorway, clearly torn between escaping the animosity of his fellow housemates and my awkward presence, or staying to hear what news this latest delivery brought. In the end, he squared his shoulder and came over to join us. Every line of his long, lean body radiated tension, but his eyes met mine across the table and he gave me a terse, "Get on with it."
I sighed and dropped my eyes to the news pamphlet. I read what it said, then read it again out loud. It sounded like something out of a movie. "While the Supernatural Alliance wages its questionable war on the witch supremacist zealots, it has come to our attention that a third faction has entered the fray." I looked up at the faces around me with a wry snort. The Alliance might try to make people think they were gallantly defending everyone from the supremacists, but I was pretty sure they were one-in-the-same, at least on some level. Dropping my eyes to the pamphlet, I continued. "A group of non-human creatures, along with a handful of witches and other magic users, have grown quite fed up with the games and manipulations of our dear police force and their opponents. (Though one questions if they are really opponents at all.) We have it on good authority that if you are not a power-hungry witch or a loyal Alliance drone, you might be wise to keep your eyes and ears peeled for a certain flowery symbol of change."
I stared at the words again as I tried to wrap my mind around what they were saying. "Great. So someone is trying to start an uprising." I rubbed a hand over my face and tossed the stupid pamphlet back onto the table. Absolutely none of this was helpful. The puny little creature resistance wouldn't hold up against the SA with their resources or the witch supremacists, who would have no compunction about using magic to murder them before they even had a chance to speak up. If anything, the two organizations would just work together to get rid of the inconvenience or use it as a distraction while they continued to work together to grab up magical artifacts and amass power, all the better to control the populous. 
Everyone else was busy muttering about what this meant. I bowed my head to rub my hands over my face, sick of how stuck I felt. As if we were trapped here while the world fell apart and the magic holding the pocket world together disintegrated around us. But the motion had me looking down. And I noticed something in my lap. A little slip of paper had fallen out of the pamphlet and landed there, a silvery sheen glinting on its surface. 
"Guys?" I said, drawing everyone's attention as I held the bit of paper up between my thumb and forefinger. When I touched it, writing appeared, the silvery stuff on the paper drawing in on itself, coalescing into a looping gunmetal scrawl. Magic hummed under my touch, and I jumped. "Fuck!" I dropped the paper, and it fluttered to the floor. 
My eyes went to the various magical creatures around me before landing on Dyre's piercing violet gaze. "You feel that?"
He nodded once, his motion curt. "Spelled." Coming around the table, he pushed Zhong aside and knelt, dark magic flowing through him as Sunny protected them both. Then he reached out and picked up the paper. 
Nothing happened. It remained a piece of crisp white paper with a shimmery surface. Dyre frowned as he examined it. Then he looked like someone had punched him in the gut before he regained his composure again and glanced up at me. "It's a charm that makes it so only the intended recipient can read it. Fairly powerful magic, but well within the skill level of your family. Our family." His jaw clenched for a moment before he added, "I used to use this charm when I sent letters to someone and didn't want prying eyes involved. I found it in an old grimoire somewhere, so it was probably family knowledge."
I knew from the way he spoke just who that someone was. I wanted to tell him he didn't have to speak that way, as if his past love was a taboo topic. Or as if he and I were siblings or something. Our family. Ridiculous. It was possible I shared as much DNA with the local grocer back home as with this infuriating man. But it was useless telling him any of that. And besides, we had bigger issues right now. "So, it's spelled specifically to me. And it's a charm that might have been passed down through your family, or found by my family at some point and incorporated into our spell books."
At his nod, I threw caution to the wind and grabbed the paper out of his hand. Niamh hissed my name in reprimand for my reckless behavior and Elijah hovered close. But I was pretty sure this particular magic wasn't going to hurt me. The words instantly began appearing again the moment I touched the paper. I held it up so I could read what was written in what I assumed was my sister's handwriting. I wouldn't really know, given that I hadn't been around her since I was a child. 
"What is it?" Aahil demanded. "What does it say? I can't tell if that constipated expression on your face is because of a death threat or because you've been cursed."
I shook my head. A death threat might be preferable. Simpler to deal with anyway. "It's a location," I informed the room at large. "A meeting place." I looked up. "I think we're being invited to join the resistance."
The room erupted into chaos around me. 
"It has to be Bella and Junaid," Zhong insisted. "This is them organizing some way for us to fight back."
Niamh nodded as she tapped one finger on the hilt of her dagger. "It's likely. And it's about fucking time we actually did something, rather than standing around here waiting."
Ambrose, Hasumi, and Elijah seemed to be on the fence.
But Dyre was coldly adamant in his caution. "We have no guarantee that these deliveries are actually coming from Belladonna at all. Anyone with access to a little Lovell blood could be sending them. For all we know, your sister is in an Alliance prison, and they are using her to find us." His violet eyes bore into me. "Or it could be the supremacists. They would love to get their hands on a matched set of Lovells. You saw what the O'Learys were about. And they were bumbling idiots. Belladonna could have fallen into much worse hands. Not everyone is as altruistic and good as you want them to be, Oleander."
I stared back at him for a moment while the others argued. They wanted me to be safe. They wanted us to do something. They threw out what-ifs and conjecture. But I had already decided. I glanced down again at the perfect outline of a white oleander bloom, sketched on the bottom of the note. The "flowery symbol of change," I assumed.
"I'm going," I said as I pushed my chair back and stood. "You all can stay here if you want. But I'm going. I don't want to get pulled into a freaking war any more than you do. But there has to be some happy medium. And I will not sit here on my ass hoping our hiding spot holds while a bunch of jackasses take over the world. Not when there might be some small thing we can do to help. At the very least, maybe we can do something to clear our names and get the SA to stop hunting us."
That was not what they wanted to hear. But I don't think any of them were truly surprised by my words. 
"Of course we're not letting you go alone," Niamh said immediately. "Don't be stupid, Andy."
Zhong nodded his agreement. "Where you go, I go, master."
Ambrose slapped the bigger man on the back and nodded at me in silent agreement. 
Aahil shook his head at me as if he was disappointed that he even had to tell me how he felt. "You are mine, Lovell. Of course I will burn your enemies to ash." He smiled, his evil smirk so like the Aahil of old. "It would be my pleasure to make them cower."
I rolled my eyes. "Aahil, we're not going there to kill people. It's just a meeting. We can get some first-hand information on what's going on and figure out what to do from there."
He waved my words away with a muttered, "Boring."
Hasumi touched my shoulder. "I will go. I can read and influence those gathered."
I nodded. Of course. Having that kind of influence over an assembled group of possibly volatile strangers would be a very powerful defense.
"Okay, well, that's decided then," I said flatly. "The meeting is tomorrow night. In Magea, if I'm reading this thing right," I said, waving the slip of paper, "there are coded hints here that provide directions. Anyone who wants to go can go with me. And if you don't want to go, then stay behind." My eyes lit on Dyre with a meaningful glance. 
I might feel better with a necromancer at my back. But I wasn't about to coerce him into going on an outing that might be a trap. After all, his suspicions could be correct. I might be about to royally fuck up. 
He just rolled his eyes. "No one is staying behind," he snapped. "If you get yourself killed, the pocket world will collapse. Anyone left behind would die."
I sighed. I hadn't thought of that. If I went, it really did kind of force them all to go along. "I'm sorry," I said sincerely. "But I can't just sit here going stir crazy."
He stared me down for a long moment before he finally spoke. "I never said you should. I simply think we should be cautious and not believe everything we see or hear. Even if it is Bella sending these letters, we still can't be sure of her motives."
I nodded. "On that, we can agree. I'm not that naïve, Dyre. I am a Lovell, after all. I was bred, born, and raised for evil."
He didn't speak. But I knew what he was thinking. We both were. Because his family was just as bad as mine, if not worse. And it was his blood that had founded my own. 
"That's not necessarily a bad thing, in this case," Ambrose said, slapping Dyre on the back just a little too hard, jolting him out of his dark thoughts. "If we can think like the enemy, we'll be one step ahead, right?" 
Elijah hovered over to me, half his body gliding through the table. "I think in this instance, it also doesn't hurt to have at least a little bit of faith." He sighed a gusty ghost sigh. "As jaded as I am, even I have to admit, there is still goodness in the world. There is evil. But there is also goodness in the hearts of many, still." His burning ghostly blue eye orbs swung from me to Dyre and back again. "And you should know you are not the sum of your ancestors' actions. You have their gifts, but your own heart." 
And with that painfully insightful bit of wisdom, the ghost disappeared, flowing back into his anchoring charm. 






  
  Chapter 28

Sunshine


Over the long years of being bound to a mortal body, I had come to feel a deep affection for my host. It might even be described as… love. Dyre was the portal through which I experienced this bright mortal world. He was the one who showed me what a sunset looked like. And taught me how to feel. He was my first friend. The only mortal I had ever wanted to protect. But sometimes, I wanted to use our own shared hands to choke him to death.  
Because of him, Oleander was sad. Because of his stubbornness and his silly mortal ideas of right and wrong, I wasn't allowed to wrap my arms around the woman we both wanted and revel in the novelty of her softness. And now, because of him, everyone else in this place was bonded to our witch except us. She had decided to go to the meeting in the other realm, where there were countless dangers waiting for her, and my host had severed the connection that would have made her nearly invincible. 
Also, I was fairly certain this prickly, uncomfortable feeling in our chest and throat was what mortals called jealousy. And I didn't care for the feeling. 
Everyone cleared out of the kitchen to do whatever it was they planned on doing to prepare for this rebel meeting. Andy stayed to make herself a cup of tea. Dyre tried to leave the room, but I kept our feet frozen to the floor. I cared enough about the wellbeing of my host to let him keep the illusion that he was in control of his body. But I was tiring of his stubbornness. He burned so brightly for the witch before us. He yearned for her with such desperation, and he missed the brief feeling of being loved and accepted. Throwing that away had left a gaping wound inside him. Inside us. And I was sick of it. 
What are you doing? Dyre griped from inside our shared consciousness. 
I gave him the equivalent of a mental scoff. Being sensible. Tell our witch what you want.
He huffed. Fuck off. 
I was right. He needed a reminder of who—of what I was. 
Ungluing our feet from the floor, I paced closer to Andy. She turned from where she had just placed the kettle on the stove. Her gray eyes met mine, and she arched her brows. "Did you need something, Dyre? Or… Sunny? I can't really tell who's in charge right now." Her brow wrinkled adorably. "Your eyes are two different colors."
I reached out and touched her, laying my chilly hand along her warm cheek. Tell her you were wrong to dissolve the lifebond, I silently snarled at my host. Or I will take control of this body permanently. 
Dyre's mutinous emotions were loud in our head. He carried on about consent and coercion and how unfair I was being. I did not care. And he could sense that loud and clear. 
"Hello?" Andy said, giving us a quizzical look when we just stood there, cupping her cheek while we silently argued. 
"This is stupid," Dyre bit out. 
He tried to pull his hand away from her cheek, but I simply chuckled at him inside his head and kept touching our witch. Don't think I won't take full control and simply take whatever I want from you. From her. I've seen things that would make you cry like an infant, necromancer. I've destroyed stronger men than you, for far less reason. 
"Sunshine is throwing a hissy fit," Dyre said dryly. "He thinks he's intimidating."
But I knew his flippant words were a lie. He saw how serious I was, and it terrified him. It also hurt him. He felt betrayed. And that hurt me, but it was for his own good. For the good of us both. He felt my resolve and heaved a mental sigh, giving in to my demands. 
"Dissolving our lifebond when we did was a mistake," Dyre said softly, our deep voice nearly a whisper. 
Andy's eyes widened slightly, and she lifted a hand to cover ours, where it still rested on her cheek. "Duh," she said with a wry twist to her lips. 
Dyre sighed. "I want to reestablish a bond." I finally let him have control of his hand and he pulled it away to hold both hands out, as if to ward off a misunderstanding. "Not a lifebond. Not like before," he rushed to clarify. "Just something small. Enough to give you some protection during this meeting we're about to crash."
She gave him a disappointed look, like a parent whose child had just done something idiotic. "Sure."
He nodded and swallowed hard. I could feel his emotions, feel how hard he had to work to push down the plea that wanted to escape him. This had nothing to do with protecting our witch, not really. He wanted her inside his aura again, the same way he wanted to sink himself deep inside her, energetically and physically.
Oh, just shut up! Dyre thought to me. You get laid one time and suddenly you're an incubus, rather than a wraith. 
I let him feel my mental grin. We will mate with her again. I know you want that as badly as I do, no matter how much you moan and complain about silly mortal concepts like propriety or societal expectations. She is ours. We are hers. You're only delaying the inevitable. Do you actually enjoy pain, Dyre? Do you like to suffer? Because I can certainly ensure you do, in much harsher ways than your childish self-denial.
"Dyre?" Andy said, pulling his furious attention away from me. "Are you and Sunny… arguing right now?"
He huffed a humorless laugh. "Something like that." He did his best to make his voice sound cold. "The bond? Are you in agreement?"
I sent a flood of memories through our shared mind space—the sight of Andy naked and flushed beneath us. The feeling of her soft skin sliding over our own. The warmth of her mouth wrapped around our hard cock. And the way I had held her fragile mortal body down while I fucked her so hard I nearly broke her. Dyre groaned internally. He yearned. And I reminded him that this was all his own doing. That it would be so easy to undo the damage he had done. Oleander Lovell was a forgiving witch with a boundless heart. All he had to do was repent, and she would open her arms to us again. 
But the fool simply shook his head, pressing our lips together to keep the plea for forgiveness from escaping his lips. 
I shoved him aside, pushing him back to the dark recesses of our mind as I took over, but giving him the ability to see and hear what we did. Andy blinked up at me, clearly sensing the shift from Dyre to me. From necromancer to wraith. "He wants more than some silly temporary bond," I informed her ruthlessly. "We both do. But he insists on being stubborn." 
She sighed. "I know, Sunny." It was like she was looking through me to Dyre. "I know. But it has to be his decision. You can't force him to love someone. And you can't coerce him into a lifebond. No matter how badly we all want it."
Dyre's discomfort was a balm to my anger. He deserved to twist and writhe. "Say the word, and I will bind you to this body for life," I told the lovely witch before me. Stepping closer, I took her face in my hands. So warm. So fragile, though she didn't know it. "Say the word and I will use this body to give you pleasure." I bared my fangs. "I am in charge here, my witch. I only allow Dyre to make choices. And he has lost that privilege."
She stared up at me in shock. Her heartbeat sped up, and her lips parted, her breaths becoming shallow. Shock. But there was also lust there, obvious in the flush of her cheeks and the scent of her arousal, and in the way her aura reached for mine, rather than shying away from my darkness. She was tempted, so very tempted. I dipped my head, leaning closer, my lips brushing hers. "Say the word and I am yours, Oleander. I am done playing these games. We should be one."
Her hand pressed against my chest, not pushing me away, but not pulling me closer, either. She struggled under the burden of her silly mortal scruples. I could see it in her eyes. I could push her, use my magic and my power to make her mine. But I wanted her surrender just as much as I craved the surrender of my host. I waited, my gaze never leaving her own. 
Finally, Andy drew in a shuddery breath and shook her head. "No. Sunshine, I… no. It doesn't work that way. I didn't free Dyre from the bestiary only to make him an unwilling prisoner in his own body. You need to leave him be. Stop bullying him and give him back control of his body."
I narrowed my eyes at her, tempted for one wicked moment to revert to my old ways. To be the formless, hungry terror who fed on life, taking what he wanted with no regard for the consequences. A shudder lifted through me, and I shook off the temptation. "As you wish," I whispered darkly. "For now. But my patience is not limitless."
She sighed, the tension in her body flowing from her with her exhalation. "Thank you."
You are right about one thing, I told my host as I gave him back control of our body. She is too good for you. 
But his agreement took some of the fun out of the prodding. He really believed he didn't deserve her. Mortal nonsense. We would have to work on that. 
"I'm sorry," Dyre said slowly, pulling his hands away from Andy's face. "But the offer still stands. I would like to bolster your magic and cast stronger personal shields around you. A small connection would be… beneficial."
She stared up at us for a long moment, her gray eyes full of a wealth of unvoiced emotions. "Whatever you want," she said at last, turning back to the stove to make her tea. 
Dyre swallowed hard. Once. Twice. His hand twitched with the urge to reach out for her and turn her back around to face to us. To tell her he didn't care if they shared blood. But my host was a master at denying himself and suffering in silence. He curled his hand into a fist and cleared his throat. "Good. I'll… go get some supplies and we can put a binding mark on our hands. Kind of like the smaller one you had with your asshole jinn for a while there."
"Yeah, okay. Swell," Andy said without turning around. 
Dyre strode from the room as if he were being chased. 
You will come to your senses eventually, witch, I warned from the recesses of his mind. 
He ran a hand through his long hair and gave it a frustrated yank as he made his way to Andy's upstairs workroom. "I hate you," he muttered. 
I just chuckled darkly. I hear hatred and love are very similar things. Isn't that what mortals say? 
He reached the upper floor of the mansion and stopped before a small, gilded mirror that hung with an array of dusty old Lovell portraits. Staring through his own eyes at me, he lifted one hand and gave me a rude gesture. "Fuck. You."
Still wanting to put him in his place, I took control of his hand, put the finger down, and reached down to cup our cock through our pants and give it a squeeze. I could, I taunted. Fuck you. That's something we've never really explored. 
His fury knew no bounds as he tried to remove his hand from his crotch, and I smugly kept it there. 
"Um…" Niamh's dry voice interrupted our bickering as she came down the hallway. "Gross. If you're going to jerk off, do it in your room, necromancer. Not everyone around here is obsessed with dick."
I released my control of Dyre's body, and he lurched forward at the unexpected loss of tension, his forehead smacking into the wall. "Fuck!" he yelped. 
The fae laughed so hard tears wet her high cheekbones and her little fangs were fully exposed. "Oh, goddess," the fierce hunter wheezed. "I wish I had Andy's phone right now so I could record you losing your mind, necromancer. That was priceless."
Dyre growled and stomped down the hall as Niamh laughed herself breathless, and I chuckled darkly. I might love my host, but I could and would make his life a living hell if he didn't get his head out of our shared ass and fix things with our witch. 
The temporary bond was a good start. Maybe once he felt her nearness again, the fog would clear, and he would see reason. 
Otherwise, life-threatening mortification would be the least of his worries. 






  
  Chapter 29

Andy


When we stepped into the clearing in a dense forest in a remote corner of Magea, I knew we had finally reached our destination. It had taken nearly an hour of following clues and activating portals to reach the rebel meeting place. My hand curled into a fist, fingers covering the small mark Dyre had left on my skin. The bond between us was weak and hastily cast, but he assured me it was enough for him or Sunny to make a small link to my aura and cast stronger protective magic around me if the need arose.  
I was worried about this situation with Dyre. The others made it very clear that they thought he was stupid for dissolving our life bond, and they reminded the necromancer of their strong connections to me—and our romantic relationships—whenever possible. But I didn't want him to be pressured and coerced into anything. I wanted Dyre to be happy. I just wished he could be happy with me. But I shoved all of that aside, as usual, to focus on more important things. 
We were about to figure out whether the pamphlets we'd been receiving were actually coming from my sister, or if it was all just an elaborate trap set by the SA or the witch supremacists to catch themselves a Lovell and a pack of powerful magic users. 
The clearing was ringed in ancient trees with trunks wider than a car, their towering branches trailing tendrils of leaves and flowers, like massive weeping willows. The center of the space was carpeted with short, glossy-leafed ground cover. It didn't look completely natural, as if someone with a strong earth affinity or other connection to plants had created the forest sanctuary. Maybe a fae. Night was falling, and fireflies blinked at us in the gray-purple dusk around us. No one jumped out at us, SA or otherwise. The clearing was completely empty, despite our being a few minutes late. 
I took the opportunity to refill my magic reserves, glorying in the sensation of connection with actual nature, rather than the weak imitation I had access to back in the pocket world.
"It's an illusion," Ambrose said from right behind me, his dark velvet voice nearly a whisper, sending shivers down my spine.
I nodded. I thought I could sense the magic that was concealing whoever was hiding here. But I wasn't as skilled in detecting these things as the rest of my companions. "Any clue who's watching us right now?" I murmured. 
I thought I could sense a familiar strain of magic in the illusion spell, but I couldn't be certain. Dyre's deep voice spoke from several paces away. He was keen on protecting me, it seemed, but not so keen on standing too close. "There's Lovell blood woven into the spell."
If the necromancer said so. He would know all about blood magic, I supposed. "So, Bella's here," I said, planting my hands on my hips and stepping forward. 
But Niamh grabbed my arm and yanked me back beside her. "Just because they used her blood doesn't mean she's alive or willing," she hissed. 
Of course she was right. 
"Junaid is here too," Aahil murmured, his hot touch landing on my low back.
"I do not sense duress," Hasumi said with a tilt of their head, as if tasting the flavors of emotion around them. "There is some fear. But if anything, there is more… anticipation."
"It's hard to describe," Zhong pipped up, shrugging his broad shoulders, "but my sense of the energies is that there is no threat to you here, master."
I nodded. Disentangling myself from Niamh's grip, I stepped forward again. "Okay, asshats," I called to the empty clearing. "We didn't waste our time following your dumb directions just to stand around with our thumbs in our asses. If you want to play hide and seek, we can just go home."
Nothing. 
"Perhaps it is some sort of test," Hasumi said as they glanced around the empty space. 
I sighed. Of course it was. I just wasn't up to playing games tonight. 
"Reveal," Dyre said quietly as he stepped up beside me, reminding me of a spell he had taught me to help see and understand foreign magic. "And if you really want to give them a reason not to toy with us, we have a boogeyman with us. I'm sure he'd like the opportunity to feed."
I didn't like the idea of terrorizing people. But Dyre was right. There were a hundred and one ways we could fuck shit up. If they wanted a demonstration, then they were going to get one. 
"Fine," I said tiredly. Holding out a hand on each side of me, I readied my magic, pulling it up from the deep well inside me. Dyre and Ambrose stepped up on either side of me. "Go ahead, Ambrose," I said softly. "Let them know we don't have to see them to kick their asses for wasting our time."
My boogeyman smiled a wicked, shark-toothed smile. His dark power flowed out around us. Even I got goosebumps, and it wasn't aimed at me. A heartbeat later, the screaming and whimpering started. Ambrose shuddered in delight. "Oh, that's delicious."
I shook my head at him. Then I started muttering the spell to reveal what was behind the illusion. Dyre hardly even had to correct me. I was damned proud of myself.
The illusion shimmered and fell away like it was nothing, revealing a crowd of assorted magical beings in the clearing before us. Some of them stood stock-still, rooted to the spot as whatever dreams Ambrose had given them played out in their minds. Others knelt or writhed on the ground. At the front of the group, my sister was on her knees, her head bowed and breathing hard, but somehow maintaining some awareness of the world around her. 
She lifted her head, tears streaming down her face. Her gray eyes met mine, and she grinned. 
I waved a hand at Ambrose. "Okay, stop before you fry their little brains." 
Ambrose sighed and pulled his power back into himself, releasing the crowd in the clearing. I glanced around, taking in the various beings before us. This wasn't exactly how I liked to meet new people. But what could you do?
"So?" I said, crossing my arms over my chest. "I thought there was going to be some special meeting or something."
Bella pushed herself to her feet and took a shaky breath. Wiping the tears from her face, she shoved her hair back out of her eyes and came over to join us, Junaid trailing behind. If I had any doubt that this woman was related to me, it would have been banished in that moment. Because only a Lovell could shake off horror like that and just keep moving. She had seen far worse. "It's good to see you," she told me, stopping just in front of me. I was glad she didn't try to hug me or something. For all we had been through, my sister was still basically a stranger to me. 
"I knew it was you," I said with a huff. 
She smirked at me. "I would say how could you doubt it," she said in a wry tone of voice. "But it's good to see that you have the common sense to be cautious. At least sometimes."
I shrugged. "Healthy caution is cool and all, but I'm sick of… well, everything at the moment." I hiked a thumb at the powerful beings who flanked me. "And I'm not exactly helpless."
She nodded. "Oh, I know. Which is why I wanted you here. But some," she raised her voice and turned slightly toward the people behind her, who were still getting back to their feet and shaking off Ambrose's nightmare, "didn't believe that one untrained witch and her slaves would be of much help in the fight against injustice." She smirked again. "They required a demonstration."
Turning fully to address the surrounding people, she asked, "Well? Are you still convinced that the benefits of bringing in an untrained witch won't outweigh the risks? I told you we needed her."
An uncomfortable silence and a few mumbles met her statement, but it seemed she had made her point. Whatever that point was. 
Gesturing toward the clearing, she herded me and my companions to the center. We were surrounded by an interesting mix of people. There were the expected magical creatures—centaurs, harpies, fauns, and all the not-so-human looking people who would suffer most from the poisonous rule of witches who thought they were the supreme race. But there were also more humanoid looking races amongst them. And quite a few witches as well. 
It made sense. Not every witch agreed with the toxic nonsense that the supremacists spouted. But it was hard for people to stand up to their own kind, even when they knew they were in the wrong. These witches risked even more than the hated creatures around them. By siding with the non-witches, they made themselves targets of the supremacists' wrath. They wouldn't be subjugated like the others if the evil witches got control of the world. They would be tortured and executed as traitors. Wiped from the face of the planet. In both realms. 
"Tell me what's going on," I said to Bella, sparing a glance at the others around us to include them in our conversation. "I got your letters and pamphlets, and the newspapers, but that's just bits and pieces. What the hell is going on out here in the real world?"
She heaved a sigh. "It's hard to even know where to begin, little sister. Come have a seat and I'll explain the best I can." 
Everyone formed a rough circle, sitting on the ground or leaning against the towering trees that sheltered this space. I suspected there were dryads involved, because the trees seemed to be more than decorative. They were woven into a protective barrier that was more than physical. Once everyone was settled, Bella launched into the story of how she, a powerful witch, became the leader of the anti-witch rebellion. 
Most of her story wasn't new to me. When I created the pocket world and escaped there with the others, we had been caught up in some weird thing between the Supernatural Alliance and a cult of witches who were gathering powerful magical artifacts so they could re-start the witch supremacist movement my parents had been involved in years before. The two factions had appeared to be fighting against one another. But our friends who worked at the SA insisted that there was something rotten going on within the organization. That seemed to be a legitimate fear, considering that after we helped them get rid of the O'Leary coven and obtain a magical artifact, the SA had turned on us and tried to frame us for a bunch of shit we didn't do. And they confiscated the magical artifacts involved at the same time. 
"The members of the O'Leary coven who were arrested during that raid on the coven house weren't punished the way they should have been," Bella said flatly. "The SA made deals with them for information. Many of them then joined the SA. And now it's anyone's best guess whether they have actually defected to the SA side, or whether they are just waiting for a good chance to take over the organization from the inside." She scowled. "I know they already have agents inside the SA who are helping to sabotage any efforts to curb the witch supremacists' grab for power. But the question is whether the SA knows it and they are all actually on the same side, or whether there is some faction at the SA that really believes they are still fighting on the right side of justice."
I shook my head. I felt a headache coming on. "Great."
She shrugged. "Whether or not the SA is completely rotten is the least of our worries out here right now," she informed me. 
A nearby centaur woman nodded her head, her hazel eyes meeting mine. "The anti-creature movement is getting stronger. They're like a street gang that has grown out of control. It's not safe for those of us who don't look like witches to go out at night, or to travel alone. People are disappearing. And everyone knows they are being enslaved or killed for rituals. But the SA will only help us in exchange for full loyalty. They keep pressing to pass more and more restrictive laws. They are using the excuse to give themselves more power and take away our freedoms." She snorted. "They phrase it as if it's all for our own good. But if we want protection from the witch supremacists, entire clans of people are forced to first swear loyalty to the SA or give them some other new power over them in whatever city, or village, or grove where they live."
Bella scowled. "The SA is benefitting from the atrocities the other faction is committing. Which is what makes me think they are only so invested in eliminating them, at least for now. They don't want the supremacists to fully take over. But they also don't want to really eliminate them, because then they couldn't keep enacting new laws and grabbing up more power." 
"It has to stop," an older man piped up. Werewolf, I thought, based on the furry tufts on his ears and the wild feeling of his aura. Not one of the rare shifters who could completely take on animal form, but close enough. It was odd to see one of his kind out socializing. "We're losing all of our basic rights, our freedom, and our safety. No matter which faction wins, if you're not a witch, you're fucked."
An older witch beside him patted his knee, her eyes on us. "And if you're a witch who dares to care for someone who isn't like you… then you're worse than fucked." She met my eyes. "There have been rumors of burnings. Only, I'm not so sure they're just rumors."
I felt sick. This was far, far worse than I had imagined. While we hid away, the entire world had gone mad. 






  
  Chapter 30

Andy


"They're targeting the Planus realm too," Bella said softly. "And the magical creatures there are weaker, more spread out. They are easy targets. Once they're gone, there will be no one to protect the humans when witches move in and take over." She pinned me with her steely gray gaze. "We need to do something." 
Fuck. Fuck. Fuckity fuck. I wasn't an activist or a damned superhero. What the hell was I supposed to do? "You're talking about fighting. About waging war against them. But they'll only team up. You won't just be fighting the crazy supremacist assholes. If the SA is benefitting from all this, then… you'd be fighting them too. One small uprising against both powerful evil entities."
Bella nodded. "Yes, which is why we—"
She was interrupted when a portal opened up in the middle of the square. I leapt to my feet, calling my magic up around me, as the rest of my people did the same, forming a circle around me. Because those were fucking SA agents. Agents that had been there the night I was betrayed and the SA tried to kill us all. 
"Wait!" Bella darted between my group and the SA group, her hands up and magic shimmering in front of her. A shield to keep us from murdering the traitorous agents on the other side. "Wait. Don't kill them!"
I snarled and pointed a finger at the leader of the little SA group. "You! You conniving little cunt. I will rip your fucking head off and have Dyre reanimate your corpse so I can kill you again."
Jacki—field mage #3765—went tense, her hand on her weapons belt, as her partners squared up beside her. One fae-cross, one centaur, and human with some magical gifts. "Lovell," she said tersely. I wasn't sure if she was talking to me or my sister. But I didn't care, because I was going to kill her in a second anyway, so it didn't really matter. 
"Andy, they're on our side," Bella insisted. 
Junaid joined her, the big, bald blue jinn hovering near his lover, doing as much as he could to intimidate. "No harm will come to your mate here," he said nonsensically, looking right at Aahil.
My jinn scoffed. "Oh, you're right. No harm will come to her. Because I will burn every person in this place to ash before that can happen." He dropped his charmed necklace to the ground and his entire body went up in flames. "Move out of the way, Junaid, or you'll join the ash pile."
The sight of Aahil possibly about to kill himself in the process of protecting me jarred me out of my own anger long enough to stoop and retrieve his fire suppression charm. 
A sudden wash of calm stole over me, making me feel like I was high. "I sense no ill intent from them," Hasumi murmured. "Perhaps we should hear what they have to say before we create bonfires or animated corpses."
I huffed, reaching out to drape the necklace over Aahil's neck again. I expected to burn the fuck out of my hands and arms in the process, but his flames only danced over my skin like curious creatures with a mind of their own, tickling and caressing. When the charm touched his skin, the flames went out. Aahil's gold eyes met mine, and he huffed. "Spoilsport."
I couldn't help the abrupt laugh that escaped me, even as I worried over his possibly scorched skin. 
Turning back to face my sister and the SA assholes, I crossed my arms over my chest. "Explain. Why are you protecting the people who betrayed us and almost got us killed?"
Jacki shoved Bella aside and paced closer, her people in tow. "We didn't betray you," she snapped. "I saw everything was going wrong, and I had to choose between you and them." She nodded her head at her partners—her lovers. "I knew you'd find a way out. And if you didn't, we'd find a way to help you. But I wasn't sure they weren't about to execute us next, just to tie up all the loose ends." Her eyes darkened. "I know what it's like to lose a partner. I wasn't about to let that happen again."
I sneered at her. I didn't like her answer. But if I had been in her place… if it had been a choice between people I barely knew and my found family. I wasn't sure I would have chosen any differently. "I still want to punch you in the throat," I bit out. 
She nodded once, curt and understanding. "Justified."
Bella sighed. "Right. Well, now that's settled. Goddess, Andy. We need her. Don't go murdering our allies." She rolled her shoulders. Then she gestured grandly at the asshole beside her. "Jacki is in the process of taking over the SA from the inside. It's a dangerous, annoying damned job and I wouldn't wish it on my worst enemy. So maybe that will mollify you a bit, sister."
I threw my hands up. "Great. Cool. Well, since you've got the SA taken care of, you'll be able to get rid of the supremacists. I guess we'll be going." Because I had a bad feeling about what Bella was up to by inviting us here now. 
Jacki shook her head. "Don't be stupid, Lovell. What I'm doing is going to take too long. And even once I get things under control there and weed out the rot from the SA, the organization is still not going to side with the rebels. They'll want to get rid of the witch crazies, but they'll also be likely to come down hard on the rebels for starting a movement that will undermine the government." She snorted. "I can't work miracles."
Bella nodded, a gleam in her eyes that I didn't like one bit. "Even if the SA was on our side, they would still work in laws and rules and… well, polite society bullshit. It's not going to work. Because that kind of democratic rule allows too much room for the witch cult to slink away and keep popping up over and over again. In fact, that's what the supremacist assholes are counting on. What the world needs—what both worlds need—is a bigger, scarier force to contend with. They need a savior who they will fear, but also respect. Everything needs to be dismantled and re-built, Andy. And to do that, we need a monster." She smirked. "Or a band of superheroes, if you prefer."
I just stared at her, and she shrugged. "We need someone to defeat everyone. Then put new rules in place. Rules and governance that will prevent any of this from happening again. And once that is done, we need someone to linger in the background. A threat. A bedtime story people tell to their children at night to remind people what happens when they misbehave."
She glanced around the circle of powerful people who surrounded me. Then her eyes landed on mine. "Your magic well is much deeper than mine," she said, her words insane, but her voice firm and level. "You're likely the most powerful witch in the two realms. In fact, our family was sure of it. They were counting on how useful you'd be once you grew up. All you need is some training. And," again that glance around me, at my lovers and friends, "I'm pretty sure they're all holding back. This little band of yours, you could rule the world. If you wanted to. Make the SA and the sniveling witch cult whimper and beg for mercy by using brute force the likes of which they can't even comprehend."
I shook my head in denial. No. There was no way. "Do you hear yourself right now?" I asked her, my tone incredulous. "Do you know who you sound like?"
She nodded gravely. "Yep. I sound just like our parents before they started an interspecies war. The only difference is, I'm doing it for far different reasons." She stepped closer, pushing past Zhong and Aahil to grasp my forearms and look me dead in the eye. "I only said you could rule the world, Andy. If you wanted to. I never said that you would. That's the difference. You'll use your power for good. And when it's time to let go of that power, I know can do it. You won't try to grasp onto it and hoard more, the way our parents and grandparents and the rest of our coven would have done. You're the only one who can do this. I'll help. But I have my work cut out for me in other areas. And you're the stronger of us." She paused. "And the softer of us. Which I think is even more important for what's to come."
I shook my head again. "No. Fuck you. No." I started shaking. Tears trembled in my eyes. She was asking me to do something I always knew, somewhere deep inside in the dark, padlocked recesses of my mind, that I could do with ease. She was asking me to slip into the role of Lovell and embrace the seductive power that lived inside me. The power that I had never fully accessed even to this day, even when I was training with Dyre. "I won't," I said, my voice wobbling. "You'll have to find some other way. I'm not doing this."
But deep down inside, I was afraid I would. 






  
  Chapter 31

Andy


Bella took pity on me for the time being and shifted the conversation to rebel group business. A core group of people seemed to oversee various other groups with various areas of action. Each person gave a report on how their group was faring, what changes or challenges had arisen since the last meeting, and how things were progressing with undermining the government police while foiling the plans of an evil witch cult.  
It all felt unreal. 
After the meeting broke up, Bella pulled me aside. "Look, I know I'm asking a lot of you," she said in a hushed tone, looking over her shoulder to make sure no one but my group was near enough to hear her before continuing. "But they need a source of hope. We need a source of hope. Something to cling to when it seems like the entire world is out to destroy itself." She still wasn't taking no for an answer.
I shook my head, trying my best to shove down the panic that wanted to rise up again at the mere thought of doing what she wanted me to do. "I get that, Bella. I do. But I don't think you get me. I've spent my entire life trying not to be a witch—not in any way that counts. I wanted to escape this whole community. You were lucky. You got some formal training before you ran away. Then you got to completely escape the fallout." I sighed. "I don't know what you and Junaid got up to the past couple of decades, but I'm pretty sure it was more fun than the shit I've had to put up with."
At her grimace, I reached for her, awkwardly patting her shoulder. "I know you did what you could to save me from our family. To save us both. And I'm grateful you did what you did. You were only a kid yourself at the time, so you couldn't really know how it would all pan out. But… I had to live with the stigma. From the time I was five fucking years old, I was the weird kid, the cursed one. The poor sad Lovell filth. Everyone was watching me, just waiting for me to do something awful and prove I'm just like the rest of my family. The Supernatural Alliance. The magical community. People on the street. I've had to do everything I can to shove my magic down deep inside me and lock it away forever. The moment I am even the least bit myself, I'm accused of being an evil, devious, plotting Lovell progeny. I've had to hide how powerful I could be, for my own safety and freaking mental health. I've had to be alone, in every way that counts, all my life." I glared at her. "And do you know what has always been even worse? When people come to me, and they know. When they can sense that something's not right with me. That there's more to me than what you see on the surface. Because they always—always—end up being the ones who want me to embrace my power so they can use me. Or so they can carry on in mom and dad's footsteps."
And how was this any different? How was Bella any different?
I knew she wasn't like the others who had come to me over the years. I knew she wanted me to use my magic for good. But… there was still that voice inside me—and it was loud—crying out that we were still being used again, all the same. That she just wanted to get at our stupid magic well and turn us into a monster for her own benefit.
"I'm sorry," she whispered. "Andy, I'm so sorry. I did the best I could. It was just me and Junaid on the run. I wanted to take you with us, but he wouldn't let me. And he was right. A fifteen-year-old girl who had never left home and had just been erased from existence, and a jinn with very little knowledge of or love for humans… we never could have raised you on the run. As hard as it was for you here, I have to believe that it was still the best option. But I am sorry you've had to put up with all this bullshit."
I nodded. If nothing else, I believed that. She had been a scared kid in a terrible situation, and she'd done the best she could. "I can't be this superhero or whatever you're looking for. Supervillain? Antihero?" I waved dismissively. "But I will help as much as I can, as long as it doesn't mean too much risk to my new family. You're right. This shit can't be allowed to go on. Someone needs to do something. And you and I might be the best equipped to make a difference, even given our crappy backgrounds." I grinned at her. "I really would like to take the SA down a peg or five. Those bastards deserve it."
She put her hand over mine, where I still touched her shoulder. "How do you feel about a bit of theft, then, little sister?"
I shrugged. "I'm not the best strategist, but I know a few people who are very good at sneaking and devious behavior." 
She nodded. "That's what I was thinking. And you might consider this particular mission personal. You know how I mentioned the SA hoarding powerful artifacts?"
I huffed a laugh. "You want us to steal artifacts from the SA?"
Bella grinned. "Two in particular. We don't have much specific information on what else they have. But we do know they have both the amplifier and the nullifier, right? With those two artifacts, we should be able to control any situation that comes our way. It will give our people the upper hand in any confrontation. And I'm sure there will be many, many confrontations."
It was a crazy idea. Undoubtedly dangerous. And I wasn't entirely sure I was comfortable giving this woman two extremely powerful magical artifacts. But considering that I was the reason the SA had those fucking artifacts in the first place, I felt obligated to help. And I would absolutely take glee in fucking the SA over. "That, I can do," I said firmly. "I'm not sure how I'll do it. But I will."
She hesitated for a moment, then threw caution to the wind and hugged me. It was strange. And maybe a little bit nice. It was like my aura recognized hers. I patted her back awkwardly. "Okay. Yeah. Thanks."
Bella laughed as she pulled away. "We shouldn't linger here much longer. We try not to stay in one large group in one spot for too long or we'll inevitably get found out. I will get in touch with you again soon, okay?"
I nodded. "Sounds good. And… um… be careful?"
She winked at me. "I'm a Lovell, Andy. Covering our own asses is what we do best."
Yeah. That was part of what concerned me.
Finding our way back home to the pocket world was a lot more straightforward than finding the meeting place had been. Mostly. I stepped out of the portal between realms and yelped as a zap of unstable energy snapped at my heels. In my distraction, I slammed right into the corpse-man that Dyre had guarding the courtyard. "Fuck!"
I jumped back, shaking my head in distaste. It wasn't like the guy was, like, rotting or anything. There was no smell or whatever. But still, my aura protested his wrongness. And I didn't like the idea of getting up close and personal with a dead guy who had tried to kill me. For his part, the animated corpse registered me as a benign entity and kept moving, pacing a circle around the open space in search of unfriendly energies.
Dyre huffed and pushed past me. "Oh, buck up, Lovell. Don't be so squeamish. It's only one little animated corpse." But he was smirking at me, his eyes filled with silent laughter. 
I narrowed my eyes at him. "I'm gonna make you a corpse."
I regretted the words the moment they left my mouth. But it was too late. Dyre looked back at me and arched one blood red brow. "Some would say it's already too late for that."
The others strode past us and into the house, well used to our bickering by now. I pressed my lips together, remembering my secret conversation with Sunshine. The one where he had confirmed that technically Dyre was as good as dead and that only Sunny was keeping him alive. I still wasn't one hundred percent sure Dyre didn't already know that, but I would not be the one to tell him, just in case. 
When the others had left, Dyre dropped back to walk by my side, then surprised me by grabbing my wrist and dragging me off to the far side of the little garden courtyard. I arched my brows at him but went along with his whims. If Dyre wanted to talk, Goddess knew I was all ears. 
Unfortunately, he didn't want to talk about something as fun as our twisted romance problems. When we reached the far wall, he pushed me onto the little garden bench there and stood looming over me, looking some ominous combination of grim and sad. "Are you going to do what your sister asked of you?" he said without preamble. Geesh, buy a girl a drink first at least. 
He and the others had been close enough to overhear my conversation with Bella about the artifacts, so I didn't know why he was even asking. I shrugged. "It's dangerous stealing from the SA. But I think it's doable, especially if you and the others are all willing to help."
But he just waved that away with a dismissive scoff. "Not that. The rest of it. She wants you to be the figurehead of her rebellion. And the rest of us too, by extension."
"Oh, that," I said, deflating. My gut still churned at the mention of it. "Of course I'm not going to do that. It's ridiculous. It's a crazy idea, for starters. And even if it wasn't, I'm hardly the person to save the world."
I had trouble meeting his eyes, but when I finally looked up, I found him regarding me with a surprising softness in his usually guarded violet gaze. "I know what you're afraid of," he said, his deep voice barely a whisper. "I know, Andy."
A shot of adrenaline and dread jolted through me at his words. I couldn't seem to form a response. 
Dyre sighed and sank down on the bench beside me, our knees touching. "I know your magic well is limitless. I know, because I'm the same. It's why my family wanted to turn me into a necromancer—because I would be literally unstoppable. They wanted to turn me into a terrifying tool to laud over the rest of witch society." 
He looked down at his own big hands as if the pale skin, long fingers, and slightly knobby knuckles held the answers to all life's questions. "I know you're the same because I've felt it when we worked magic together. But also… because my blood runs through your veins." I opened my mouth to protest, but he kept going before I could voice my concerns. "Yes, it's diluted by generations, mixed with other strong magic users. But the power in our lineage is so strong that even a drop is enough to set us apart."
He glanced at me then, met my eyes and let me see his vulnerability. "I know what you're struggling with in your mind right now. Because I struggle with the same thing every day. The idea of limitless power is terrifying." He scoffed, dry and humorless. "I was a blood witch long before I was a necromancer. Even without Sunny's help, I could have easily reached out and pulled all the blood from every living being in that clearing back there. I could have drawn it to me. Used my power to enslave them or drain them dry. And with every bit of power I drew from them, I would only get stronger. How many living, breathing, blood-filled creatures exist in the two realms? Endless power, right there at my fingertips."
Holy shit. I swallowed, my throat gone suddenly dry. I knew Dyre was powerful. I knew Sunny was vast and ancient. But I had no actual idea what he was capable of… if what he said was true, then Dyre carrying Sunny was nearly a god. Unstoppable. Yeah, that seemed about right. 
"You're untrained, but you're just as strong," he said softly. "And you've been hiding it from everyone. Even yourself. But Bella knows. Either she can sense it, or she heard your parents discussing it at some point when you were children."
I fidgeted with a loose thread from a small tear in my jeans. "I…." Clearing my throat, I soldiered on. "What I said before was true. I haven't ever had the chance to get formal training from another witch. And I don't know what my limits are. But… you're right. I'm afraid. I can feel it there, that well of power. And I've tired myself out before, sure. Exhausted the reserves I let myself access… but that's only because I put up a wall to prevent myself from reaching too deep. I never let myself pull past a certain point." I shuddered. "When I do, I can do things I shouldn't be able to do." I waved a hand at the world around us. "Like create an entire fucking pocket world and move a mansion and everyone and everything in it into said pocket world with barely a thought."
It was cool, knowing you were strong. But not know what you were actually capable of… that was horrifying. Especially if you were a Lovell. So much could go wrong, and had. So many of my ancestors had gotten high on their power. Maybe one day I would create something with my magic that never should exist. And who might be hurt in the process? That had never stopped my ancestors. And was afraid I'd become just like them if I let myself get comfortable with my deep magic. 
Dyre put his hand on my leg, stilling its restless jostling. "I have managed not to destroy the entire world for a few hundred years, and I like to think I'm far more jaded and cruel than you are. I think you can manage to avoid becoming an evil overlord." He pulled his hand away, as if he only now remembered he wasn't supposed to touch me. "So you're more powerful than anyone knows. Big deal." He arched a brow and gave me a wry look, then pointed toward the mansion. "I wouldn't be surprised if everyone in that house right now is far stronger than they've let on. If pushed too hard, I suspect we could all become monsters. Which, unfortunately, makes us uniquely suited to this task your sister is asking of us."
I gaped at him. Was he saying…. "Wait. You think I should say yes to her crazy scheme? You. The man who has, from the very beginning, been all about fending for himself and keeping his distance from other people and their problems? Are you ill?"
He let out a dark chuckle. "Oh, without a doubt. I don't think I've ever been sane a day in my life. But I do seem to actually care about some people. And Bella is absolutely right about one thing, I can tell you that for certain. No soft touch is going to fix this mess. The only thing some people respect is power. The only way this conflict between the SA, the cult, and the rebels is going to end is if someone puts them all in their place. And the only people who stand a chance of doing that currently live in this pocket world of yours, Lovell."
He stood, but turned to me to speak one last time. His violet eyes surged with power, and an unearthly chill stole over me that both terrified and aroused. "Perhaps it is time we both embraced the unwanted power in our birthright. Think on it." His half-smile was wan and sad. Bending, he took my hand and lifted it, pressing his cool lips to the small rune that gave us our tenuous connection. His curtain of blood red hair—an indicator of his rare, dangerous affinity—spilled over his shoulder.
"We might have our disagreements, Andy. But I will be here for you no matter what you decide. Maybe Sunny is right; maybe it's time to stop pretending to be something we are not. If decide you'd like to conquer the world together, Lovell, just let me know."
Then the necromancer released my hand and strode away, leaving me completely flummoxed. 
"Fuck me sideways," I muttered to the empty garden. 






  
  Chapter 32

Aahil


I didn't burn up.  
For so long now, I had lived in this broken, wounded state. Sometimes it felt like I would never heal. That the splintering of everything I thought was me had damaged me too much, broken me into too many pieces to ever be put back together again. But back in that clearing… when my witch was in danger, I didn't think twice about self-immolation. I had taken off the protective charm that kept me from accidentally killing myself with my own flames. I had called on the fire like an old friend—like the ever-present part of me it was. And it came. Not as an enemy this time. Not as self-loathing that seared me from the inside out. It came in a rush of protectiveness that had been growing stronger ever since I first laid eyes on Oleander Lovell. 
The flames didn't burn me. They were once again under my command. And it was exhilarating. I wanted to burn the world down just to feel my power again. But some of the reckless edge that used to be part of me seemed to have… dissolved somewhere along the way. I wanted the people who had wronged us to suffer, yes. I wanted to teach the assholes a lesson. But the motive behind all that was staggering. In that moment, the one thought on my mind had been to show the SA grunts they would never be allowed to harm my family. 
"Oleander Lovell, what have you done to me?" I asked the wide-eyed jinn in the mirror. My golden-brown eyes blinked back at me, a flicker of fire flaring to life in their depths before going out again. Ever since the O'Leary coven abducted me and used me—and maybe even before that—I always saw a stranger staring back at me from my reflection. A being who had somehow become so lost and tarnished that I didn't recognize him anymore. But today, for the first time in ages, I looked in the mirror and saw myself. 
I was thinner than I used to be. My red-brown skin was less luminous than it should be. I looked like someone who had suffered some great tragedy, but… come out on the other side alive. I saw life in my eyes. That was the difference. For the first time, my gaze held the fierceness of a man who wanted to grasp onto life and live it, rather than simply rain down death so everyone around me could feel my pain. 
Spinning away from the mirror, I paced the length of my borrowed room, running a hand through my hair. I was unsettled. Terrified was closer to the fucking truth. Because while I felt more like myself, I also felt like I had been completely transformed into someone else. Without the weight of my anger, and bitterness, and pain… I felt like I might dissolve into nothingness. 
Closing my eyes, I took in a deep breath, held it, then let it out with a puff of smoke. Andy needed me. Her sister was right. The entire world needed a fucking reset. And Andy was just the witch to do it. But she might need a nudge. And a bit of reckless fire to support her. I had… a purpose now, I supposed. And for the first time in what felt like forever, I felt like I might actually be useful. 
I called to the fire, let it flare up in my palm and dance over my fingers before I extinguished it.
I didn't burn up. 
My flames didn't harm me. 
And as much as I loathed the thought of admitting it out loud, I knew I had Andy and the others to thank for that little miracle. If not for them—all of them—I would have self-destructed and burned myself out of existence. Physically, yes, but also in every other way. I had wanted to disappear. But now, suddenly, I wanted to be seen. Not allowing myself to question it, I pulled off the ridiculous, unnecessary hoodie I had lived in the past few weeks and tossed it aside, setting it ablaze with a fire so hot that not even ashes were left behind. I contemplated taking off the t-shirt as well. I didn't need clothes, really. Being cold was not a problem for me. But I didn't want Andy to be too distracted by my perfection. Not yet, anyway. One hurdle at a time. Right now, I needed her to be alert. 
I glanced one last time at the charmed suppression necklace that lay on the top of my dresser, but I didn't reach for it. Pivoting, I dematerialized and transported to Andy, letting my bond to the witch draw me to her along the warm golden thread that connected us. I stepped back into physical form in the workroom, where she was currently pacing and yanking at her tangled green hair while she yammered at the dead angel. 
"Witch," I said, crossing my arms over my chest and lifting my chin to give her a commanding look, projecting more confidence than I felt when those gray eyes landed on me. "What are you doing wasting time with your specter when we have a theft to plan?"
She arched her dark green brows at me, and her lips turned up into a wry smirk. "Oh, hi Aahil. Feeling feisty today, are you?" Her tone was light, but she was observant. I knew she noticed I wasn't wearing my charm. 
I nodded to her once, a curt acknowledgement that I was fine. Then I arched a brow. "Well? What are your plans and when do I get to burn something? I cocked a hip and tapped an impatient foot, slipping into character in a way that was comforting. 
She grinned at me, all of her worry apparently forgotten at the sight of me in all of my jinn glory. Crossing the room, she dared to touch me, cupping my face in her soft hands and staring into my eyes. "You've got your control back," she breathed. "Oh, Aahil. I knew you could do it!"
I scoffed at her words. I wasn't a child who needed fussing over at the smallest accomplishment. But I couldn't help the pulse of warmth that I knew she must be able to feel through our bond at her words. "Yes, yes," I drawled. "It's all very impressive and you get all the credit. Now focus on the important things. Like how we are all about to become supervillain heroes."
She laughed and released me, her eyes crinkling at the corners and her entire aura sparkling with whatever she was feeling. Relief? Joy? I had no idea. But it looked good on her. Throwing caution and ego to the wind, I pushed up into her space and kissed her, drinking in some of that simple pleasure. Andy seemed surprised at the show of affection, but she didn't let that stop her from melting into me, her arms looping around my shoulders and fingers tangling in the hair at the nape of my neck. 
For once, it felt good to be touched. The ghost of remembered anxiety was still there, but Andy chased it away with her openness and acceptance. Broken or otherwise, this amazing woman had always accepted me for who and what I was. Unfortunately, there was still another ghost to contend with. "I suppose I'll go check on the others, then," Elijah said on a gusty sound that was probably a specter sigh. 
I released the deliciously plump witch who threatened to derail my entire purpose for coming here. "No. Stay. We need to strategize."
Andy rolled her eyes, then shot me a suspicious look. "Don't tell me you actually agree with Bella."
I huffed. "The mere sight of your sibling makes me want to choke the life from her for leaving me stuck in that fucking book for decades after she escaped your coven." Turning away to fiddle with a rat skull that decorated one of the bookshelves, I shrugged. "But she did help me escape the O'Leary assholes. And I suppose she's proven useful in other ways. I might not have to kill myself for agreeing with her."
Andy shook her head. But she didn't waste breath reprimanding me for making light of self-harm, the way she would if she was truly concerned that I was serious. I appreciated that more than I wanted to examine. I was still slightly ashamed of how fragile I had been recently. It didn't bear examining at the moment. 
"You seem to care about other people," I said, setting the skull aside and turning back to Andy. "Boring. But I suppose you won't want the entire realm—both of them—to self-destruct. And I have recently come to accept the awful fact that I want you to be happy." I shuddered just for effect. "So, I suppose we have to go save the world by giving them all something to fear."
I grinned at her, slow and feral. "I could use the excuse to cause some chaos."
"Seriously?" she said with a sigh. 
I dropped my flippant act and took her hands. "Seriously. I knew you would be here, doubting yourself, tying yourself up in knots over all the moral implications of putting the Alliance in their place and finally stepping into your full power. I wanted… to support you." I couldn't quite hold back all the snark. "It's disgusting," I added flatly. 
She squeezed my hands, and her exhale had a little tremble in it. "That means more than you know," she breathed. "Especially coming from you, Aahil. But we are not going along with Bella's crazy ideas of taking over the world. We're just helping get the artifacts from the SA."
I nodded resolutely, unwilling to fully descend into the new emotions that wanted to overwhelm me. "Whatever you wish. I am with you," I said instead. "My flames are at your disposal. If it helps."
She blinked rapidly, and I braced myself for silly tears. But she gave me a tremulous smile. "I can't believe you want me to set the world on fire. For their own good, of course."
I shrugged. "Let's just start with one corrupt organization and go from there, shall we? Since you're apparently too sickeningly good for real adventure."
She was still worried, I thought. But her laugh sounded genuine, and her aura felt brighter. 
And that made me feel better as well. Perhaps I could do this. Perhaps I could be good and loving and still be a bit wicked and wild. It was a novel thought. But it didn't come with the loathing that I expected. The fear was still there, but there was something else as well. Something that almost felt like… relief. 






  
  Chapter 33

Andy


Aahil's show of support was the last little push I needed to get me moving on a plan to infiltrate the SA and steal the amplifier and nullifier. In truth, it felt good to be doing something. The idea of getting a bit of revenge against the asshats at the SA after they tried to trap or kill us all was a sweet thing. But that didn't mean I was going to go along with the  rest of my long-lost sister's crazy-assed ideas. Dyre and Aahil made it sound really tempting to step into my power and embrace a little Lovell dominance… but the sheer fact that the destructive jinn and the evil necromancer thought that was a good idea probably meant it was the exact opposite of what I should be doing. 
There were several more little brain storming sessions between me and my housemates over the next few days. We somehow managed to come up with what I thought was a workable plan for stealing the artifacts. Though there were a lot of what-ifs involved. We had the advantage of having several beings on our side who could dematerialize and travel wherever they pleased at will. While Hasumi and Aahil were slightly more limited—only able to travel this plane, and theoretically easier to catch—Ambrose was a wildcard able to slip into an entire other plane of existence to escape their traps. They knew we had a necromancer with us. But while I worried about what they might have concocted to trap or kill him, Dyre seemed utterly confident that they would fail. And in addition to all of their tricks, we also had my largely untrained but deep magic, Zhong's strength, and Niamh's deadly hunter skills. We should easily be able to take what we wanted from the SA. 
"I don't want to storm the place and murder a bunch of people, though," I protested at our most recent meeting to argue over the specifics of this little heist we were about to attempt. "Aside from the obvious issue with killing people… I don't want to give them another chance to paint us as villains and criminals."
Dyre nodded in agreement, surprising me. I would have assumed he'd argue for just waltzing in and killing everyone. But I should have known he had more sinister reasons for agreeing with me. "Andy's right. We don't want to show our hand too soon. If we manage to do this without confrontation, it will put the SA in a bad position—they'll hardly want to admit that they had a couple of valuable magical artifacts stolen from them when they are supposed to be the all-powerful civil guardians of the magical world." Then he smiled a bloodless smile. "And this way, they won't know just how powerful we really are. They won't know what to expect when we get around to taking over the world."
I just rolled my eyes at him. It was no use reminding the maniac that we were not going to take over the world. 
In the end, I got everyone to agree to using stealth, rather than brute force and intimidation. Dyre already had a proven system for disguising his physical appearance and his magic, so he would go with me to the SA, where we would pose as new employees. Elijah had literally been made for his ability to silently gather information and spy on people. He could scout the building and figure out where the artifacts were being kept. Aahil would go with us in incorporeal form, so he could use his mind control tricks on anyone who didn't believe our story. And the others would be on standby in case we needed help. 
See? Simple. Easy. No one gets murdered. Or resurrected as an undead minion. 
I hoped. 
There were still details to work out. But all-in-all, I felt pretty good about our chances. The SA were a bunch of overconfident dill holes. We could do this. 
After the meeting, we sent Elijah off to spy for us. He normally couldn't travel too far from his anchoring charm, but he and Ambrose had devised a way to get around that, with Ambrose hiding out in the in-between place with the charm while Elijah did his thing in the realm of the living. We could have just sent Ambrose to spy by himself. But everyone had agreed that we needed to save his talents for some later confrontation that I refused to acknowledge would ever happen. The SA had seen Ambrose fall out of thin air the night they tried to murder us all, but I was pretty sure they didn't actually know what he was or what he was capable of. So, I had to agree with the others. It was better to keep the boogeyman off the SA radar. A wandering ghost, if detected, would be less likely to raise alarms or spark their interest than a powerful, unknown entity of darkness and nightmares. 
And I was all about not raising alarms or sparking their interest. lie low. Don't call too much attention to what you could do. That was my life motto. 
Once Elijah and Ambrose were off on their adventure, the others scattered to make various preparations. I joined Dyre in the workroom upstairs to help him prep the potions and charms we would use to disguise ourselves. Since our unsettling conversation in the courtyard a few days ago, it seemed like something had changed between us. It was like some invisible barrier had come down. Dyre wasn't exactly warm and chatty. But I no longer felt bitterness and anger filling the space between us. We worked in silence for a time, both of us absorbed in our tasks. Finally, when we had several potions bottled up and charms charged, Dyre stood beside me, arms crossed as we both surveyed the results of our work. 
"Shouldn't Elijah be back by now?" I asked, frowning as I glanced at the antique clock that hung over the mantle on the far side of the workroom. 
Dyre shrugged. "The artifacts are probably well hidden. And you know the angel will do his level best to gather every single bit of information he can find, not just the location of the artifacts." His violet eyes met mine, and he arched a brow. "He has Ambrose with him. And you're bonded to the boogeyman. Do you feel any sense of distress or alarm coming from him?"
I shook my head. "I don't. But that doesn't necessarily mean anything. It's not… my bonds with the others aren't like what you and I had before. Not quite." Maybe it was Sunshine's presence before, enhancing the bond, making it more powerful, but for whatever reason, I wasn't able to get a read on the thoughts and emotions of the others quite the way I had with Dyre.
He turned toward me, one red brow arched. "What do you mean? I thought you were all one big symbiotic organism now."
I ignored his sarcastic tone. "It's just a different connection. With you… it was like you were an extension of me. A limb or a vital organ. I always had a sense of you there. You and Sunny both. And I could feel you… feel what you felt, get an idea of what you were thinking. This is less… well, just less."
I expected some snarky retort or dismissal, but what I got instead was a cool hand cupping my cheek, and mismatched violet and black eyes staring down at me intently. "It really was like severing something vital, wasn't it?" Dyre said, his deep voice barely a whisper, with a slight echo of Sunny's wraith voice. "It's hard to breathe sometimes without it."
I swallowed, my throat gone suddenly dry at Dyre's touch. At the intense way he was watching me. At the ebb and swell of his dark, dark aura. "You're the one who wanted to sever the bond," I reminded him, my voice wobbly. 
His gaze bore into mine, and his brows drew together into a pained scowl. "I couldn't think. I wasn't sure of my own will. I had to know. It was the right thing to do."
I covered his hand with mine, where it still rested against my cheek. "Was it?"
He nodded once, sharp and decisive. "It was. I know it was. The things I wanted. The things I want. They are unnatural. And I feared it was the lifebond muddying my common sense. Making me feel things I shouldn't feel."
I sighed. As irritated as I was with him, I couldn't actually blame him for his caution. Lifebonds had largely fallen out of fashion among the witch community for exactly that reason. Those sorts of ties bound wills together. They could override individuality and make the people involved entirely codependent on one another. You had to have a powerful will to maintain any sense of yourself. It was likely that the lifebond between us had influenced his feelings. Especially since I was all for maintaining our relationship, and he could probably feel my feelings. 
But still…
"You said the things you want. Present tense," I said, not flinching away from his intense gaze.
He closed his eyes in a slow blink. And when he opened them, a shudder rippled through him. "Yes," he said, his deep voice full of power and darkness. Blood witch and wraith speaking at once. "We are about to do some dangerous shit. It feels like the world might be ending soon. And no matter how hard I try to deny it," Dyre began, but his voice went all eerie as Sunshine chimed in, "I hunger for you, witch."
"Oh, fucking finally," I said with a long sigh. Pressing up onto my tiptoes, I met Dyre halfway as he bent to crush his mouth to mine. 
My arms wrapped around Dyre's neck as his long fingers curled around my hips, digging in, pressing me closer. Dyre's lips were cold, but they warmed under my touch. His scent and his aura engulfed me, his entire being reaching out to me like a long-lost part of myself. We weren't bonded the way we had been before. But my body, my mind, and my spirit remembered his. I moaned as his tongue met mine, as Dyre finally, finally gave in to what we both knew was inevitable. 
He was mine, and I was his. And nothing else about the situation really fucking mattered, especially not a few drops of blood diluted by a couple of centuries of time and distance. His magic called to mine, insisting that we weave a spell together, one of passion and fury, and I didn't question the deep response inside me. 
"Dyre," I gasped, pulling back long enough to breathe. "We should—"
I don't know what I was going to say. Slow down, maybe? Talk about this? Or go to my room? But Dyre silenced me with a biting kiss that was far more dominant and demanding than usual. Sunny. It was Sunny who was kissing me, shoving me backward with unnatural strength. "No more talking," he growled in his echoing, multi-layered voice. 
I scrambled to save the glass vials we had just filled with disguise potions. But the moment they were safe, Sunshine was there again, ripping my clothes from my body, spreading me out on the workbench like an offering. Sunshine… and Dyre. The necromancer's eyes said both of them were still here with me, sharing control. The thought of Dyre watching this time as Sunny had his way with me was sexy as hell. Dyre himself had always been gentler in our encounters, holding back out of shyness, inexperience, or simply because he didn't want to be the monster everyone accused him of being. But Sunshine had no such compunction. The wraith simply took what we both wanted, with no apologies and no hesitation, chasing the physical sensations like he would never get enough. 
They roughly pulled a stool over and sat, gripping my thighs as they leaned in and lapped at my folds. I moaned when their tongue swirled around my clit, so they did it again. And again. I writhed on the table, my hands tangling in Dyre's long, blood red hair, holding him close as he and his monster took me apart.
I came fast and hard, but Sunshine didn't give me time to catch my breath. The tall, skinny necromancer scooped me up and carried me as if I weighed nothing, his wraith giving him strength no normal witch could ever possess. Then I was being pressed down onto the rug by the hearth. Dyre's lips trailed down the side of my neck, then to my chest. He bit down on the upper swell of one breast, and the blackness in his aura swelled around us. My hands found his pants, and I yanked blindly at the clothing, my motions rough and impatient as I freed his cock. I didn't bother trying to undress him further. Dyre was self-conscious about his scars and his body. And he was clearly more focused on me. I gripped his rigid cock and gave him a firm stroke as he moved between my legs. 
Then his furious motions slowed for a moment, and he hovered over me, Sunny stepping back for a moment to let Dyre take control. I touched his cheek, brushed his long hair back from his face, taking in the haunted expression there. "Dyre? Are you okay?"
I didn't want him to do this if it wasn't what he really wanted. Even if the frustration of stopping now might actually kill me. "If this is only Sunshine pushing you, you don't have to do this."
He shook his head, his long tawny lashes sweeping his high cheekbones as he looked down. "No, I…" He looked back up at me and I saw all the raw yearning in his eyes. "Andy, I want you so bad it drives me insane. But… do you still want this? Us? I let Sunshine take over and we never actually asked." He quirked a wry look at me as he glanced down at my naked body and our current position, one small movement away from completion. "Though I would assume you would have spoken up before now if you had any objections."
I snorted. "Dyre?" 
He met my eyes in question, and I wrapped my legs around his hips, enjoying the slide of fabric against my thighs. "I agree with the wraith. No more talking right now."
Dyre leaned down and captured my lips as he pressed home, impaling me with his hard length. I lifted my hips in response, enthusiastically urging him on. "I don't mind Sunshine coming out to play," I whispered in his ear. "In fact… apparently I really like it when the two of you share."
That got me a groan, a growl, and a hard thrust that made me see stars. "Careful what you wish for, witch," Sunny's deep, echoing voice warned. "You might not survive us working together."
One could only hope. "Try me," I murmured, meeting their hard thrusts with my own, even as they grasped my wrists and pinned my arms over my head.
"Look at the way those lush tits bounce as we pound into her," Sunshine's wraith voice purred as he slammed home, making my boobs wobble and my core clench as they held me down and reveled in my body. 
"Goddess, you are beautiful," Dyre breathed in his own voice, the deep thrusts never stopping. "I can't believe you're really mine," he added, one hand releasing my wrist to trail down my cheek and body in reverent awe. 
Then Sunshine took over again, pinning both my wrists in one big hand as the other explored my breasts, caressing and pinching, watching me intently for each response, learning all the ways I liked to be touched. "I want to feel you clench around my dick again," the wraith demanded. 
Pulling out, he flipped me over onto my hands and knees and slammed back home again. Dyre's cool hands squeezed my ass, then moved to my hips as he slid back inside me, pulling me back against his slender hips. "Tell us if we hurt you," Dyre said softly, soothing a hand over my low back as he took control from the wraith. The way they were so seamlessly switching back and forth was terrifying. And so fucking hot. It was like I was being fucked by two vastly different men sharing one cock. 
Which, duh, was exactly what was going on. 
"You won't hurt me," I told them both, bracing myself on my elbows and resting my forehead on my hands. "I trust you."
Then Sunshine was back, slamming into me so hard he had me second-guessing those words. I trusted them, sure. But Dyre had the strength of an immortal being inside him. I had never been fucked so hard in my life. 
But I loved every second of it. 
Sunshine definitely got what he wanted. I screamed as I convulsed around their cock, my body trying its level best to pull them inside me and never let them go. Sunshine roared his release, filling me with pulse after pulse of dark power. Then Dyre was there, holding me up, gently fucking us both through the last waves of our climax, planting sweet, lingering kisses on my shoulder and back.
We were cuddled up on the hearthrug in front of the dying embers of the fire, still trying to catch our breath, when Elijah materialized in the center of the room. 






  
  Chapter 34

Dyre


Andy groaned at the appearance of her ghostly angel. I scrambled to tuck myself back into my pants and find her clothes. Thank all that was unholy I hadn't taken time to undress myself. I might be okay with Andy and Ambrose seeing me naked… sometimes. But I didn't want to go around flaunting my scars and my emaciated corpse for everyone to see. Especially someone who was most likely accustomed to angelic beauty when he had been alive.  
Andy sighed and sat up, taking the shirt I handed her, but not rushing to put it on. No, our earth witch wasn't shy about her body. And she had no reason to be. Lush curves. Soft skin still flushed with exertion from moments before, and free from scars and the effects of black magic. Goddess, she was beautiful. And good. Too good for me. But, hell, I'd just proved how much that mattered to me now, hadn't I?
Elijah, oddly enough, didn't seem at all phased by finding us rolling around on the rug in the workroom. Though, given Andy's relationships with everyone in this house, I wasn't really surprised. The ghost had probably spied on us all in every embarrassing or private situation imaginable. And… now that I'd had that thought, I reminded myself to re-do the wards on the bathroom nearest my bedroom. 
Mortals worry about such strange things, Sunny commented in my head. 
I rubbed a hand over my face, trying to dispel my erratic, stupid thoughts. You would think I was a teenager again, rather than a fully grown necromancer who'd been around for a few hundred years.
"Dyre?" Andy said. She was looking at me, her brow furrowed, like she'd been waiting for me to respond for a while now. "You okay?"
I straightened, nodded, and squared my shoulders, still sitting cross-legged on the floor. "I'm fine. Sorry. What were you saying?"
She narrowed her eyes at me suspiciously for a second before pulling her shirt on and gesturing toward where the ghost was hovering. "Elijah said they found where the artifacts we're looking for are located."
I got up and fetched her underwear and pants from the other side of the room where I'd flung them, and she shimmied into the rest of her clothes. I got distracted again. Sunshine was fixated on the way the woman bounced. I'd had no lovers and very few quick and dirty sexual encounters since being turned into a monster, and none of them had been with a woman so… well padded. To Sunny, this was just one more new and exciting sensory discovery. He wanted us to go over there right now and touch her again, just so he could feel the way her soft curves overflowed in our hands. "Stop it!"
I didn't realize I'd said that out loud, rather than to the annoying wraith in my head, until Andy and Elijah turned to stare at me. 
I squared my shoulders. This was getting out of hand. Focus, wraith, I demanded mentally. We have more important things to worry about right now. Like how to keep our witch alive while she raids the Supernatural Alliance. 
Sunshine's oppressive urging finally eased up. He didn't agree that there was much of anything more important than having Andy under us again, but thankfully, the mention of her life being in danger got him to back down. 
Goddess, I was losing my mind. 
"Is everyone alright?" Ambrose drawled as he materialized out of the shadows. His strange black eyes with their red pupils should be unnerving, but I was used to being the subject of that speculative look. "Dyre, you look almost flushed. What have you been up to while we were off risking our lives for the cause?"
I glared at him but didn't answer. Ambrose had been bugging me to patch things up with Andy for what seemed like forever now, so I knew he wouldn't be angry or jealous. And for all I knew, he'd been watching from the shadows since before the ghost showed up. Goddess, I missed my privacy. 
Andy gave Ambrose a look that quelled his amused smirk. "Leave him alone, Ambrose. I take it everything went well? Elijah says you found the artifacts. And you both seem fine."
Ambrose shrugged in that carelessly elegant way of his. "There were a few wards and traps set up, but while they might have caught or destroyed a normal ghost on his own, combining our powers and traveling through the other world worked well."
I tried not to wince as I glanced at Andy. We had all known there were risks involved. And the SA knew about Andy having a ghost of some sort with her. So of course they had set up anti-spook wards. And nasty ones, by the sound of it. I knew first-hand how much Elijah meant to her. I had been the one to help her anchor him here when the bestiary was destroyed, after all. The kind, pure, good witch before me hadn't hesitated to dig up a corpse and remove a finger to anchor her ghost to this realm. I was pretty sure she'd rip down the SA building brick by brick with her bare hands if they had destroyed the specter. 
She tensed, and I spoke before she could get wound up. "It would take one hell of a good anti-ghost ward to unravel a spook that was anchored by a necromancer. And besides, Elijah is an angel. He's not so easily banished, even by people who know what they're doing." I pushed my hair out of my face and twisted it into a knot at the nape of my neck as I spoke to Ambrose. "Did you feel anything else? Sense any other traps or wards lurking around unseen?"
He watched me for a moment without speaking. I had a sneaking suspicion the boogeyman was obsessed with my ridiculously red hair. Goddess knew it was the only pretty thing about me. But he snapped out of it, eventually. "There were a few weak attempts to ward against something ethereal—probably me or one of the elementals. But they clearly didn't know enough about what I was or about how powerful Aahil and Hasumi are to be of any great concern. I left the traps where they were. Figured that way they wouldn't know anyone had been there poking around."
I nodded. "Good."
Andy sighed. "I guess that means we're going to need to finalize our plans and gather any last-minute spells and supplies we might need before we go to work at the SA, then."
Ambrose crossed the room and took Andy by the shoulders, drawing her in so he could press a kiss to her forehead. "Don't worry. You can do this," he said firmly. "And you have an entire house full of monsters to come rescue you and destroy the Alliance if anything goes wrong."
She rolled her eyes. "Thanks. Very comforting."
He grinned with his pointed gray teeth and turned to me. I crossed my arms over my chest and raised one brow at him. I just knew he was going to start some nonsense, but I didn't have to play along. I had no sooner had the thought than the boogeyman was stepping into my space, pressing his chest against my crossed arms as he kissed me. I tried to remain immobile. But I couldn't help responding. When Ambrose pulled away, he winked one weird boogeyman eye at me, looking so smug I wanted to hit him. "Good job," he whispered. "I'm proud of you."
"I will let Sunny eat you," I said flatly. "Go away."
Ambrose glided toward the door. "Come on, Elijah. We need to fill the others in on everything we saw. Let's let the lovebirds have a moment to themselves."
I considered throwing a book at the jackass, but I refrained. Not only would it look childish on my part, but it would also be utterly pointless since he'd just turn to smoke and avoid the missile. 
"You're cute when you're being all pouty. The whole broody emo thing suits you somehow," Andy said as she stepped closer, looking up at me with an impish smirk.
I huffed out a sigh and reached out to cup her cheek and draw her closer so I could bend and silence her lips with my own. I only meant it to be a simple, quick kiss. But nothing with Oleander Lovell was ever simple. She welcomed me in, and I lingered, exploring and tasting her, feeling like I'd never get enough.
I could blame the feeling on Sunny, but that would be a lie. The truth was, I craved this. This warmth and softness, this acceptance of everything I was, warped and twisted as I might be. Andy didn't shy away from my abominable being. She didn't care if I was a blood witch or a necromancer, or—as I suspected might be the case—that I was more than half dead. She simply saw right through to me, and for some reason decided that I was worth putting up with. 
When we finally came up for air, I hovered close to her for a moment, drinking in the sight of her flushed cheeks and her lovely gray eyes gone soft with affection. I felt Sunny there too, peering out from inside me. We had done this. We had caused that dreamy look on her beautiful face. It was like some kind of miracle. I pulled back reluctantly, knowing that I was probably acting weird. But Andy took that in stride, too. 
"Do you want to talk about it?" she asked softly, taking one of my icy hands in hers and giving it a squeeze. 
I didn't have to ask what she was referring to. It was the reanimated corpse in the room, the angry ghost of things we should probably feel guilty over. "No," I said, my voice nearly a whisper. "I don't want to talk about it ever again." At her arched brow, I relented. "I know we will, eventually. But for now… can't it just be enough to say I'm past giving a fuck?"
She huffed a laugh. "That's kind of how I feel about it, too. It was so long ago, Dyre. So far removed. It has nothing to do with us here and now."
I swallowed around the lump in my throat. I had been over this a million times in my head. Had anguished and worried and obsessed over the issue. I had worn myself ragged, felt strung out and ready to snap at everyone who came near me or dared to speak to me. I had denied my feelings. Denied my wants and needs. Tried so hard to shut out the part of me that kept insisting Andy was mine. I had tried to leave, but I couldn't. Tried to distance myself, but failed miserably. First, I let her re-establish the weak version of a bond we currently shared. For her own safety, of course. And now I had finally ignored all common sense and made love to her again. There was no going back for me now. I knew I'd never be able to just walk away from her. It hadn't worked before. It certainly would not work now, not after I had already given in. 
And… I didn't want to shut her out. Damn it all, everyone had insisted I was a monster for the last couple hundred years of my life, so I supposed it was time to embrace that and just be a happy fucking monster, rather than a depressed one. 
"I don't care anymore," I said, not thinking. Just letting my thoughts tumble out. "I'm sick of trying to be something I'm not."
She tilted her head at me. "And what is that?"
"Good," I said immediately. "Normal. Harmless. In control."
She shook her head at me. "But you are all of those things. You can be all of those things and be an evil, dangerous, immoral necromancer who lets loose once in a while." A smile curved her lips, and she shrugged. "Isn't that what you were getting at before, in the courtyard, when you said you'd help me be a supervillain hero or whatever Bella has planned for us? I think if I can be a good person and be a wickedly powerful Lovell spawn, then you can be a kinky necromancer and an amazing man. People are complex."
I snorted. If only the rest of the world saw it that way. "You are such a strange woman."
She just nodded happily. "Yeah, I know. Isn't it great?"
I kissed her again. I couldn't help it. 
"We're probably both going to hell for this," I commented when I came up for air. 
She just rolled her eyes. "No, we aren't. Everyone knows hell is a concept made up by the angels to make humans worship them. Don't be dumb."
I chuckled. And that was something new and wonderful that came from all of this weirdness. Laughing. Feeling genuine amusement and… lightheartedness. That was a novel experience. Sunny and I both enjoyed it immensely. What was a little distant incest compared to actually feeling something other than darkness and cold? 
Don't start overthinking this again or I will take control and never relinquish it to you again, Sunny threatened. 
I shook my head. "Don't worry," I told Andy. "I think the wraith is more of a threat to my immortal soul than any made-up hell. And if I keep him from you again, he won't be so patient."
Andy planted her hand in the center of my chest, over my sluggishly beating heart. "Sunny won't be the only one," she reminded me. "And I'm not all that patient to begin with. Never shut me out again, Dyre, please."
I covered her hand with my own, holding it there against my heart. "I'm sorry, Andy. I… I don't know how to love someone the way you deserve to be loved. I've only ever cared for someone that way one other time and it kind of ended with my possession and her running away screaming with my unborn child inside her. I'm bound to fuck this up. Repeatedly. But I will try to not be so morally upstanding the next time I find any issue with how I want you like breathing."
She blinked rapidly, and it looked like she might be holding back tears. For me? Or because of me? Either way, it wasn't what I wanted. "Don't cry," I said stupidly, brushing a thumb under her eye to catch a single escaped tear. "I'm not worth crying over. You should be angry at me. Not sad."
One corner of her mouth quirked up in a wry half-smile. "How do you know I'm not angry? Maybe these are mad tears."
"I love you," I blurted, feeling all of seventeen and overcome with feelings again. 
She just accepted that part of me like every other odd thing I did. "I love you too, idiot."
I nodded. I knew. I knew she loved me. Even if it sometimes seemed impossible. And what's more, she cared about Sunny as well. To her, we were distinct and separate people, and she had the capacity to care for both of us, to appreciate us both as we were. Tell her, Sunny insisted. Tell her now. She won't believe me if I tell her. She won't do it unless you ask her. 
I took a deep breath and braced myself for rejection. "Andy, I want…" My voice cracked, and I had to clear my throat and start all over again while the most beautiful woman in the world looked up at me with those patient gray eyes. "Will you bond with me again?"
She blinked at me in surprise for a few seconds before she answered. "We are bonded," she reminded me. The small, temporary bond I had asked for so we could link our magic in an emergency. So I could offer her some protection. 
"No," I said softly. "It's not enough. I want… Andy, I want our lifebond back. I want to feel you inside me. Under my skin. In my aura. In my soul."
She didn't laugh. Didn't scoff at me or tell me that if I wanted that, I shouldn't have demanded that we dissolve our previous bond in the first place. She didn't remind me I had pulled away, that I had hurt her with my indecision. She simply said, "Okay."
It was my turn to stare at her in surprise. "Okay?" I repeated. "That's it?"
She laughed. "Dyre, I know. I'm not saying that lightly. I'm not being patronizing. I know why you needed space. I know why you wanted the bond gone. I was mad at you. And hurt. And frustrated. But I know why you did it, and… if I'm being honest, it was the right thing to do. Otherwise, neither of us would ever really know if we chose this—if we really were okay with all we are to each other given all the new information—with a lifebond urging us to never have an independent thought." She took my hands again, her skin so warm against my own chilled touch. "I'm not mad anymore, Dyre. And I miss you. I miss our connection. So, yes, my answer is 'okay.' And if you decided the bond wasn't what you wanted, my answer would be the same. Because I want you to know it's okay to want things. It's okay to be who you are, how you are. Whatever that is. I'll still want you around. I'll still love you, regardless."
I didn't realize I was crying. The tears flowed down my cheeks without registering, until she wiped them away. "Oh, Dyre. Damn it. Did I break you? I didn't think necromancers could cry."
I huffed a watery laugh. "I'm not crying, Lovell. That would utterly ruin my evil reputation."
When she had agreed to lifebond with me previously, it had only been to help her access my power so she could save her other lovers and friends. She had hated the idea. She only agreed to it because it was temporary. I had long ago learned to never hope for things. But… could I really have this? Could I want something for myself and not be bitterly disappointed? Could I actually have something good in my life? 
She kissed me then, as if she was also overcome. She yearns for us too, Sunny observed, a bit smugly, but also a bit in awe. 
I'm so sick of "yearning," I told him firmly. No more yearning. Goddess, we've become such sappy morons.
I followed like a puppy when Andy led us over to the spell circle that was carved into the workroom floor. "We're doing this now," she commanded. "Before some fresh pain in the ass thing pops up to complicate our lives."
I didn't argue. I just grabbed the spell components we needed and got to work. I could have this. It was real.
It was easier this time around, since we already had a small connection. And since our magical channels and synapses already knew what it was like to be linked. Magic flooded the room, swirling around us, between us, inside us, linking me, Andy, and Sunshine in every way magical beings could be linked. The moment I felt her there, it was like coming home. Her warmth and vitality, her determination and dogged hope filled my soul like a warm summer breeze. 
I knew she would feel the chill of us in her own aura. My blood magic. Sunny's ancient wraith blackness. But there was no transfer of memories this time. No getting lost in Sunshine's pain and fear. This wasn't something new. It was a homecoming. Familiar and right. 
We sealed the spell with a kiss and the magic receded, but the threads connecting me to Andy remained, strong and alive, and humming with joy. 
It wasn't until a bit later that I realized the consequences of my actions. 
When I joined everyone in the kitchen a while later to go over Elijah and Ambrose's intel and help Andy plan our infiltration of the Supernatural Alliance, they could all sense it. Andy's magic colored some small part of my aura. They knew Andy and I were once more lifebonded. And the connection I had with her was so much deeper than any of their bonds. The weight of six unhappy gazes bore into me the moment I entered the kitchen. No one spoke for a heartbeat. 
Then the snotty little jinn was on his feet, prowling toward me with fire dripping from his hands.






  
  Chapter 35

Andy


I walked into my kitchen and straight into absolute fucking chaos.  
Our carefully hoarded food and dried herbs were smoldering piles of ash. Dyre and Aahil were facing off in the center of the room while everyone else watched from the periphery like some sort of cage match. Dyre was radiating black anger, every inch of exposed skin was covered in burns, and the ends of his long, glorious mane of blood red hair were singed. Aahil was dripping blood from a set of long gashes that looked like claw marks across his face and upper chest, and one of his eyes was swollen shut. 
"What the actual fuck?" I snapped, pulling my magic close to me as I took in the scene. 
The two men in the center of the room paused their attempts to kill each other, but didn't break their glaring contest. "It seems your rabid fire elemental isn't as in control as you thought," Dyre said coldly, his voice full of all the dark disdain of a man who knew he could snuff out life without thought.
Aahil tsked sharply and sent up another flare of jinn fire to lick at Dyre's body. "Trust me," he sneered, "I'm in full control. I was just in the mood for a little bonfire."
Dyre snuffed the flames with a wash of black magic that made everyone in the room gasp a punched-out breath. "I'm done with this posturing," Sunny said, speaking in his eerie, multi-layered voice of ancient evil. "Attempt to harm my host again, and I will draw the soul from your body, jinn."
Aahil opened his mouth, his entire posture saying he was about to sign his own death warrant. But I spoke instead. "No one will be devouring anyone else's souls in my kitchen!" I snapped. 
I glared around the room at the spectators. "What is wrong with you assholes? Were you just going to stand there and watch them kill each other?"
Niamh shrugged. Zhong looked guilty. Hasumi was leaning against the counter with their shoulders hunched and one hand over their face, probably suffering under the onslaught of unpleasant emotions. 
At my words, the water weaver waved a hand and a feeling of calm washed over the room. "It seemed important to let them have it out," the water weaver said softly, their musical voice strained. "At least for a time."
I huffed. "Or you secretly wanted them to murder each other. For fuck's sake."
I planted my hands on my hips and watched the two idiots in the middle of the room heal before my eyes while I spoke. "What the hell is your problem? I sure as fuck hope it was worth us all starving to death or not having spell ingredients, since you trashed our supplies."
They finally stopped trying to kill each other with their eyes and turned to look at me. Dyre was all cold and aloof. But Aahil was seething heat.
"After how he betrayed you," the jinn hissed, pacing closer to me but not quite coming within touching distance. "After how he threw you away and insulted the gift he had been given, he waltzes in here lifebonded to you again." I felt a tug at the thread that connected me and Aahil as he touched my aura through our bond. "What did he do?" he whispered, inching closer, as if he really wanted to reach for me and pull me into his arms, but couldn't quite bring himself to show that much tender emotion. "How did he coerce you into letting the wraith into your soul again, Andy?"
I just gaped at him. 
Was Aahil… actually trying to protect me?
"You think he forced me to bond with him?" I spluttered.
Aahil straightened his spine and reeled in some of the emotion I had seen on his handsome face seconds before. "Of course. What other logical reason would you have to let the abomination close to you again?" He lifted his pert nose in the air. 
I looked at the others. "No one thought to speak up? To maybe say 'oh, hey, maybe Andy can make her own decisions about who she ties her life to?' Maybe we should ask her or something?"
Ambrose raised his hand from where he was sitting cross-legged on the countertop next to the stove. "I told them they were idiots, if it helps. But I think we both know these two were never going to listen to reason where you are concerned. And I thought I might be biased, since I was a tad bit outnumbered in my opinions."
I pressed my fingers into my eyes to relieve the sudden tension there. "Has everyone lost their damned minds?"
"Your lovers are jealous," Dyre said flatly. "And none of them cared for me to begin with. It's hardly a surprise. But we know they are important to you. Which is why they are all still alive when Sunny would have happily devoured them all for trying to harm his host."
My kitchen was an absolute mess, but I shoved my irritation away. It wasn't my problem. I certainly would not be the one cleaning this up. Everyone else could fucking do it while Dyre, Ambrose, and I went to steal from the SA. To be fair, it sounded like it was mostly Aahil's mess. But the others had just stood there and watched him and Dyre fight. So as far as I was concerned, it was their mess, too. 
Honestly. They were like kids fighting over a piece of candy. It was to be expected, I supposed. Open relationships and polyamory weren't uncommon in magical circles, but that didn't mean they didn't take skill to navigate, and me and my captive lovers weren't exactly love and relationship gurus. Not a single one of us really knew how to love or be loved in any real, lasting, functional way. So, when you really thought about it, it was a wonder that there weren't more fights to the death around here on a regular basis. 
And Dyre was right when he said he had never fit in easily among them. I couldn't blame any of them for feeling how they felt. Dyre had his reasons, his own hurts and insecurities and concerns that had led him to reject me and get rid of our initial bond. But anyone who claimed to care about me could see that the whole experience had hurt me. And Dyre wasn't as open and vulnerable with the others as he was with me. They mostly still just saw the cold, disdainful necromancer he presented to the world. One who only looked out for himself and felt no fondness for the living beings around him. 
When Dyre split from me, the others stepped in to fill the void with bonds of their own, with their own love and devotion. And now he waltzed back in and showed them all up by reestablishing the lifebond—a connection that was stronger than what I had with any of the others. Not to mention the other part of his statement—Dyre was more powerful than any of the others. They might get the best of him if they all worked together, but we really had no clue what the necromancer was capable of if the wraith took over. That didn't make things any easier among them.
I got it. I understood the tension and the hard feelings. Which was why, upon finding my kitchen filled with smoke and the smoldering remains of our carefully hoarded food and dried herbs and two of the men I loved healing from painful injuries, I blurted out the most asinine words I could have chosen.
"Look," I said tiredly. "This isn't some damned competition for my attention. If you all want a lifebond so bad, fine. I'll bond every single one of you as deeply as possible if we just manage to live through this bullshit with the SA."
Silence settled over the room. 
Shit. That was a smooth proposal, Andy. And now my heart clamored in terror. Because I wanted it. I wanted to be bound to them all as deeply and tightly as I was now bound to Dyre and Sunny. But for all their posturing and jealousy, and even with our new bonds… a lifebond was something else entirely. Maybe they didn't really want quite that much commitment. 
Hasumi pushed themselves away from the counter and straightened, once more their ethereal, calm self. They could probably sense my wildly fluctuating emotions from a mile away. "You truly entered into this second lifebond of your own free will and desire?" they asked evenly, turquoise eyes delving into my own. 
I felt them reaching for me down our connection and opened myself to the water weaver so they could sense the honesty in my words. "Of course," I said firmly, to Hasumi and to the room at large. "Dyre hasn't done anything wrong." I gave the necromancer a wry glance. "Except love me when it apparently means risking life and limb."
Dyre lost a fraction of his stiffness and coldness as his violet eyes met mine. "I never thought it was going to be easy, Lovell."
I huffed a laugh and turned back to Hasumi. "Satisfied?"
Hasumi nodded and came to take my hand, lifting it to kiss the back. "I feel the truth. The rest will realize it soon enough. But in this one instance, I feel it isn't my place to intervene."
I sighed. "Sure."
Turning to the others, I waved a hand at the mess. "You've got a shit-ton of cleaning to do. Me and Dyre will be upstairs getting ready to go. Ambrose, you can join us so we can go over everything one more time, since you at least attempted to not be a dumbass."
The boogeyman's expression was smug as he dematerialized and reappeared before me. "Don't give me too much credit, my lovely witch. I did manage to feed off all their anger and fear."
I shook my head at him. "Monster."
"Yes, but I'm your monster." He winked and pressed a kiss to my forehead before turning to link his arm through Dyre's. "Come on, my loves. We have mayhem to plan. And I think everyone else needs some time alone to marinate in the feeling of having disappointed our fearless leader."
I glanced back over my shoulder to find Aahil still standing in the middle of the room, looking down at the floor, his expression completely blank. Shit. He had messed up, and I was definitely pissed at him for his dramatics and his overreaction. But… Goddess, he had been trying, hadn't he? Poorly, yes. But still, he was really new to caring about someone else's wellbeing. That he had rushed to defend me said a lot about how he felt. Even if it was badly executed. 
But calling attention to that now would just make him act all defensive. I turned away and let Ambrose lead me out of the room. But I was going to have to talk with Aahil—and all the others—privately at some point. 
"It's a lot of work, isn't it?" Ambrose mused as we made our way to the stairs. "Managing your harem."
"Ambrose," Dyre said tiredly. "For once in your life, please. Shut up."
The boogeyman just grinned. "As you wish, sweetheart."
Dyre narrowed his eyes at the other man. "No."
But we all knew that wasn't going to stop Ambrose from being obnoxious. And I wasn't going to object. Because I was pretty sure after that whole mess, Dyre needed to feel like there was someone on his side.
On that cheerful note, I squared my shoulders and tried to hype myself up for a visit to the Supernatural Alliance. 






  
  Chapter 36

Ambrose


I watched the two people I cared about most in the world waltz into the Supernatural Alliance's main headquarters from my place in the shadowy in between. The little shiver of apprehension that washed through me just wasn't like me. I devoured fear and fed on terror. But I rarely  felt them. 
Both the necromancer and the witch were coated in disguise charms that hid both their physical looks and their magical signatures. Using the information Elijah and I had gathered on our previous scouting visit, they entered the building separately, just two new hires reporting to their previously assigned areas. That was a bit of Aahil's handiwork; he and Hasumi had come up with a way to infuse a bit of the jinn's possession magic into a pair of charms that allowed Andy and Dyre to draw from Andy's connection to the jinn, so she could tap into the jinn's magic and nudge the memories and perception of the people around them just enough to make them buy the new employee story. 
Our previous interactions with the SA had involved Andy and a heavily disguised Dyre working as actual temporary employees in this building, so they did at least have a basic understanding of how things worked. It wasn't an incredibly clever or inventive plan, but it only had to work long enough for them to bluff their way to the two artifacts they were after and get out. We had already mapped out where the amplifier and the nullifier were being kept. They were on the same floor as a bunch of other strong magic objects, but unfortunately kept on opposite ends of that level. 
I slid through the colorlessness of my natural realm and manifested just enough to peer through at Andy as she stepped off the elevator and onto the fifth floor, where the artifacts were being stored. She looked around as if she were lost, then headed off down the hall as if in search of assistance. This floor was quiet. There were a couple of SA agents manning a desk where they monitored who had access to this level. One of them sat up straighter, on instant alert, as Andy approached.
"This floor is restricted," the witch informed Andy in sharp tones. "Clearance badge?"
She huffed. "This place is a maze. I was looking for the cafeteria so I could get a coffee before I started training." She fluffed her currently blonde hair and ran a hand over her hourglass, pencil-clad illusion as she got close enough to lean on the counter. "I don't suppose you could draw a girl a map or something?"
And just that fast, she planted her hand on the man's arm and used some kind of wraith ability borrowed from Sunny to drain the man's aura so fast he fainted. 
We didn't have to be inconspicuous about this whole operation. It wasn't a secret that Andy and her crew had a bone to pick with the SA. We just needed to not get caught long enough to get the job done. "The other guard went to the bathroom a few minutes ago. She should be back any time now," I said, projecting my voice without materializing. I didn't want to risk tripping the security wards that were set up to sense incorporeal intrusion. They didn't seem to sense me as long as I stayed mostly in the in-between. But the moment I stepped through into ordinary reality, I was sure I'd be caught. I could sense the potential magic hovering there, wards watching and waiting.
Andy grumbled something under her breath about stress and premature aging as she hurried around the counter and yanked the man's badge and signet ring off. She had just straightened when the elevator arrived on the floor with a faint ping. 
"Don't worry. It's Dyre." I whispered, even though I knew she must be able to sense the black aura just as well as I could—maybe even better than I could, thanks to the lifebond. 
She nodded and strode back that way. When the elevator doors slid open, she didn't pause, just nodded at Dyre and kept going, headed toward the end of the hall, where the nullifier was kept. "Bathroom," she murmured to him. 
Dyre's currently stocky, nondescript form hurried out of the elevator and toward the bathroom while Andy set about disabling the wards and security in her room. The necromancer stepped into the bathroom. I remained hovering just out of perception in the hallway, where I could keep an eye out for newcomers. But from the faint muffled sounds and the surprised grunt that came from the bathroom, I'd say Dyre was doing just fine on his own. He emerged from the bathroom with a badge and signet ring clutched in his hand and set off in the opposite direction from where Andy had gone, toward where the amplifier was kept. 
Thankfully, both artifacts were kept in warded cases so their innate magic wouldn't affect the surrounding area. That would have been a nightmare to manage otherwise. I slipped through the in between and emerged in the room with Dyre, watching as he smoothly overpowered and shorted out the protections around the artifact's case and shoved it into the messenger bag he wore slung across his chest.
Precious seconds ticked by. It was only a matter of time before something tipped the SA off and we were discovered. Deactivating the protections had probably set off an alarm somewhere, for all we knew. The anticipation would have been fun… if it weren't Dyre and Andy in the crosshairs. 
When we emerged back into the hallway, Andy wasn't there. She must still be trying to free her artifact from its protections. She should have been done already, since she had a head start over Dyre. Another chill of unaccustomed fear went through me as I slipped through the in-between and moved to peer at her from behind the veil. 
She dropped the final ward just as I arrived. Picking up the case that held the nullifier, she slipped it into her messenger bag. An alarm started blaring from somewhere deep inside the building. 
"Fuck," she muttered. "Time to get the hell out of here."
Dyre burst into the room. "What's taking so long, Lovell? Waiting to give them the finger before we leave?"
They couldn't portal directly out of the SA building. There were powerful protections in place to prevent it. And on top of that, Andy already struggled to portal between reality and the pocket world without interference. We needed to get out onto the street so Andy could open up one of her shaky portals home. That was going to be much more difficult now that they were onto us. I trailed after Andy and Dyre, still undetectable in my shadow world, but ready to push forward into the material plane the moment I was needed, consequences bedamned. 
They nearly made it to the ground floor before they were caught. 
A fire door slammed open at the foot of the stairwell, and an armed SA agent burst out, knocking into Dyre and Andy. "Freeze!" he shouted, his voice ringing in the echoing space just outside the stairwell. Andy and Dyre both pulled on their magic, but the man didn't pause. He simply stumbled as if he'd been struck, dropping his gun and clumsily managing to "accidentally" kick it toward Andy, his back to the security cameras. "Hostage," he hissed impatiently as he formed crackling balls of magic in his palms too slowly to do him any good. 
I suddenly realized why his face looked so familiar. He was one of the field mage Jacki's people. "Holst!" Andy bit out. "What the hell are you doing? Don't make us fry you."
He huffed. "I know it's you, nitwit. Now subdue me and hold that gun to my head before the rest of my unit comes bursting in. Higher ups have split us up, and my new unit is not sympathetic. Our agents have already got you surrounded, and all your exits are cut off."
Shit. 
Andy scrambled to do as the man said. It could be some sort of setup. Maybe a ploy to make her look even worse in the eyes of the public. A villain who robbed the protectors of the people and taken a hostage. The verdict was still out on field mage Jacki and her people. Given our history, no one was really sure whether they could be trusted. But there was no time to ask questions or argue about that at the moment. 
"He's right," Dyre snapped, suddenly tense. "Sunshine can sense the souls around us. They were masking themselves somehow." 
I swore silently from my hiding place. I could sense them now, too. I had no idea how they had hidden their auras, but there were at least a dozen people closing in from the stairs, elevators, and hallways. 
"Down the hallway there, first office on the left. Get to the spot behind the desk," Holst murmured with a sharp jerk of his head. "Use me as a shield until you get there. There's a spell circle under the carpet that makes a dead spot where you can form a portal."
Andy and Dyre leapt into motion, dragging their fake hostage with them. SA people burst into the hallway from the stairwell and the elevator seconds later, but they hesitated when they saw the mundane gun pressed to Holst's temple. "Back the fuck off or you get to see his brains, then yours," Dyre commanded in an icy tone that wasn't quite human. "Then the fun will really begin."
"You can't hide behind a hostage forever," one of the SA agents called. "You'll mess up, and we'll end you. Painfully. Give up now, Lovell, and we'll make it less painful."
It probably wasn't a stretch of the imagination for them to assume they were dealing with the evil Lovell witch and her servants… but, still, that could be concerning. Had someone told them we were coming? Again, there was no time to ask questions. 
Andy was too busy hauling Holst around and holding the gun to give them the finger, but like any good partner in crime, Dyre helpfully did it for her as they continued to hurry down the hallway toward the room Holst had indicated. It seemed like Jacki's man had been stationed here to look out for this little heist. And the spell circle had to be Jacki's doing. Maybe they were truly on our side after all. I slid along after them, keeping to the shadows of the otherworld, but staying close. 
They had almost made it behind the large mahogany desk when one of the SA agents let loose a bolt of raw magic that would have taken out Andy, Dyre, and their erstwhile hostage. Dyre moved quickly, with all the instinct of a creature well-used to people trying to murder him. He shoved Holst right into the path of the oncoming missile, grabbed Andy, and whirled away. The move kept them from being fried by displaced magic when the SA agent hastily disbursed the magic to keep from killing his comrade. But it also took Andy and Dyre further away from the dead area where the spell circle was. They couldn't portal out of here from just anywhere in the room. 
"Going somewhere?" A woman's cold voice asked, right as Director Strom stepped into the place they were aiming for, a glowing pentagram already primed in her hand. That was a killing curse. An illegal one, but who was surprised? 
The director was now blocking Andy and Dyre from getting out. More SA agents were pouring into the room. Backed into a corner and outnumbered, I could already see how this would go. And I knew no matter what he might say, Dyre would hate himself for the carnage he was about to rain down on these people. 
I didn't think about what I was doing, I just moved. Pressing forward past the veil, I grabbed one of Andy's arms and one of Dyre's. Then I wrapped my magic around them and stepped backward into the void. 
We fell sideways, in that disconcerting way that happened sometimes in this place. Up, down, and sideways were subjective terms in the in-between. My feet found purchase and I oriented myself and my passengers to an upright position among the ethereal wisps of gray that resolved into buildings, lost ghosts, and all the other things that lurked in this place. 
I had never taken another living being into the in-between. They didn't belong here. And I was already feeling the wrongness of what I had just done. 
I glanced at Andy to find her outline… blurred. Like grains of sand lifting off her and blowing away in the wind. She was colorless, but for her eyes, which glowed with green and blue, their grayness full of color compared to the nothingness and shadows around us. I could see the outline of her aura leeching away, pulled into the ether by whatever hungry force sucked all life from this place. I had never seen it do that before. It didn't feed on me. But I was a creature of shadow and fear. Andy and Dyre were living, breathing things in a realm meant for the unseen horrors that lurked at the edges of consciousness. 
I whipped my head around to find that Dyre was bleeding essence as well. A bit more slowly than Andy, probably because of the wraith inside him, but bleeding away all the same. And Dyre had little lifespark left to lose. I had a feeling his tether to life was tenuous at best. Another alien surge of panic rose up inside me. I was usually immune to fear. But right then, I knew true terror. 
I pulled at Andy and Dyre, attempting to move them through the darkness and back toward the material realm, hoping to land us outside the SA so Andy could portal us home. But it was like attempting to tow a couple of stone monoliths through an ocean of molasses. 
In my hasty attempt to save them, I may have just killed them both.






  
  Chapter 37

Andy


It was cold here. Lifeless. Breathless. But when the cold started to fade, I knew that wasn't a good sign. I wasn't getting warmer. I was simply getting less able to  feel, as the warmth was leeched from my body. 
Dark, shadowy things peered at us from behind half-formed buildings and wispy trees that looked like something from a surrealist art piece, half-formed and hungry. "Is this where you're from?" I asked Ambrose, clinging to the boogeyman with one hand while I gripped the messenger bag full of magical artifact in the other. It certainly said a lot, if he had been born in this realm.
Ambrose was different here, larger and less humanoid to my eyes. His colors were darkest black, more real and saturated than the beings who lurked nearby. His red pupils blazed brightly in the colorless landscape, setting him apart. But even he wasn't completely solid. Twisting tendrils of smoke-like blackness floated around him, dancing in an unseen breeze, pulled at by the hungry presence that filled this place. He gripped my hand so tight it hurt. "Yes," he said distractedly, his deep voice warped and terrifying. "This is my place. But you don't belong."
I didn't argue with him. It was clear that Dyre and I were not welcome in the in-between. "Let's go home then," I said evenly, refusing to acknowledge the panic that beat against my ribcage. 
Ambrose met my eyes, then glanced at Dyre, his terrifyingly handsome nightmare face twisting into a grimace. "I'm trying," he ground out. "But you seem to be… stuck. The shadows don't want to give you up."
I felt it then. He was tugging at us, trying to take us somewhere. I could sense it in my aura. In the atoms that made up my being. But we remained firmly in the realm of shadows and nightmares. 
"Fuck," I said helpfully. 
Dyre was silent, watchful. His eyes had gone full black. And when Sunshine spoke, the wraith's voice was chilling, as if his darkness was amplified by this place. "What is left of Dyre's life spark is nearly extinguished," he hissed. "We must leave. Now."
My eyes went wide as I stared at the deathly looking necromancer, a whole new terror rushing through me. Turning to Ambrose, I yanked on his hand. "Get us out of here. He's barely alive as it is!"
The boogeyman grimaced. "I had deduced that. And you are in just as much danger. But the realm doesn't want to give you up."
Letting go of the messenger bag to let it rest against my hip, I fought against the terror that wanted to swamp me and took Sunshine's hand. "I don't know how to get out of here. I can't make a portal or manipulate the magic here. It's made from a different sort of fabric than what I'm used to." I met Sunny's black eyes as I spoke. "But we can give him power, can't we?"
Sunny nodded once, curt and final. "We can. But there may be consequences."
I huffed. "Consequences worse than me and your host dying?" 
"No," he intoned in that dark, creepy voice. "But if we are going to do this, we should probably act before the last of Dyre's life force drains away. And before those monsters over there get bold enough to come take a bite of our living energies." He tossed his head, and I followed the gesture to find a trio of misshapen shadows with glinting, needle-shaped teeth slowly creeping toward us. 
Closing my eyes, I pulled deeply from my magic reserves, feeling Sunny and Dyre do the same through our bond. Then Sunny gathered the energy, spooled it between us, and held it at the ready. "On the count of three," I told Ambrose. "Yank us out of here." 
Ambrose nodded, and I counted down. When I got to "three" Sunshine shoved all of our energy outward, pushing it into Ambrose somehow, flooding the boogeyman's aura with strength and power. Ambrose yanked at us again, and this time, the world blinked out around us. 
We spilled out of the darkness and into the disorienting brightness and sound of a crisp winter day in Magea. We all stumbled. Dyre hit his knees on the sidewalk with a painful thud and a wheeze. Ambrose kept me from falling, yanking me upright by my arm. My head ached, and I felt… itchy all over. Like I was settling back into my skin after having it pulled off and reshaped. 
Overall, a disgusting experience. Zero out of five stars.
A shout reached my ears, and I realized that there was no time to catch our breath. The SA had clearly been scanning the area for weird magical surges. I reached out blindly and tore open a portal to the pocket world. Ambrose yanked Dyre to his feet and through the portal. I followed a heartbeat later, barely dodging a killing curse lobbed at me from the agents down the street. The portal snapped shut behind me with a displaced fizz of energy that zapped me like a freaking lightning bolt. I yelped and rubbed my ass, where I'd just been zapped. Then I looked around to find my odd little family standing around the courtyard, staring at us. 
"You did it?" Aahil asked, waving a hand at our messenger bags. "No one is dead or bleeding, and you have the artifacts?"
I nodded, sucking in air like I'd been running a marathon. "Yep. Piece of cake. Just another day at the office. No biggie."
"They almost died in the in between," Ambrose said flatly. 
"'Almost' being the operative word," Dyre said dismissively. One of his pupils was still black. But the other was violet, and he spoke with his own voice, not Sunny's eerie tones. So… he was probably fine, right?
"What do we do with the artifacts now?" Niamh asked, ever practical and to the point. Even though she didn't look too impressed about our almost dying and all.
I shrugged. "They're contained and warded in their cases," I said tiredly. "Should be safe enough for us to stash them somewhere for the moment while we regroup and catch our breath." I glanced at Dyre. "I don't know about you, but my aura feels raw right now."
He nodded. 
Bis gave a little chirp, then he trundled over and clambered up my pant leg, prompting me to scoop him up and hold him at eye level. My furry little child seemed unimpressed. "What's the matter?" I asked with a sigh. "Did you blow up one of your experiments in the workroom again while I was gone?"
He huffed at me indignantly, and the magic that allowed him to speak glimmered through his aura. "I haven't blown anything up this week! But there's something wrong with one of the artifacts," he informed me in a no-nonsense tone. 
I arched my brows at him. Bis was oddly sensitive to magic—probably because of whatever dark spells were used to create him—and I had learned not to dismiss his concerns after he noticed a tear in our pocket world that the rest of us had overlooked, and all. "What do you mean?" I asked slowly. We had barely survived our little escapade. The last thing we needed was one more complication. 
Bis pointed a tiny hand at Dyre's bag. "That one is alive," he said evenly. Then he pointed at the bag I carried slung across my chest. "That one is not."
I shrugged, feeling a bit relieved. "Oh. Well, that makes sense, doesn't it? I've got the nullifier. Of course it feels like a lack of magic."
But Bis adamantly shook his little striped head. "No. It's not the same. When we had the nullifier before, it felt different. Even behind its wards, it still felt… like a presence. This feels like nothing. Like an inanimate object."
I rolled my eyes. That sounded like splitting hairs to me, but I sat my little abomination friend-slash-son down on a nearby bench and opened the messenger bag. Pulling the nullifier out, I stroked my hands over its carrying case. I recognized the same type of warding that Dyre and I had used to contain it before the SA stole it from us before. They probably copied the spells and placed them on both carrying cases. Pressing the metal tabs that opened the case, I readied myself to lose all connection to my magic as the nullifier was unleashed. 
But nothing happened. 
My magic remained there in my awareness, flowing comfortably through my body and twining through my aura, ready to be used at a moment's notice. "What the hell?" I muttered. 
"He's right," Zhong said as he inched closer. "Theres no life to it. No intent or… magical signature, really. It just feels like stone."
I scooped up the inert orb and weighed it in my hand. It felt like stone. Exactly like a mundane rock carved to look like a crystal ball. 
Elijah drifted closer, misting into existence under the orb, then swirling around it. "There is some magical signature," he said, his hollow, ghostly voice flat with displeasure. 
"Angelic," Dyre chimed in. "It has traces of angelic magic on it."
I closed my eyes and let out a long, low groan of frustration. 
"Son of a bitch," Ambrose said succinctly. 
I opened my eyes to regard Elijah as he formed up into person-shape before me. "They took it, didn't they?"
The nullifier had originally belonged to the angels. We had borrowed it from the angelic realm on behalf of the SA, back when we thought they might be on our side. Then the SA took the artifact and tried to murder or imprison us. Apparently, somewhere along the way, the angels had decided they wanted their toy back and planted a fake. It would almost be funny, if we didn't need that artifact to help give us leverage over the SA and the witch supremacists and all. 
"Fuck me," I muttered. "Can't anything, just one goddess damned time, go as planned?"
But of course not. That would be easy. That would be normal. That wouldn't tempt me to go all Lovell on the universe when we finally reached the last straw. I rubbed the heels of my hands into my eyes. "I'm going to take a nap," I declared. "Maybe then we can figure out what to do."
Aahil's sultry voice was droll. "You already know what we have to do," he informed me as he studied his claws. His golden eyes met mine, flames dancing there. "We need the nullifier to help our cause." He shrugged. "So, we go get it."
I shook my head in denial. Even though I knew he was right. It looked like we were going to give the angels a chance to kill us next, since the SA and the in-between hadn't done the job. "Damn it."






  
  Chapter 38

Andy


The damned angels had the nullifier. The external world still mostly wanted us dead or imprisoned. My family of misfits was at odds with one another. And to top it all off, I  still hadn't figured out how to fix the hole in the magic bubble that formed our pocket world refuge. 
To sum it up, everything distinctly sucked.
Zhong came up behind me, far too silent for a hulking guy who could turn into stone, and gently slipped his arms around my waist as we stood in the courtyard, gazing out at the hazy distance that was the edge of our current world. "It's getting bigger, isn't it?" he asked softly, his deep voice rumbling in his chest and radiating into me, making me feel more grounded that I had any right to be at the moment. 
"Yes," I said simply. Zhong couldn't see magic the way Biz could, couldn't focus on it and feel its design the way I could, but his gargoyle nature let him sense it in some other intangible way. It was what made gargoyles such good home security people. They became intimately familiar with the wavelengths of the energy that protected their master's home, and could sense the intent in the magic, whether it was benign or dangerous. 
I was staring out in the direction where the flaw was. A leak. Like a black hole slowly expanding from a pinprick, sucking in the energy around it. It was slow. The hole was smaller than the tip of my pinky finger. But I had a feeling the size would start increasing exponentially at some point. Eventually it would pull the whole pocket world inside out, make our bubble of safety implode and toss our particles out into the dark nothingness between realms. Like being pulled apart and launched into the icy darkness of outer space. 
At least, that's what I thought would happen. Who knew, really? The only thing I knew for sure was that it would mean death and dissolution. No more Andy. No more flawed, damaged, beautiful creatures who had somehow come to love me. Just… poof. No more. 
And I wasn't about to let that happen. I had shit to do still, revenge to plot. Asses to kick. People to love. 
"You'll figure it out," Zhong said softly. "You always do. I have faith in you, master."
I huffed. I was getting a bit more comfortable with him calling me that ridiculous title. It still made me squirm a little, but I knew it made Zhong feel happy and secure to have a master—someone who wanted him to be theirs forever. He was born and bred to serve. And though I had given him his freedom, there was a part of him that enjoyed feeling useful and treasured, possessed. 
But he tended to be overly optimistic when it came to my abilities and talents. "I don't know," I said with a sigh. "I'm afraid to mess with the spell, since I have no idea how I created it in the first place. If I destabilize it, I could kill us all. Or spit us out in the real world again, right in the SA's lap. Which would also get us all killed." I ran a hand over my face in frustration. "I feel like everything I come up with ends with 'or it could kill us all.' My head feels like it's going to explode."
He kissed the top of my head. "You are a brilliant witch," he reminded me. "Powerful and inventive. We wouldn't even be here now, if it weren't for your quick thinking and your skill. You can figure this out. But Andy, remember you're not alone anymore. You have an entire house full of magic users who are ready and willing to help."
I scoffed. "If they aren't too busy trying to kill one another."
Dyre was pretending like the way the others resented and rejected him didn't hurt. But I knew better. Just one more thing I didn't know how to fix.
Zhong released me but held out his big hand. "Whatever solution you come up with, it can probably wait another hour or two. Come inside. We have a surprise for you."
I didn't argue. He was right. While this was a huge problem, I wasn't going to fix it by standing out here staring at it. Especially not in the introspective, maudlin mood I was in at the moment. So, I let Zhong enfold my hand in his massive paw and tow me inside. 
I was surprised when he led me not upstairs to my bedroom or workroom, or into the kitchen that was usually my haven in troubled times. Instead, he brought me to the little sitting room we had slowly cleaned out and converted from stuffy Lovell parlor to normal living room. My eyes went to Dyre first, seeking him out to make sure he was there, and not off somewhere brooding and alone. He had his head bent to listen to something Ambrose was saying while they sat side by side on a loveseat on the far side of the room, but his violet eyes were trained on me, steady and resolute. 
He was uncomfortable among the others now. But he had Ambrose to anchor him. And me. Of course he always had me. A sense of relief pulsed along our connection, traveling through our lifebond, followed by a warm sensation that blossomed through me. Love. That was love I was feeling. Not mine, but his. He didn't care if he didn't fit in or if the others loathed him now. He was just glad I was here. 
I gave him a slight nod and tried my best to send the feelings back to him. I was glad he wasn't hiding. I wanted him here. It had been rocky between us, but I loved him, too. 
Then I let myself take in the rest of the room. They were all here. All the traumatized, tortured creatures I had freed from my family's evil grimoire. And they looked… content—happy, even—as they lounged around the room, waiting for me. There were cups and bowls of snacks on the coffee table and end tables. Niamh was fiddling with the TV and DVD player. 
For some reason I couldn't explain, electronic devices worked here—more than should be possible with our one small magic-powered generator. It was like plugging things into an outlet connected them to the grid, just like we were at home. Some complexity of my magical weaving that I didn't dare look at too closely. That was the way things worked with me. I invented things with my magic… but that didn't mean I knew how they worked. I couldn't explain all the steps I took to get there, the way a classically trained and educated witch might be able to do. Only that it worked. I had told the magic that I needed the house to move, and somewhere in there, I must have implied I needed it to work as usual. And the magic had complied with my unspoken intent. 
I could see why people might think that was terrifying. Like Dyre said, I hadn't really ever acknowledged the depth of my magical well. Because it was fucking scary. 
I moved into the room, taking a seat on the couch in front of the TV, next to Hasumi. A feeling of calm and contentment washed over me, compliments of my water weaver, and I took their hand, lacing my fingers through theirs as I leaned into the sensation. Hasumi was silent, but their ethereal face wore a soft smile, and I knew they weren't just pushing happiness to make me happy. They were feeling the emotion too. 
I felt my shoulders drop as the tension I had been carrying all day left me in small increments. Niamh sat cross-legged on the rug in front of the TV stand, and she turned to me with an arched brow, her green eyes sparkling as the opening music of my favorite human movie—a terribly inaccurate adventure involving witches—began to play. "I took a guess at what you might want to watch," she informed me. "Is this okay?"
I nodded and patted the empty cushion on my other side. "Perfect. Come here."
She obliged, unfolding and pacing over to the couch with all the lean fae grace of the hunter she was. Sitting next to me, she draped an arm over my shoulders and pulled me in against her side. Zhong reached over us to plop a bowl of caramel popcorn on my lap, then went to grab his own seat in an oversized wingback chair he had unofficially claimed as his own. Aahil slunk by, all grace and confidence. His golden eyes met mine, and he smirked before settling in on the rug at Zhong's feet and using the bigger guy's legs as a backrest. When he held out one graceful, clawed hand in an imperious gesture, Zhong shook his head, but placed a cup in the jinn's hand, not hesitating to follow his unspoken commands. 
Goddess, they were stupid. And adorable. 
Dyre was sitting stiffly upright on the loveseat, his sharp features blank and eyes alert as he watched us all. When the movie started, Ambrose met my gaze and winked. Then the boogeyman stretched out with his head in Dyre's lap and his long legs dangling over the arm of the loveseat. Dyre let out a soft sigh and shook his head, but I saw him move out of the corner of my eye when I returned my attention to the TV, hesitantly threading his long fingers through Ambrose's silky black hair like petting an insistent house cat. 
He was okay. We all were. Everything was going to be okay. They had all come together to give me a chance to pretend anyway, at least for a while. And damn it, I wasn't going to waste the opportunity. I snuggled in between Hasumi and Niamh, determined to enjoy the impromptu movie night. And the amazing people around me. 
Usually, my lovers found kinkier ways to distract me. But this… this was nice, too. And I realized it was just as important to me, this feeling of family. Security and contentment. Hasumi's smooth fingers touched my cheeks, wiping away the tears that were suddenly falling unchecked. "It's okay," they whispered, pressing a kiss to my temple. "You are safe here, Oleander."
I shook my head. Safe. That wasn't it. Was it? I didn't feel unsafe. I was just…
"Even the strongest among us has to let their guard down sometimes," Niamh said in that matter-of-fact way of hers. "We have to keep it together in the field, on the hunt. But the strongest hunters know they can cry among friends."
I huffed. But then Zhong was there, standing behind us, his enormous hands kneading my shoulders, and the tears just wouldn't stop. I could feel Elijah's cool presence hovering nearby. Ambrose appeared out of nowhere, perched on the arm of the couch, reaching past Hasumi to pat me on the head. And Dyre pushed the coffee table out of the way to crouch in front of me and touch my knee. I just sobbed harder, the emotions too powerful and tumbling out of me too fast to name. 
Magic flared, and I suddenly found myself with a lapful of jinn. I snort-laughed as Aahil straddled my lap, jamming his knees between me and Hasumi and Niamh as he gripped my face in his overheated hands. "What have you imbeciles done to my witch?" He demanded. "You broke her!"
I wrapped my arms around his slender waist and buried my face in his t-shirt clad shoulder. And he let me. Aahil showing concern and letting me cling to him for comfort was the absolute last straw. I cried so hard I couldn't breathe. 
Eventually, my outburst subsided, and I let go of Aahil long enough to wipe my face and draw a few hiccupping breaths. "I'm sorry," I muttered, feeling like a complete moron. "I don't know what that was."
But I did know. It was exactly what Hasumi had said it was. Safety. I felt safe to share my fears and my doubts and this feeling that I was utterly out of my depth. For the first time in my life, I had people to support me. Who wouldn't shy away or give me shallow, false reassurance. For the first time in my life, I finally understood what it was to be loved. 
That almost got me crying again. Thankfully, I had Aahil to keep me in line. "Do not," the jinn warned firmly, "get my shirt covered in snot again." I barked a laugh and heard a few of the others join in. Aahil narrowed his eyes at me, but his touch on my face was suspiciously gentle. "Would you like me to set someone on fire for you?" he asked gravely. 
I shook my head. "No, thanks. I think we can just watch the movie now. I promise not to leak on you again."
He let out a long-suffering sigh. "We all know it will happen again. Don't make promises you can't keep, witch." Then he leaned in and pressed a warm kiss to my forehead. "I suppose I'll survive it."
I chuckled again. Then I glanced around at the others. "Thank you," I said, my throat aching with emotion. "Really. Thank you for… well… all of this." I waved my hand to indicate the snacks, the movie, and the people crowded around me, unable to put my feelings into words that would come close to saying what I felt. 
Hasumi tucked my hair behind my ear and met my eyes with their unflinching turquoise gaze. "They know. We all do. We are all connected to you now, Andy. One doesn't need any skill with reading emotions to feel the love in our bonds."
I let out a shaky sigh. Right. Of course. 
Dyre stood from where he was crouched on the floor and moved to return to his loveseat on the other side of the room, probably desperate to escape close contact with the others. But I wasn't having it. Not now. Not when I was feeling so connected and so vulnerable all at the same time. I reached past Aahil to snag the back of Dyre's shirt. "Don't run away," I demanded. 
And that was how we ended up rearranging the furniture. All the couches and chairs were shoved together, and I didn't have to try too hard to reach out and touch every single one of my lovers. I wanted to purr like a cat in a puddle of sunshine. Nimah restarted the movie, and this time we actually watched it, sharing snacks and cuddles. At some point, Dyre ended up sitting next to me, and I refused to let him go. The others folded him in like it was nothing. I knew not all of their concerns about him had evaporated with this one interaction, but they were at least trying to be civil, which was something. 
And when the movie ended and Zhong scooped me up like I weighed nothing, Dyre didn't disappear. His dark eyes met mine over the Gargoyle's shoulder, and he followed us up the stairs to my room, despite Aahil's heated presence at his side.  






  
  Chapter 39

Hasumi


They had all become so important to me. So precious. As my new family—my friends and lovers—filed into Oleander's bedroom, I could feel everything they felt. They hardly ever bothered to try shielding their emotions from me these days. They just accepted me and my sometimes uncomfortable abilities. They were wary at first, but as time passed, they just… seemed to stop caring that I could sense everything they felt, as if it didn't matter that they were open books to me. Such trust. And while that acceptance alone was reason enough for wonder, they took it a step further; no one here ever asked me to use my abilities against the others. They never sought to use me as a tool for their own gain, the way others had every time I had thought of getting close to people in any long-term sense. 
It was novel. And not something I ever wanted to lose. From the moment I met these strange creatures, tasted the depth of their wounded hearts and their yearning souls, I wanted them to be happy. 
I closed my eyes for a moment, sifting through the complex layers of emotion that flooded the room. Love, lust, self-loathing, determination, nervousness, envy, hope, tenderness, possessiveness. And longing… so much desperate longing for comfort, for peace, for something solid and secure. Longing to belong. Longing for everything to just, for once, be okay. 
A soft smile curved my lips as I let a bit of my magic unspool, drawing out and enhancing the emotions that would lead to togetherness, muting the fears and self-doubt that would lead to distance. My eyes met Ambrose's black and red gaze from across the room and he quirked a smile to match mine, revealing gray shark teeth that should probably be frightening, but to me, were just a part of him. I felt the fear diminish, the darker emotions fading as the boogeyman devoured them. I wasn't alone in this endeavor. He wanted a forever home as much as I did. I gave him a small nod. 
Zhong placed Andy on the bed, every movement of his powerful, hulking body radiating gentleness. His emotions were tender. Protective, caring. And, yes, lustful as well. His master was his world, and he would give every bit of himself to make her happy in every way. What I didn't think the others fully realized was that his care had slowly extended to them as well. Zhong would protect and care for any of us. Even those of us who were the most difficult to love. 
Andy wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him down to her, kissing him slow and deep. I sensed how languid and full of love she still felt from spending a comfortable, quiet evening with all of her lovers. Her emotions were conflicting, though. She was so worried about our future and all the problems plaguing us, and she felt it was her personal responsibility to fix it all… but right now, other emotions were winning out, love and the desire for closeness at the forefront. The need for comfort. To be held and shielded. 
Niamh sank down on the bed beside Andy, threading her fingers through our witch's green tresses and kissing her neck. The fae was a font of strength, determination, and will. But even she was scared. They all were. And it made them lash out at each other and get lost in their insecurities and differences. Niamh and Zhong worked together in perfect concert to woo Andy and light up her body with gentle, loving touches. Elijah flowed from the pendant between Andy's breasts and was welcomed into her aura, where he settled in with feelings of gratitude and wonder. Everyone else yearned. But they held back. They feared. 
I had promised not to use my powers on Dyre after our initial interaction went so poorly. But I risked it now. I could feel both presences inside him. The wraith was impatient, but holding back, his presence dimmed to allow Dyre control of their body. Dyre was the source of the feelings of self-loathing, of doubt. But he was also the source of the most powerful desires. He wanted to belong. To be worthy of being part of this. He wanted to be welcomed into that small tableau on the bed. But his fear and insecurities—and his wounded pride—held him back. 
I drifted closer to the necromancer, put a hand on his cool arm. His violet eyes met mine, and I tilted my head in question. He seemed to know what I was offering, with no need for words. He might be good at throwing up walls, but the man was so sensitive, so much more aware of the subtle emotional environment around him than he wanted to admit. It was a trait most abuse victims had in common. Always vigilant. Always monitoring the moods in the room. The long column of his throat worked as he swallowed, considering. Then he hesitantly nodded, giving me permission. 
I reached out with my aura, with my magic, touching the threads of desire and longing in him, strengthening the tender, vulnerable emotions that would drive him to act. Ambrose slipped behind his lover, one dark hand coming to rest between Dyre's shoulder blades as he devoured the man's pain and fear. Then, the mischievous boogeyman pushed. 
Dyre stumbled forward with a huff, but didn't resist, sinking to his knees by the bed and taking Andy's arm from around Zhong's neck. He lifted the witch's hand and kissed the palm, the soft underside of her wrist, probably sending magic through their bond, letting her know he was there, that he would not hide away or shrink under the disapproval of others.
Aahil made a sharp move to follow the necromancer, feelings of possessiveness and anger flaring. I stopped him with a hand around his throat, pulling him back against my chest. "Peace," I murmured, command in the words, and a bit of calming magic in my aura. 
Aahil pushed into my grip, making me tighten my hold on his throat and wrap my other arm around his torso to hold him close. He didn't speak, but I felt it all. He willingly let me feel what he felt this time. And I was not surprised at the emotions. Fear at the forefront. Always fear. Fear of losing control, fear of being used. Fear of losing himself. But a new fear had taken over lately. Fear intermingled with love, so tightly tangled that the two emotions were nearly inseparable for him. He loved Andy. Fiercely. He needed her. And he didn't want to be without her. And that terrified our jinn. 
He saw love as a weakness, as a means of manipulation. He knew the necromancer had hurt Andy, and so all of his fear was now channeled into his feud with the other man. He wanted love and belonging just as much as we all did. But he had very little capacity for how to handle that desire. Or for how to handle being so genuinely attached to another person. It was terrifying for him.
I slid my hand upward, so it rested under the sharp angles of his jaw, then pulled, tilting his head back to stop him glaring at Dyre. His eyes slipped closed as he surrendered control to me in a way he never would for anyone else, except perhaps Andy. I rewarded him with a kiss on the cheek. Then I moved to whisper in his ear. "I've got you, flame. Be at ease."
Control or be controlled. It was the only language Aahil had known for so long. My grip on his body and my ability to quench his magic gave him the space to feel his strange new emotions and move past them without attacking anyone. Containment that I was happy to provide.
That little problem handled, I watched as Zhong retreated a bit and Andy tugged at Dyre's hand, pulling the necromancer onto the bed. I sent an extra bit of calm his way, to soothe his sudden burst of anxiety. "Remember what we spoke about," I whispered to him. Those haunted violet eyes met mine for a brief moment, and he shuddered. 
Dyre and I had spoken, after his standoff with the others in the kitchen the day of his most recent lifebond with Andy. I had tried my best to get him to understand the others. Why they resented him so. How they all had the same fears that he did. How we were all so new to this realm of relationships and love. To freedom. I had asked something difficult of him, which I thought might heal the rift between him and the others.
It was a painful and terrifying idea I had posed to him. But I knew he understood. He and Sunshine had lived their entire combined existence by watching for and extorting the motivations of others, by using people's reactions to them to their advantage to stay alive. He understood when I told him that in order to earn the trust and respect of the others, a sacrifice was required. 
Dyre was, in many respects, the strongest creature in this room, perhaps even stronger than me. He could decimate everyone in the room—devour their souls, animate their corpses, and walk away without a scratch, feeling more powerful and energized than ever. And on some deep, primal level, they knew it. They knew the danger that stalked among them, and they saw him, subconsciously, as a threat to everything they yearned for. A threat to their tenuous hopes for a new life with our witch. 
In order to overcome that, he was going to have to offer them something meaningful. Something that made him vulnerable and reminded them we were all the same. 
Zhong and Niamh were ridding Andy of her clothes, revealing luscious curves and soft skin. She was everything a witch should be, full of life, her creamy golden flesh flushed with color, her woman's body plush and fertile. An offering to the Goddess. 
Next to her, I could sense Dyre's feelings of unworthiness and embarrassment. From things he'd said here and there, I knew he felt like the pale, shadowed husk of what a witch should be. An abomination, drained and starved by his pact with the dark entity inside him. His anxiety bloomed around him, and his eyes searched for mine. I met his gaze and gave him a small nod, sending a wave of reassurance his way. I wouldn't force him to be here. Or to do anything he didn't want to do. This choice was all his. But if he made it, I would help ease his fears. I would be his safety net. So that we could all be closer. 
He pushed himself to his knees on the bed, then closed his eyes and pulled off his long-sleeved t-shirt, tossing it aside, his armor discarded on the floor in the presence of the people who had rejected him. 
Ambrose made a soft noise of concern in his throat and disappeared in a swirl of shadows, reappearing behind Dyre in an instant. He knew Dyre was facing one of his most intimate fears, revealing the body that so many would scorn as evil, cursed, repellant. And one that was riddled with scars, a twisted map of the abuse he had endured at the hands of his powerful witch family.
Andy pulled away from Niamh and Zhong to kneel before Dyre with surprise and a hint of panic lacing her aura. "Dyre. You don't have to do this."
He met her eyes with a steady gaze and a flood of determination and love. "It doesn't matter. I don't care who sees, as long as you're here."
He reached for Andy, and I smiled as she immediately sank into his embrace, meeting his kiss with no hesitation, with nothing but love and acceptance. I tried my best to send some emotions toward Dyre, an attempt to convey what I saw. How beautiful they were together. The long lines of Dyre's slender body wrapped in Andy's curves. The way his glorious blood-red braid shifted against the rough scars that covered his back. How I saw the tracery of dark veins beneath his pale, bluish skin as a thing of beauty. Different from the witch in his arms, yes, but no less pleasing. 
Either my efforts were successful or, more likely, Andy's touch and Ambrose's abilities eased his fears. Dyre's long fingers stroked over Andy's skin, outlining the flare of her hips, as Niamh moved behind her, slipping an arm around the witch and downward to her core. Andy moaned against Dyre's lips as Niamh pleasured her, and the desire in the room ratcheted up a notch. Ambrose dematerialized his own clothes away in a puff of shadows, bending to kiss Dyre's shoulder, directly over one particularly puckered scar. The cruelty that had been inflicted on Dyre's body before he was elevated to necromancer was a harsh thing to see, as was the stark cost of hosting the wraith that starved him and drained his mortal body. As Ambrose's dark hands moved lovingly over Dyre's prominent ribs, I felt the others take it all in. 
They knew that for Dyre to be so scarred, those wounds had to have been inflicted before he hosted the wraith with its ability to heal its host. Dyre had been a child still, when that happened. And the beatings had to be so brutal that even a blood witch's naturally robust constitution couldn't heal them rapidly enough to prevent scarring. The necromancer had been abused, even before he was forced to host an unspeakable evil inside his body. Not only was his usual appearance, with his emaciated body, corpse-pale skin, bluish lips, and blue teeth and nails, a constant reminder of the evil he carried. Now all of his pain was plain to see, mapped out on his body plain as day. 
Surprise. Sadness. Shame. Uncertainty. Regret. Horror. The room flooded with those emotions. But I knew Dyre didn't want or need pity. That wasn't the point. What he wanted was understanding and acceptance. Love didn't come easy to this scarred man, not because he was a cold person who chose to irritate everyone by existing. But because he was every bit as damaged as the rest of them. Maybe more so. 
The very last thing this brave, lonely, haunted man warranted was their scorn and rejection. 
Aahil went still in my arms, his lithe body losing all of its angry tension as he recognized the fellow victim in Dyre. Zhong's arching bat wings fluttered before he impulsively reached out a big hand and touched Dyre's hair, his protective instincts fully engaged. Niamh didn't visibly react, but her green eyes took in the sight of Dyre and Andy expressing their love, and she exuded feelings of grudging respect for all Dyre had endured. Ambrose was all tenderness and joy for his lover. Such brilliant emotions for such a dark entity. I released Aahil, and he straightened with a little huff, pulled his sensual mask back on, and slunk over to whisper something to Zhong. 
Zhong chuckled and reached for Aahil, but the jinn gracefully moved away with a smirk and a muttered demand for the gargoyle to get back to work.
I could feel the jinn's uncertainty warring with his desires. He wanted to be here, to be present and soak in the beauty of it all while feeding from the sexual energy that was his birthright. But he wasn't ready to fully throw himself into their passion. I took a seat in a wingback chair near the bed, directly in his line of sight, and arched a brow. A moment later, the jinn was at my side, trying his best to be imperious and demanding. "Are you just going to sit there?" he drawled. "How boring."
I kept my expression impassive as I shrugged. "Sometimes I like to watch. I did help orchestrate all of this, after all."
He sighed and lost some of his tension. "I know what you're doing, weaver. And I'm not that fragile. I don't need you over here sitting things out just to make me feel better because my libido is broken."
I met his golden eyes, my voice deadly serious. "Nothing about you is broken, little flame." I waited a beat, sifting through his fluctuating emotions and conflicting desires and fears. "Do you need help?" I asked softly, for his ears only as the others continued to lose themselves in passion. "There is nothing wrong with asking for what you need. And as Dyre so clearly showed just now, there is nothing wrong with showing some vulnerability from time to time. It doesn't make you weak. It doesn't make you less worthy of affection."
He drew in a slow, deep breath. Given the maelstrom of emotions inside him, I truly wasn't sure what his response would be. But Aahil was healing. He was learning to trust. And to admit his perceived weaknesses. "I need you," he whispered, his silken voice wavering with the force of the emotions he struggled to keep in check. "But don't make me beg. I won't ask again."
I nodded and pointed to the floor at my feet. "Kneel. I will tell you when you may participate. Until then, you watch, and nothing more."
He resisted the order at first, as I knew he would. But I used my power to overcome his resistance. It was the show of power and containment he needed, and he easily complied. I stroked my fingers through his fine, silky hair, reddish highlights glinting amidst the glossy black. We would play the game. I would be his container and treat him as if he were a pet. For now. It was what he needed. I could see through the lie, could feel the comfort he took from my touch. 
A scene of sensual delights and passion played out before us, and I smiled, basking in the emotions surrounding me. Contentment. Desire. Passion. Happiness. Joy. Euphoria. Acceptance. Belonging. Trust. Hope. 
Love. 






  
  Chapter 40

Andy


I braced myself on hands and knees in the center of the bed, Niamh beneath me. Her hands gripped the back of my thighs, and her wickedly skilled tongue made me suck in a sharp breath. Focusing through the pleasure, I reached for Dyre, where he knelt in front of me. But I paused when a feeling of hesitant question niggled at my mind. Right. I wasn't alone in my body at the moment. There was a ghost semi-possessing me so he could take part in our little orgy. And that wasn't something Dyre and I had talked about before. 
Dyre's violet gaze was intense, so filled with all the emotion he held back as he looked down at me, threading his fingers through my hair. "What is it?" His deep voice had just the slightest hint of an echo, and I thought he must be working hard to keep Sunny from surging to the forefront and taking over, and likely terrifying everyone in the room. 
At least we had that in common—neither of us were alone in our bodies at the moment. "Elijah," I said, breathless, as Niamh changed her angle of attack and slid a finger inside me. She was purposefully torturing me, not letting up, even though I was trying to form coherent speech. 
Dyre's hands in my hair stilled for a moment as he realized what I was saying. Then he looked through me to my ghostly passenger, as if he could see Elijah there in my aura. Which… given that Dyre was a necromancer and we were lifebonded, probably wasn't too far of a stretch. "He isn't repulsed by the idea?" He murmured, a bit of his earlier hesitancy returning. 
I soothed a hand over his concave belly, across the sharp angles of one hip bone, and to his thigh, feeling Elijah's curiosity and openness, his joy at being able to feel the smooth, cool skin we were touching. "Of course not," I assured the necromancer. "Elijah… just wants to be included. He wants to feel alive again, through us."
Dyre stared into my eyes a moment longer, then he nodded, looking like he would blush if he had any spare life and heat in his body to spend. "I don't mind," he finally said, his voice a bit rough. 
Knowing Dyre, he was probably trying to wrap his head around the fact that one more person had just confirmed that he wasn't an unlovable abomination. I was having none of that. Gripping his cock, I gave him a firm stroke, then leaned in to lick a stripe up the underside, before teasing the tip. The long fingers in my hair spasmed, and he groaned as he was forced to come to grips with being wanted. Poor thing. 
Night-black hands smoothed over Dyre's pale chest as Ambrose wrapped his arms around our necromancer from behind and pressed a kiss to the side of his neck. I watched them through my lashes as I took Dyre into my mouth, humming in appreciation when Ambrose began to toy with one of Dyre's nipples. 
Zhong stroked a big hand down my back and over my ass, and I pulled off Dyre's rock-hard cock long enough to glance at the gargoyle. His wings were half spread as he braced one knee on the bed beside us, slowly stroking his own massive cock. I grinned at the sight. "You're so beautiful," I murmured, reveling in the sight of his powerful body and barely contained strength. 
His cheeks flushed slightly, the way they always did when he was praised, and he smoothed his hand over my ass again, encouraging me to rock against Niamh's face. "You only think so because you can't see yourself right now, master, enjoying all this attention."
I huffed, but my laugh was cut short when Niamh pressed her tongue inside me and did something that made me see stars. When I came back down to earth, I tried to glance around the room, but couldn't see past Zhong. "Aahil," I managed, suddenly concerned that I couldn't see the jinn or the water weaver. Had Aahil been triggered by all this? He was slowly overcoming his fears and trauma around sex, but he still had some pretty firm boundaries. If Hasumi was also missing, I was afraid the jinn was off somewhere having a breakdown, and here I was, oblivious. 
But Zhong was as perceptive as always, and he rushed to soothe my fears. "They're here," he said with a slow smirk, shifting aside so I had a clear view of the two elementals. 
Relief shot through me at the sight, chased by a jolt of lust. Hasumi was sitting in a wingback chair nearby, expression as serene and pleased as a happy god surveying their creations. Aahil sprawled at the ethereal weaver's feet, all loose and languid, one arm draped over the arm of the chair, and one knee bent. He leaned back against Hasumi, who was stroking graceful fingers through his dark hair and over his neck. Liquid gold eyes met mine, half-slitted like a sleepy cat, as Aahil slid a hand down his own bare torso and beneath the waistband of his loose pants. I watched, my gaze riveted on Aahil as a slow, sexy smirk curled his sensual lips. Then he pulled his cock out, running a thumb over the piercing there, stroking himself as he watched me with the others. 
"Okay," I breathed. "Yeah, he seems fine. They both do." Now that I saw the blissed-out expression on Hasmi's perfect features, I realized that the overwhelming surge of emotion I was feeling wasn't all because of the bonds I had with my lovers. The water weaver was probably getting high off all the emotions in the room, tasting our feelings and magnifying them back at us. 
Zhong chuckled and smoothed his hand over my ass again. "Don't worry," he rumbled, his deep voice growing huskier. "Aahil's safe. Hasumi's got him. And we've got you." 
Niamh moved back to circling my clit with her tongue as Zhong sank a thick finger into my needy core. I gasped in pleasure, then returned my attention to Dyre, swallowing him down and humming around his long, hard cock as I came apart, overwhelmed by the sights and sensations around me. It didn't take long at all for me to orgasm, surrounded as I was by these sexy creatures who meant the world to me.
Dyre shuddered and gasped, and I realized one of Ambrose's hands had disappeared from his chest, probably delving lower to tease and drive Dyre higher. The thought of them fucking, of watching Ambrose sink his thick cock into our necromancer and drive both Dyre and Sunshine crazy, was enough to make me come again. Dyre's fingers tightened in my hair, and he thrust forward with a helpless sound, spilling down my throat. 
Niamh sucked on my clit with just the right amount of sweet pressure, and Zhong slowly withdrew his fingers as I came down from my climax. When I couldn't take it any longer, I flopped onto the bed, panting. My eyes met Dyre's as we both tried to catch our breath. "I want to watch you suck his cock," I demanded breathlessly, sliding a meaningful glance toward Ambrose. "Look how hard he is. How patient he's been. Doesn't he deserve a reward?"
Dyre shook his head at me as if I was just too much, expecting him to move after I had just sucked his brains out through his dick. But eventually, he pressed a hard kiss to my lips and rolled away, one of his eyes gone black as his impatient wraith passenger likely urged him on. Not long after that, I found myself on my knees again, Niamh's smooth thighs wrapped around my ears as I made her come on my tongue.
It was hard to decide where to look. Elijah was just as enraptured as I was, and he wanted to see and feel everything all at once. Most of my attention was on the gorgeous fae beneath me, all lean, muscular strength and dangerous fae beauty, her green eyes fluttering closed as she tilted her head back and lost herself in sensation. But my gaze kept being pulled away now and then by Dyre and Ambrose. Dyre's hair had been freed at some point, to spill around his shoulders in a river of blood red silk, and one of Ambrose's hands was fisted in the long strands. The other hand cupped Dyre's angular jaw while Ambrose slowly fed the necromancer his cock, his expression dark and fierce with affection. 
On the other side of the room, Hasumi had leaned forward to whisper in Aahil's ear, silver hair spilling forward to hide the water weaver's face, one graceful hand wrapped around the long, red-brown column of Aahil's throat. The jinn's lips were parted, fangs exposed, his entire body a taut line of desperate need. 
Then Zhong was there, sliding into me from behind, stretching me and filling me in the way only the massive gargoyle could. I completely lost my ability to focus on anything else. 
Quite a while later, I lay stretched out in the center of my massive bed, thinking that I should probably figure out a way to stuff another bed in here and shove them together, if I was going to be having orgies on the regular. Which, let's face it, I absolutely planned on doing now that I'd set that bar. 
Niamh crawled up and flopped down beside me. The graceful fae hunter looked notably less graceful than usual, which made me smirk with smug satisfaction. She mumbled into the pillow and closed her eyes. I laughed at her and turned toward her, pressing my forehead to hers. "Love you," I murmured, feeling just as tired as she looked. 
"Go on," Ambrose said softly, and I turned my head to see him herding Dyre toward the bed. "You're allowed to cuddle too, necromancer."
I lifted an arm and beckoned him closer. "Come on. It's nap time."
A surge of magic burst into being, and a hot body materialized from nowhere, right under my arm. "Other side," Aahil commanded. "The middle is mine."
I shook my head at his antics, but wrapped my arm around him nonetheless. Aahil might be acting like an ass right now, but I knew this was just him hiding the fact that he really did need to be near me right now. He needed the comfort and the reassurance. Not that he'd ever admit it with others here to overhear.
"Come on," Niamh said, patting the bed beside her without opening her eyes. "I won't stab you. Just keep that gross thing between your legs to yourself. Dicks are disgusting."
I shook with silent laughter at her words and at the absolutely lost look on Dyre's face. Niamh had zero interest in men. Less than zero, really. But she tolerated them as long as they were there to make me happy. That she had just invited Dyre, of all people, to come cuddle with her was quite a shock. 
Dyre's eyes flashed black as he let Sunshine handle the awkward moment. The wraith probably didn't get why it would be weird. He simply strode around to that side of the bed and lay down on his back next to Niamh. "You are a pleasant looking female," he informed her, turning his head to regard her with those pitch-black eyes. "But for some reason, I do not feel the desire for you I feel for my witch. You are safe from our advances, fae."
She didn't even bother to roll over or open her eyes to look at the ancient evil who spoke to her in multi-layered tones of bone-chilling power. "Good," she said without inflection. Then she went back to working on that nap. 
Ambrose slid in behind Dyre and Sunny, wrapping an arm around their waist and pillowing his head on one bony shoulder. He yawned massively and patted Dyre's stomach. "Sleep time, Sunny."
The wraith turned his head to look down at Ambrose with a thoughtful expression, probably still trying to sort out why he felt differently about each of us. "I enjoyed tasting you," he informed the boogeyman. "I would like to experience more of your body in the future, dark one."
Ambrose huffed a laugh and patted Dyre's stomach again. But Dyre wrestled back control from the wraith before the boogeyman could muster a reply. "Oh, Goddess, kill me now," he muttered. "I'm never letting him speak again."
Ambrose just chuckled and pressed a kiss to Dyre's jaw. "Shh… he's fine. Relax."
The mattress dipped as the others joined us, somehow piling seven people and a ghost into one oversized bed. Aahil ended up on top of me. Hasumi curled up beside us with a hand on Aahil's back. And Zhong lay on his side behind them, his wings hanging off the bed and one big arm wrapped around both slender elementals. 
I was squashed, hot, and exhausted. But I had never been happier in my life. 






  
  Chapter 41

Sunshine


"I feel like we're just putting a piece of duct tape over a hole in a life raft," Oleander said as she chewed on the eraser end of the pencil she was holding. "Damn it, why does everything have to be so precarious all the time?" 
Dyre was resting in the back of our shared conscience, observing, but letting me "drive," as it were, while we studied an ancient text that the Lovells had no good reason to have hidden away in their library. We had been searching for ideas, but now that we had a solution to the problem, I was just reading out of curiosity. The Lovell family had apparently been awful people, but unfortunately clever. The margins of the book I was studying were filled with tidy, cramped handwriting—notes that bordered on fanatical nonsense, but were also interspersed with wretchedly genius ideas. Dyre was curious too, but he had given the task over to me, because it was easier for me to read and translate the archaic language the book was written in. 
I glanced up at our Oleander to find her scowling at her handwritten notes as if the paper had offended her somehow. We had been working on the problem of the hole in the pocket world for the last couple of days, and had come to a solution that should buy us time, if nothing else. We could apply a patch, of sorts, hopefully without disturbing the magic of the original spell and killing us all. The others were off gathering information and making plans to visit the Angelic realm, but our two witches' deep magic and inventive minds were best applied to this more pressing problem, so we were alone in the workroom.
"It will work," I assured Oleander, not for the first time. "You are clever. Dyre is well-versed in bonding different magic signatures together. You are both very strong witches with deep magic wells. And I am here. The solution we've come up with won't fail."
She ran a hand through her tumbled green waves and let out a deep sigh. "You're right. But we all know it's only temporary. Eventually, this little bubble of safety I threw together is going to collapse."
Ah, that was the actual issue here. She felt time pushing in on her, all of our current challenges tightening like a noose. "Everything fails eventually," I told her with a sage nod. "All things die. No need to worry about that now."
Very comforting, Dyre commented in our mind. I was well versed in his sarcasm by now. He thought I had said the wrong thing. I refused to let him take control, however. I could fix this on my own. I could comfort our witch, too. 
Pushing my chair back from the table, I patted my knee, eager to prove that point. "Come here, witch."
She arched a brow at me, and I held out my arms, patiently waiting. Shaking her head, she did as she was told, standing and coming over to stare at me with her hands planted on her generous hips. I pulled her onto my lap and stroked her hair. 
See? That was what the others would do to comfort her, correct?
You're going to get slapped, Dyre commented silently. 
But he was wrong. Andy didn't slap us. She was stiff in my arms for a moment, but then she relaxed against my chest with a little huff of sound. "Not that I mind cuddling," she mumbled, "but why am I over here?"
I patted her back. "I am comforting you because Dyre insists that telling you we will all die was the wrong thing to say."
She shook with soft laughter. "I see. Well, you can continue comforting me all you want. But I'm not actually that distressed by what you said. You're not wrong. It's just my puny mortal limitations that make death an unpleasant idea. I get it."
I patted her back proudly. My witch was very intelligent. And now I had her in my lap, her herbal scent and her soft curves filling my senses. I could not get enough of this particular mortal experience. I bent to press a kiss to her cheek. And when she turned her head to allow it, I nuzzled her hair aside to whisper in her ear, delighting in the little shiver that produced. "Good witch. Clever witch. I knew you were not so fragile."
She wriggled about on my lap at the praise, making my cock stand up and take notice. I was just about to suggest that we take a break from our arduous research and brainstorming to celebrate the solution we had created. But fire magic swelled in the room, tiny sparks swirling and coalescing into the familiar form of a jinn. 
I could feel Dyre's wariness as we watched the other man appear. Aahil was an interesting man. Small and compact, yet brimming with potent power. I could feast for ages on a bright soul like his. But I shared Dyre's wariness whenever Aahil was in the room with us. Mortals always confused me. Even those who were so powerful that they were nearly immortal. But of all Andy's allies and lovers, this man was the most confusing being I had yet encountered.
Emotions were hard for me to read and interpret at the best of times. Feelings were a foreign language that Dyre had slowly, painfully taught me over the passage of hundreds of years. But the jinn's feelings and his actions never aligned. His emotions were tangled and concealed and often denied. It was exhausting just attempting to parse out his motives at any given moment. I didn't know how the others managed. 
"Sorry to interrupt," he said, his silky voice full of what I thought was snide disapproval as he prowled over to the desk where Andy had been working moments before. His every move was sensual, as if he existed to draw the eye and to lead the mind toward lusty thoughts. 
It was really no wonder Dyre found him so attractive. 
What the fuck did you just say? My host demanded. 
I shrugged, but responded silently. I said nothing. I merely thought it. 
I am not attracted to that conceited little pest. He's a fucking asshole. 
I chuckled. Even after all this time together, my host still seemed to think he could lie to me. 
"Is something amusing to you, wraith?" the other man demanded, his golden eyes narrowing and his magic drawing closer, as if he was preparing to set us on fire. 
I shrugged again. "Simply a conversation with my host," I replied. "Nothing important."
That didn't seem to smooth things over. In fact, he looked even more angry. Was it anger? Or suspicion? I could not parse the tilt of his lips or the hard expression in those watchful eyes. 
Pissy, Dyre supplied tiredly. The word you're looking for is pissy. He looks pissy. Because he's a fucking brat. 
Ah. This is a good emotion? I asked, finally understanding. 
What? No, it's not. Dyre replied, exasperation in his thoughts. Pissy is the opposite of a good emotion.
Then why do you like it so much? I asked curiously. 
I will fucking exorcise you, I don't care if it kills us both, Dyre replied flatly. 
It was all very confusing. 
"You're not interrupting anything," Andy said to the jinn, pulling me away from my internal dialogue. "Did you need something?"
She slid off my lap to go stand closer to the jinn, and I fought the urge to snatch her back into my arms and hold her close. He absolutely was interrupting. But I was learning that I couldn't be too greedy when it came to our witch's attention. Aahil slid a look my way that made me think he knew exactly how I felt. Why should I be so easy to read, when he was a mystery? To steal a common mortal complaint: it wasn't fair. 
His attention focused back on Oleander, and he reached up to touch the charmed locket that hung from his neck. "I want to get rid of this," he said easily. But something in his voice made me think he was anything but at ease. "I don't need it anymore."
The jinn took the necklace off, his shiny black and red hair sliding over the chain in a way that was just as sensuous as all his other motions. I knew it was a sensual move, because of the way Dyre's attention shifted. My host was trying so hard not to notice what the other man did that it was almost comical. 
"You have beautiful hair," I observed, just to make Dyre squirm. 
The jinn's gold gaze met mine and his eyes narrowed. "Are you feeling unwell, wraith? Did someone you ate disagree with you?"
I stood and paced closer to Andy and the jinn. "We are well. It was simply an observation. You may already remove the suppression charm at any time. So I assume you mean you wish us to destroy it?" If he simply wanted to use his powers for a time, he could take off the necklace and do as he wished. It was a measure of freedom that we had purposefully built into the charm. I could understand that much, at least. Freedom was vitally important to everyone who had been imprisoned in the Lovells' cursed bestiary. But apparently, that measure of freedom was no longer enough for the jinn. 
His gaze slid away from mine and to the locket he held in his hand. "I don't need it anymore," he repeated. Then he lifted his head and squared his shoulders, his expression defiant. "I control the flames."
Andy reached out and took his hand in both of hers, cupping the locket between them. Her pretty gray eyes searched the jinn's face. "If you say it's time, then I believe you." Then she smirked, breaking the tension between them. "And I'm so proud of you!"
He bared his teeth at her. "Shut up, witch. Do not start in with that nonsense again. I don't need your pride. I need your magic to break the spell." He glanced my way and his expression once again smoothed out. Apparently, I was not welcome in their banter. "And the creepy necromancer as well, since he was involved in its casting."
Dyre bristled at being called creepy. But he didn't come to the forefront of our consciousness. He was content to hide and let me handle the jinn. Surprisingly cowardly of him. 
I pulled myself up to my full height and drew on a bit of my power, letting it change us, make us seem taller and more dangerous. Letting the powerful, yet mortal, jinn glimpse just what lived inside Dyre's flesh shell. "Do not insult my host," I advised softly. "I will tolerate much from those who are close to Oleander. But I will not tolerate Dyre's pain."
The jinn blinked up at me, his stunning gold eyes going wide for a moment in surprise. This was typically when most mortals would cower or cry. But the jinn simply… pulled inward, putting up some kind of wall that hid every hint of fear. This creature's strength of will was fascinating. 
He waved a graceful hand in a dismissive gesture. "Dyre calls himself creepy all the time. Besides, given the shit that comes our way constantly, I'd consider creepy an asset, rather than an insult."
It wasn't an apology or a promise not to insult us again. But for some reason, Dyre was satisfied and turned down my silent offer to suck the jinn's soul from his body and use it to fuel our power. 
Very confusing. And disappointing. The jinn's energy would be deliciously spicy.
Andy just shook her head and stepped away, taking the locket over to the worktable. "We can unweave the charm for you, Aahil. It's not a big deal." She stopped and glanced over her shoulder in my direction. "And I happen to like creepy." She winked. 
I made a mental note of all the things I would do to her when she let us touch her again. 
You're killing me, Dyre complained half-heartedly. Can you please just focus?
Boring. But I supposed it was a fair request. I joined Andy at the table. The charm was a complex weaving, but creating it was the hard part. Breaking it was fairly simply. In no time at all, the locket was once again just a locket. 
When it was done, Aahil scooped the necklace up off the table and turned to me, thrusting out his hand. "Here. Your pet witch will want that back."
I arched a brow at the jinn, wondering if this was a trick. "You are giving it back to us? To Dyre?"
He narrowed his eyes at me again. An expression that was coming to be… endearing, in a way. Clearly Dyre's feelings were spreading like a contagion. 
I don't have any feelings for the jinn! My host insisted. For fuck's sake. 
I held out my hand to accept the necklace, studying Aahil's face. He rolled his eyes and let the necklace spill from his hand into my palm. "I don't understand why someone would be all hung-up on a human woman who ran away at the first sign of power. She sounds like a faithless wretch who didn't deserve a witch of Dyre's questionable greatness. But clearly it has some sort of sentimental value to the moron. So yes, I'm giving it back."
A slow smile curved my lips as understanding washed over me. "I see," I said, closing my hand around the necklace, while lifting the other hand to touch the jinn's hot cheek. "You find Dyre attractive as well. You even care for his welfare."
Murderous gold eyes stared up at me while Dyre had an absolute fit inside our skull. The jinn knocked my hand away with a stinging slap, and I felt my dark power echo the fury of his fire. I couldn't help the deep, echoing laughter that spilled from my chest. 
The jinn growled at me and vanished in a shower of sparks, dematerializing and leaving the room in the blink of an eye. And still I laughed. Mortals were so very, very amusing. 
Andy slapped my upper arm. "Goddess, stop making that sound. It's making my hair stand on end." She shook her head. "Who knew that's what wraith laughter sounded like? Fuck my life." She rubbed her arms furiously to get rid of the goosebumps there. 
I attempted to rein in my amusement. "I apologize."
She stared up at me with a wary expression. "It's been a long time since Dyre made an appearance. Is he okay in there?"
I finally gave in and let Dyre take over. 
"Goddess fucking curse you to hell!" he blurted the moment he was free. 
I started laughing again. This time silently, in our shared consciousness. 
"Oh, just keep laughing, asshole," he threatened aloud. "See if you think it's funny when I rip you out of there and toss us both into the void."
Andy snorted. Then she started laughing too, until she was wiping at her eyes, crying from the force of it. Laughter. It was something I hadn't understood until Dyre. And it felt so good, now that I could feel such amusement. 
"Oh, Goddess," Andy said as she tried to catch her breath, little bursts of laughter still escaping now and then. "Is Sunny… teasing you? That's priceless."
Dyre tucked the locket into our pocket and crossed his arms over our chest. "Right. Super funny. Ha-ha. Apparently, his new pastime is fabricating lies and making me look like an idiot. A wraith with a sense of humor. Just great."
Lies? I was only telling the truth, I reminded him. It's your reactions that are so amusing. 
He gave me the equivalent of a mental shove. "Fuck you, Sunny."
Andy had gotten herself under control now, and she gave Dyre a pat on the arm. "I mean, the tension between you and Aahil makes a lot more sense now."
He looked down our nose at her. "Don't be fucking ridiculous. I hate that stuck-up, snotty little bastard."
But Andy just smiled and patted his arm again. "Mhm. I'm sure you do."
He huffed. "I hate all of you right now."
"Mhm. Sure."
"Do you really think he's safe without the amulet?" Dyre bit out, changing the subject as he glanced at where the jinn had been standing moments before. "Your wards will let you know if he goes up in flames, right?"
Her teasing expression melted into a more serious one, filled with something tender. Andy was easier to read. She showed her emotions honestly, for the most part. And I was bonded to her, could feel her in my aura. 
"He won't," she told Dyre. "He's right. He has control of his magic now. And his confidence is finally returning. He's healing." Then she grinned again. "Sweet of you to be so concerned about his wellbeing, though. I wouldn't send flowers to win his favor in this case, if I were you. Maybe something shiny. Like a necklace to replace the one he just lost. He likes sparkly things."
Dyre wiped a hand over his face and let out a long-suffering sigh. "Don't be disgusting, Lovell. I have no interest in wooing your damned jinn." Then he headed toward the door. 
I halted him, and he let me take over for a moment longer. Turning back to Andy, I nodded. "You are correct. The jinn will be well. And we will patch the ward. We will have plenty more opportunities to amuse ourselves at Dyre's expense."
Then I was firmly shut out by my host. 
But it was worth it to see the confidence in Andy's posture and the twinkle in her eyes.







  
    Chapter 42

Andy


It was just a repair. A tiny little patch. I had  created an entire damned pocket world. So this was nothing. Piece of cake. 
Right. 
I stood in front of the pinhole in our plane of existence, with my hands on my hips as I studied the faint, shimmering outline of magic that I could see when I really focused. It was like an enormous bubble in my mind's eye, arching up from the far edges of the property and into the sky, where it eventually faded from view because of its size. 
"Are you sure this is the only one?" I asked Bis. My gaze traveled upward to where the shimmer of magic disappeared into the weird, not-quite-right sky above. There could be more holes anywhere. I couldn't see the whole thing at once. I could only sense it, trace it in my mind the way I had the day I brought this insane idea to life and ripped a sizeable chunk of the estate, the house, and everyone in it into a different realm of existence. 
Bis chirped a comforting sound and patted my cheek from his place on my shoulder. "This is the only one. We'd both be able to sense it if there were more. And," he added in a no-nonsense tone, "if there were more, it would have collapsed by now because of the instability in the magical currents."
I drew in a slow breath and tried not to panic over things that had not happened. Yet. "Right."
Bis patted my cheek again. "You can do this, momma. You made this place. And you have Dyre and Sunny. And the others. And me to make your magic steadier. It'll be okay."
I narrowed my eyes at the place where the pinhole in the wards containing the pocket world had turned into a sucking black hole the size of a golf ball. "You're right," I muttered. "I can do it. There are not a lot of other options."
Zero other options, to be exact.
The problem was, I was terrified that fucking with the bubble in any way was going to destabilize the whole spell and kill us quicker than the ever-expanding hole. 
"We're more than strong enough to fix this," Dyre said from beside me as he straightened from setting out the last of the spell components. He had carefully added bones to each of my anchor points. I didn't ask where he had obtained them. I understood that while my own magic found anchors in the earth's energy, Dyre and Sunny both strengthened their magic bindings with the symbols of death. This bit, at least, appeared to be from a bird, a tiny bone, delicate and yellowed with age.  
"Right," I said with a firm nod. "Ready to do this?"
Dyre didn't comment. He just took my hand, lacing our fingers together and giving me a squeeze as he gazed out at the magical borders, his gauntly handsome face showing nothing but calm and focus. His ability to shut out all worries and lose himself in his spellwork was awe-inspiring. Even if it was probably just a trauma response…
"We're here," Hasumi said from behind me, reaching out to give my shoulder a gentle squeeze. "Call on us all the moment you need us. Do not hesitate."
I nodded, blinking rapidly when my eyes watered at the water weaver's words. They were all here. My crazy found family. My lovers. The people I cared about most in the world. They would lend additional power if or when it was needed, just like they had the day I created this place. Only today, it would be easier to pull from them, since I was connected to them through our new magical bonds. I was always hesitant to pull power from others because there was always a risk of taking too much or doing them some harm. But theoretically, this little patch would take far less energy than the creation of the pocket world had. 
Piece of cake. Easy as pie. 
It had to be. Otherwise, I was about to kill myself and everyone I held dear. 
I opened my mouth to tell them all that I loved them one more time before I blew us all up or got us sucked out into the dark nothingness between realms. But Aahil interrupted me. "Don't," he warned from my other side. "Do not go all sappy again, witch. Just cast your spells already, so we can all go back inside and eat lunch."
But his overly warm fingers brushed mine, and I knew he would be clinging to me right now, if no one else was watching. 
"We have faith in you, master," Zhong chimed in. "In both of you. Or… all three of you, I suppose."
Niamh huffed impatiently, not one for wasting time when one could be attacking a threat. Ambrose was a dark, silent presence nearby. And Elijah's charm was warm with his essence where it rested against my chest.
I squeezed Dyre's hand one more time, pulled on my magic, and began to craft our patch. Dyre and Sunny's magic was there too, readily twining with mine, bolstering and amplifying the power that flowed between us as I sank into the working. The rest of the world faded from my awareness, every ounce of my being focused on bending and warping the magic to my will, shaping it into something resembling magical duct tape. 
My spellcasting had never been elegant or technically correct. I hadn't been drilled in technique and etiquette all my life like most other powerful witches. I made it up as I went. And in doing so, I created something new. Something powerful and effective, inventive, and entirely mine. Once upon a time, I had been embarrassed for others to see how I worked, afraid of messing up or being judged. But now I cast with confidence. My well was deep. My ability to tear things apart and build something new was a talent that others both envied and feared. And today, it was going to save our asses. 
It was a struggle. Forcing magic to behave always is. But eventually, I felt the patch settle into place. It wasn't pretty. I could "see" where the rough fix lay against the smooth arc of the bubble of magic in my mind's eye. But it was something. The hole was covered. The sucking outward flow of magic stopped. For now. 
I paused for a breathless moment, my eyes still closed, still sensing the magic that Dyre, Sunny, and I had just woven, waiting for it to fail. But it held. 
And then I felt it… warp. The patch was sucked outward, bubbling like a weak spot in a balloon that might break at any second. Ripples of reaction spread throughout the entire fucking bubble that contained the pocket world, as it threatened to destabilize. I gasped and poured power into it, pulling, trying to smooth out and strengthen the patch while keeping the world together and anchored in our little corner of space. I felt Dyre and Sunshine working alongside me, a dark shadow of combined will that echoed my actions. My magical well was fathomless. So was theirs. But we were both fading.
Then power flowed into me from everywhere, every element and flavor of magic the world had to offer dancing through me, twining together, and hardening the patch, reinforcing it like adding some sort of cross-weave to a piece of fabric. 
The magic of all of my lovers, surging through our bonds, bolstering my own. Making it into something more. 
When it was done, I let out a sob. The patch held. It didn't buckle or break. And the bubble of magic around us had quieted. "It feels steady," Bis whispered in my ear. "You did it, momma. We did it."
My knees buckled and my head spun. My blood sugar was probably low, depleted as the cost of magic working kicked in. But the cost was mitigated, spread out through all of us, so I didn't collapse into a diabetic coma this time. "We did it."
It wasn't a permanent fix. I didn't know how long it would last. But for now, at least, there was one less thing trying to kill us. 
A long arm snaked around my waist as Dyre knelt beside me. He wasn't as depleted as me, thanks to his necromancer constitution, but his exhalation was shaky. He knew how close we had just come to dying. 
The others piled in around us, surrounding not only myself, but Dyre and Sunny as well, as we all clung to each other, seeking reassurance that we were still alive. Bis squeaked and muttered something about getting back to his research in the library as he scuttled off to avoid being crushed. But I just basked in the awkward tangle. A laugh escaped me. Then another. Relief bubbled up from deep inside and soon I was shaking with it, gasping and clinging tight to the people around me. They joined in, one by one, until we were all nothing more than a jumbled heap of tangled limbs and unhinged laughter. 
We were alive. For now, we were alive. And no matter how much the fates seemed to enjoy toying with us, I was determined to keep it that way.  
Now all we had to do was steal an artifact from the angels—again—get the Supernatural Alliance to stop hunting us, and help my crazy sister stop the war that was about to break out. Piece of cake, right?






Bonus Epilogue Part 1

Dyre, A Very Long Time Ago


I squeezed Maureen's breasts as I rogered her from behind, thrusting into her welcoming body with every ounce of pent-up need inside me. Her nipples were hard through the serviceable cotton of her chemise, and I hated that there wasn't time to strip her down, to be rid of these layers of clothing and feel her skin against mine.  
She deserved more than this—more than a quick fuck bent over the workbench in the gardener's toolshed, the front of her dress undone and her skirts pushed up around her hips. We had never been fully undressed together. This was the best we could hope for. Too-brief, stolen moments in dark places. She was a servant, and I was my coven's most promising witch—we were both slaves to my family, prisoners of circumstance and too afraid of the coven to fight for our freedom. This was all we had; secret encounters between our chores and obligations. The single joyous thing in my life, and even that was marred by the demands of my blood. 
I drew my hands downward to grip Maureen's slender hips as she clutched at the workbench and moaned my name, squeezing me so tight that I spent right along with her, hoping she had been taking the potion I made for her to prevent any unwanted complications. Both of us were sweaty and panting. This. This was what I lived for. Everything in my life felt unreal, and I spent my waking hours detached and numb, with hardly any will of my own. But this was messy, and tactile, and real in a way nothing else ever was. 
But it was always over before it even began. I pulled my handkerchief out of my pocket and cleaned us both up, then hastily tucked myself back into the front-fall of my breeches before helping Maureen to straighten her clothes. Her face was still flushed, and she looked up at me with limpid brown eyes while I buttoned her dress and smoothed her dark blond hair back into some semblance of order. I couldn't help leaning down to steal another kiss, this one slow and lingering, because I really didn't want to say goodbye. 
Her small hand rested on my chest as she kissed me back, both of us communicating so much in one little kiss. So many things we wished were different. So many things we were powerless to change. She threw her arms around my middle and hugged me close, her voice muffled against my coat and vest. "Dyre, I lo—"
Her hands pressed against the raw wounds that lay under my clothes and I flinched, unable to hold back a grunt of pain that interrupted her declaration. I had been whipped just this morning, the ends of the whip coated in a poison that made everything slow to heal. And I would probably be whipped again, with no consideration for the current state of my back, if they caught me fraternizing with the help. Maureen withdrew slightly, keeping her light touch to my chest, since I didn't whine like a child when she touched there. 
"It's getting worse, isn't it?" she breathed into the quiet between us, her gaunt features muted in the dim light as the sun sank below the horizon and night began to fall. "What do they want from you? They're your family. Why do they treat you this way?"
I closed my eyes in a long blink. She was right. The beatings, and punishments, and rules were getting harsher all the time. I knew something awful was coming. I had been tutored and trained, and stuffed full of knowledge since I was barely more than a babe. But the lessons had gotten darker lately. The knowledge I was being force-fed from the poisoned spoon in my coven's hand more often consisted of things that the rest of the witch world would consider immoral or outright illegal. They had started pushing me to use my rare blood magic to do unspeakable things. Experiments, they said. To test the limits of my power. 
My parents had never disguised the fact that they had a plan for me. That I existed only to be put to good use to empower my coven. I was the strongest witch who had ever been born into our line. And I was nothing more than a tool, an obedient slave to my family—something to inspire fear and make them seem even stronger in the eyes of the magical world. 
I had considered fighting back or running away so many times over the course of my life. But I was afraid. The Blaisdell coven was extremely old and powerful. And they wouldn't waste all their time and resources on training me up to be their prized possession just to let me escape. No. They would hunt me down and drag me back. And no one would stop them. To the rest of the world, I would be seen as a rebellious, disobedient boy, because that would be what my family called me. And no one ever went against anything my family said. No one would dare. 
But lately… I had suspicions. I had learned long ago to be quiet and fade into the background. And that meant I overheard things, snippets of conversation, caught meaningful looks between my parents and the coven elders. I didn't know what they were planning for me, but they had some sinister plot cooked up, and I was fairly certain that they would act before my eighteenth birthday, right as I was coming into my full power, but before I was the age of emancipation. Which meant this was my last chance to escape. My birthday was in a fortnight. 
I kissed Maureen's forehead and gave her my best imitation of a comforting smile. "Don't worry over me," I told her, stroking her head one last time. "I'm a witch noble, after all. Who worries for us, when we rule this world?"
She scoffed. "Apologies, your lordship. I forgot I'm just a lowly human maid."
I huffed a soft laugh at her sarcastic tone. "I appreciate the concern, sweetheart, sincerely. But there isn't anything you can do to stop my family from being a herd of odious monsters. And I wouldn't see you try. You're human, love. You don't understand just how fragile that makes you."
I couldn't see her well in the fading light, but I knew she was rolling her eyes at me. "As if I'm not trapped here in a realm of witches and mythical creatures, scrubbing floors and doing laundry. I know my place, Dyre, trust me. But that doesn't stop me wishing there was something I could do to save you from pain."
Her small hand cupped my cheek, and I drew in a slow, bracing breath. Maureen truly was too good for me. She didn't ask me to run away with her. She didn't beg for some impulsive solution to our problems. And for that, I was infinitely grateful. Because I couldn't risk her. Not this one bright thing in my life. 
"I'm leaving," I told her softly, covering her hand with mine. "After tonight, you won't see me again. But I want you to know I won't forget you. If I manage to get out of here alive, I will come back for you. I promise. I'll come back and fetch you once I'm free and I have a place for us."
Her free hand trembled as she placed it against my chest. She pressed up on her tiptoes to kiss me, short and fierce. "Be careful, Dyre. Please. If you get free, don't risk yourself for some human slave. You get free and you stay free."
We both knew I'd do no such thing. I would never leave her behind. Not for good. I would find a way to come back for her.
Maureen left the shed first, slipping out into the lengthening shadows of the back gardens and disappearing into the night. I let out a shaky breath as I watched her go. I would come back for her. I would. But only if I lived long enough to get out of here. 
I had a small bag packed and hidden in the stables. I wasn't given an allowance or allowed any sort of funds or means to support myself, but I had managed to steal a spare bit here and there, when the household staff was distracted and my parents and siblings were busy with coven business. I had saved up my stash for years now, desperate to escape, but too cowardly to actually take action. 
But now time was running out. I could feel it with each passing day. I would not stay here and silently suffer whatever new hell my parents were about to inflict upon me. It ended tonight. 
With the memory of Maureen's warmth still lingering on my body, the shape of her in my hands, I cracked open the shed door and slipped into the night. Lifting the lid of an old barrel that sat outside the shed awaiting repair, I took out the greatcoat I had hidden there, along with a satchel of basic spell ingredients. Slinging the satchel across my chest, I shrugged the coat on and headed through the moonlit darkness to the stables. 
I almost made it. I was just mere steps from my goal when rough hands grabbed my arms and yanked me to a halt. "Going somewhere, boy?" my uncle demanded, giving me a shake. 
I bared my teeth at him in the moonlight. "Away from here, you jackanape," I bit out. "Unhand me."
I yanked at his grip, attempting to free my arm, but while I was nearly a foot taller than my relative, I was still just a gangly kid, too skinny and deconditioned by my captivity to overpower the burly man who held me. He sneered up at me as his stout son and a couple of other coven members moved to help restrain me. "Right," he huffed. "Back home, boy. I knew you'd pull this kind of stunt, eventually." 
They pulled at me, but I dug in my feet and struggled to get free. "No! I'm done playing your games. I am not your possession!" I barked, pulling up a bit of magic and sending it out to burn the hands of those holding me. The others would sense it. Using my magic against my coven would get me beaten within an inch of my life, probably starved for a week in punishment. But I was done being their puppet. They were my family, for Goddess's sake, I shouldn't have to beg them for mercy.
One of my cousins punched me in the gut and I doubled over, gasping for breath. "Try that again, bootlicker, and you'll regret it." He bent down to leer in my face. "Maybe I'll be the first to take a turn on your little whore while you're busy down in the dungeon, hmm?"
Icy rage coursed through my veins. Maureen. They knew about Maureen. She was just a human, and she and her family were slaves to the coven. No one in Magea would care about the welfare of one human servant. 
"That's right, boy," my uncle said with undisguised glee. "We know where you've been sticking your prick. Figures the likes of you would stoop to swiving the help. If you don't want anything to happen to the wench, you'll come along nice and quiet. Piss me off, and I'll let your father deal with your little whore. And I'm sure the Prime will have something to say about you sullying our bloodline and our magic by rutting with animals."
For one glorious moment, I considered unleashing on them. I could hurt, maim. Maybe even kill a witch or two. But the idea died as soon as it was born. I knew I couldn't overpower the entire coven by myself. And if I lashed out and didn't thoroughly whip them all, they absolutely would take it out on Maureen. And I knew just how horrific my father's punishments could be. 
It was bad enough that the coven Prime would know I had lain with a human. I would be severely reprimanded. Shunned. Physically punished somehow. But at least I would be the one to bear that punishment. "You'll leave her alone," I muttered, feeling broken and defeated. "You won't harm Maureen and her family if I come with you of my own free will."
My uncle huffed. "Your whore will be just fine as long as you don't fight the inevitable, boy."
I shook my head. "Swear it. Swear an oath. Swear to the magic that you won't harm her."
He hesitated, which was enough to tell me he had planned on punishing Maureen no matter what I did. But if he swore an oath, that would be magically binding. "If you don't, I will kill you," I said evenly. "I promise it." 
He must have heard the truth in my words, the simmering conviction behind the dead, inflectionless promise. I might not be able to take on the entire coven. But I was certainly strong enough to lash out and kill a single witch. He might be able to fend off a direct attack if he knew it was coming. But we all knew I was stronger than any single witch here. My parents had forced me to learn the most deprived uses for my blood magic. And I was more than willing to spend all of my power on murdering this asshole, even if it meant the rest of the coven took me down like a rabid dog. 
Rough hands fisted in my hair and yanked my head back. The long strands of red were unfashionable in the human world, but here among witches, it was a way of flaunting power. My long red hair said I was a blood witch—a rare and powerful earth witch subtype feared by many—and that I was a noble. My parents loved to take me out and parade me around so everyone could get a look at the garish banner, like a royal showing off their prized jewels. At that moment, I vowed to cut it off myself that very night. I would do anything to get rid of the feeling of this man's thick fingers in my hair. 
"I'll swear your oath, you little brat," he spat in my face. "No harm will come to your precious whore." I felt the magic of the binding oath slot into place and something in me relaxed, even as I hung in the painful grip of my captors. "But don't think there aren't other ways to punish you," he promised, his painful grip on my hair tightening. "Not that you'll care after the next full moon anyway, since you'll just be an obedient little dog."
Everyone around me laughed. Whatever they had planned for me would apparently steal what small bit of free will I still possessed. I should be terrified. But the detachment had returned, protecting my mind from the pain the way it always did, settling around me like a thick cloak, muffling my reactions to the outside world. It had been ridiculous to even dream of escaping these people. It had been stupid to dally with Maureen and put her in danger. 
There was nothing I could do right now. But whatever my family planned for me at the next full moon, they had a rude awakening coming. I would not go quietly into whatever new form of slavery they intended for me. They had beaten knowledge and power into me for as long as I could remember. But that was the thing about honing a knife to use against your opponents. There was always the chance you might cut yourself on the blade.
I might be broken, but that only meant I was made up of sharper pieces. I would not go quietly. 


      ***My uncle wasn't kidding about the dungeon. When I was a child, I had wanted nothing more than to please my parents. If I couldn't learn fast enough to please them, if they resorted to whippings and other forms of cruel punishments, well, that was just because I was a bad boy. It was because I wasn't good enough. I just needed to work harder. Do better. For a long time, I did everything I could, thinking that if I just did better, maybe then they'd love me. During those years, they simply locked me in a dark, barren storage closet in the servants' quarters when they wanted to be rid of me or when I failed to live up to their expectations. I grew to hate the dark, to be eaten up by the panic and loneliness of being locked away. 
But the moment I started showing even an ounce of rebellion and started questioning them, the moment I realized that no matter what I did, I would never be loved… that was when they stopped using closets and put me in the dungeon. I never knew if the tiny, dank room at the back of the basement cellar had been there before I was born, or if they carved it out just for me. But either way, it was effective. Pitch black, with not even the tiniest slip of light, nothing to keep me company except the bucket in the corner and my own spiraling thoughts. 
And to make things even better, the room was spelled to slowly drain my magic. To keep me crippled so I couldn't break free with any hope of an actual escape. I had no sense of the passage of time, sequestered in total darkness and silence as I was. But I knew that the full moon would occur a few days before my birthday. If they were waiting until the moon was full to perform whatever dark ritual they had planned, then I would be down here nearly a fortnight. 
At first, I cast a witchlight orb to help me keep track of the passage of time, and to fight away the imagined horrors that lurked in the dark. But the wards on the room burned as they stole my magic away, and it soon became a painful endeavor. So, I waited in the dark, imagining all sorts of horrible ways to die. Or horrible ways to be kept alive. Knowing my coven, it was probably the latter that was in store for me. 
Death would be an escape from this madness of a life. And my coven would never allow me that victory. 
Occasionally, a servant would come and hurriedly shove a piece of bread or cheese through the slot in the reinforced door. Once, they opened the door just enough to shove a jug of water through. I could sense other witches nearby then, coven members supervising to make sure I didn't overpower the servant and bolt when the door was opened. 
My mind often drifted to thoughts of Maureen. Was she well? Had my uncle really kept his promise to leave her alone? I should have worded the oath to be more specific. I was sure he would find a way around it, a loophole like letting someone else harm her. But there was nothing I could do but sit here and rot in my prison cell. 
A soft sound reached my ears, and the scrape of a bolt told me that someone was opening the slot in the door to give me food. A dim flicker of candlelight made my eyes burn. "Master Dyre?" a soft voice whispered. 
I nearly sobbed at the sound of the elderly woman's voice. "Oh, Peggy, you can't be down here," I insisted, my voice barely a croak from sitting in the damp air, not speaking for so long. 
Peggy was Maureen's grandmother, and I didn't want any of Maureen's family near me right now. I didn't want them being punished or used as punishment against me. 
"Ssh," she cooed, handing through a hunk of bread and cheese that was much larger than what I usually got. "I'll go, I'll go. But I need your help, master Dyre."
I huffed indignantly as I tore into the food. "You need my help? When I'm the one locked in a cage?"
She sighed. "We're leaving tonight," she whispered. "The whole family. Something's not right. Something dark is hanging in the air around the house. We've decided to flee."
I was both elated and terrified by this news. On one hand, I wanted nothing more than to have the humans I cared for far, far away from the Blaisdell coven and its oppression. But on the other hand, I was so scared that they would be caught. And many in the witch community—including my family—treated humans like they were lesser beings. They wouldn't hesitate to just kill them all for being a nuisance. 
"Peggy—" I began. But she cut me off. 
"We don't have time for yammering," she hissed. "It's Maureen. She refuses to come with us. She keeps insisting she wants to stay. I know it's because of a certain handsome redheaded witch boy."
The bread stuck in my throat, and I coughed to dislodge it. "No. No, she can't stay because of me. If you have a chance to leave, you have to take it. I'm not… Peggy, I'm not getting out of this alive—or at least not whole."
Gnarled old fingers slipped through the slit in the door, barely visible in the wavering candlelight. I took the offer, gripping her warm fingers as if she could pull me out of here and save me. "I know, lad," she said sadly. "I know. I know. I would free you myself if I thought either of us would survive it."
I immediately shook my head. "No, Peggy. It's not worth the risk. They'll just catch me and kill you. Go. Be safe."
She withdrew her fingers, but I was surprised when she shoved something else through the slot. She held the candle up so I could make out the glint of one of her blue eyes. "Tell her," she said, quiet, but urgent. "I'll get the message to her. Maybe she'll listen to you."
I took the tiny scrap of paper and the nub of a black lead pencil. Squinting in the dim candlelight, I scrolled a simple plea. 
Leave and never look back. Save yourself. I am lost to you. DB.
I didn't know if she would listen. But Maureen had a sturdy, practical streak I hoped would guide her to do the sensible thing and take herself far away from this cursed place. Folding up the tiny scrap of paper, I handed it and the pencil nub through the slot to Peggy. "In my room," I whispered, well aware of the time ticking away, of the chance that we could be caught at any moment. "Have one of the cleaning staff retrieve the locket from the back of my top drawer and give it to her. You can hide the note inside."
She murmured her agreement. Then the slot slid closed, and the wavering light of the candle faded. "God save you," she whispered in parting. 
But we witches worshipped the Goddess, and she had long since abandoned me. 
Most witches my age were choosing their magic specialties right now, attending universities, or swanning around to various galas and parties in search of the perfect match to secure their social status and start their own little prestigious witch family. But here I was, sitting alone in the dark basement, wondering if my family really would kill me this time.
I hoped like hell that Maureen took my advice and fled with her family. 
Closing my eyes, I leaned against the rough stone wall and prayed my family would hurry and be done with this. I was ready for everything to be over. 
I don't know how many days passed before anyone else came down to visit me. The door banged open loudly, startling me out of a feverish slumber. Light blazed around me and I hissed, lifting my hands to cover my sensitive, light-deprived eyes. 
My uncle's voice was as cold as ever. "Get up, boy. We're throwing you a party."
I didn't struggle as my uncle and three other coven members hauled me out of my prison cell and up the stairs. I was filthy and reeking, and a splitting headache assaulted me as I was thrust back into a world of light and sound. A steaming bath was waiting in my room, and my uncle thrust me toward it with a snort of disgust. "Get cleaned up. Your father will want you presentable. Wouldn't want to shame the coven, would you?"
I ignored the poison dripping from his words as I stumbled toward the tub and started stripping off my disgusting clothes. I didn't care what they had planned for me. I was going to take this one small comfort as the gift that it was. 
The other coven members left to stand in the hall outside my room, but my uncle remained, leaning against the wall with his arms crossed over his chest and his eyes narrowed as he watched me strip. I didn't protest. I didn't care. Of course they wouldn't trust me to be left alone, and this man had been present for any number of humiliating things in my life. Watching me bathe was hardly the worst of it. 
I turned to climb into the tub, and he let out a low whistle. "Looks like we should have tended to those lash marks before we tossed you in the cellar." He paced closer, and I tensed as he came to stand closer and examine my mutilated back. "I'd worry about all that puss, if I thought you were going to live through tonight."
I ignored his laughter and climbed into the tub, letting out a slight hiss as the hot water hit the apparently infected welts on my back. That certainly explained the chills. I had assumed it was all from the dampness of my little basement room. But apparently, I had a fever.
I touched on what was left of my magic and whispered a healing spell, but it was weak. My uncle pointed a glowing finger at me the moment he sensed my magic. "No magic," he warned. 
I sighed and closed my eyes, sinking down into the tub so I could submerge my tangled hair. Let him blast me. Then he could deal with my father's wrath when he accidentally killed the family whipping boy. 
I wasn't allowed to glory in the warmth of my bath for long. Uncle prodded me to hurry up, but I did emerge clean and feeling more alive than when I went in. Some of my magic was recovering already, restoring itself after the weeks of drain. 
Not enough to do anything about my current circumstances. But it was something. 
I was led to my father's study and made to stand in the center of his fancy rug, surrounded by his towering shelves of books and trophies, like a small child about to be reprimanded. He looked up from the book he had been studying, and his smile was full of cruel calculation. "Dyre. Glad you could join us." He stood and strode toward the door. "Come on, then. You wouldn't want to miss your own birthday celebration, now would you?"
I arched a brow at him. "I would, actually."
He didn't look back, just whispered a curse that made every nerve in my body flare with burning pain. I dropped to my knees in agony, my vision whiting out until the unbearable sensation finally faded. "Wipe the blood off your face," my father commanded. "You look like a disgrace."
I lifted a hand and wiped the trickle of blood from my chin, running my tongue gingerly over the place where I had bitten clean through my lower lip. 
This time, when he told me to follow him, I went without comment. 
Peggy was right, I thought dimly as I was led through the Blaisdell mansion. An aura of darkness hung over the place, more noticeable than before. An eerie sensation crept along my skin as I wondered what my family had been up to that had tainted the air this way. 
My father led me out the back of the house and into the open courtyard that the coven used for outdoor rituals. The stone altar was surrounded by a salt circle and an array of candles. And intricate runes had been etched into the stone pavers. 
"What are you planning?" I asked my father, my voice wavering a bit as I recognized several runes for summoning. "What is this?"
The rest of the coven mingled around the space, drinking from expensive goblets, laughing and socializing like this really was a party. My father gestured to my uncle and a couple of the others. "Get him on the altar. The moon will be at its peak soon."
I struggled then, looking over my shoulder to catch my mother's eyes where she stood amongst the circle of spectators. "Mother?" I pleaded. "I don't understand. What is happening?"
She looked away, as if my pleading bored her. "Oh, do stop whining, Dyre. You know you have a duty to this coven. At least try to behave like a man."
My magic burst from me, loose and wild, sending jolts of pure crackling energy into the men holding me. I bolted for the far entrance to the courtyard, dizzy with the use of my still depleted magic. A binding spell hit me from behind, hobbling me so that I tripped over my own feet and fell face-first in the grass at the edge of the courtyard. It took them no time at all to drag me over and secure me to the altar, weak as I still was. 
My father touched my head in benediction as I lay panting and seething on the cold stone. "Soon, son," he said calmly, as if he hadn't just had a bunch of people tie his child to an altar. "Soon you'll prove your worth and all will be forgiven."
I hated that some small, wounded part of me actually rejoiced at those words. The little boy inside me whispered that maybe, just maybe, this time, I could do something right. Maybe then they'd love me.
But the seventeen-year-old me knew better. The coven wouldn't be content until they destroyed everything I was. 
Chanting rose around me as my father started the ritual. That dark chill in the air grew. Blood was produced from somewhere, and they poured it over me, anointing me in stolen life force. My blood affinity rose up inside me, feeding me information against my will. I knew the essence of this person. I gagged on my vomit as I realized I was being bathed in Peggy's blood. 
Then the pain started, as my coven remade me. My parents and tutors had spent years pushing me to expand, forcing me to grow my capacity to hold more and more power, until I could hold more power than any witch would ever possess. It seemed a pointless thing to do. But suddenly, it all made sense. 
Another consciousness brushed up against my own, something ancient and evil. I only had a moment to register the feeling of its dark presence before the coven's chanting increased in tempo and fervor, all of their magic focused on a sudden push. They were shoving the evil inside me, flooding my aura with the blackness of this thing.
I thrashed against my bindings—magical and mundane—and the ropes cut into my flesh with the force of my movements. I dimly felt my own warm life's blood mingling with the cold, dead blood of my lover's grandmother and I sobbed. All the while, the dark thing invaded me, violated me in the worst possible way, shoving its way into my head, into my soul, tearing into me as the coven's magic wove us together. As they forced a monster inside me to make me stronger. All my life, they had been grooming me for this.
My vision dimmed as burning shards of ice filled my veins, the dark creature draining all the warmth and life from my body. I screamed, and my voice wasn't my own. It was a roar of pain and rage that echoed from beyond the grave. Then the world went dark. 














      ***I don't know how long I was lost in blackness. There was no sense of time in this place, but also no sense of anything. No up or down, no breeze or light, no body with which to feel. 
Eventually sensation returned, but it was foreign, warped. As if I wasn't a person any longer. Thoughts and feelings overlaid my own, showing me a tumbling confusion of experiences and memories. There was cold, so much cold. Darkness. A soul-stealing, painful hunger that never left, sated momentarily but the terror and death of those around me. I had no body. I was nothing but this darkness and this endless hunger for death and pain. 
There was no color in my world, no warmth or emotion other than hungry or slightly less hungry, alone, or momentarily surrounded by the delicious flood of fear. 
Then suddenly everything changed. I was ripped from my home, ripped from my very way of existing. I was trapped, dragged down from the aether and forced into someplace small and constricting. It hurt. I had never felt pain before—other than the pain of the aching hunger inside me. This pain was different—it was bright and sharp and too much. Too much. 
No. That wasn't right. That wasn't me. I was a witch. My name was… my name was… I was…
Darkness and mist, and blood, and fear, and forever existing nowhere and everywhere all at once…
Dyre. I was Dyre. I was a witch. I was…
Wraith, my meals called me. Nightmare, death bringer. Haunt. Soul eater. Monster….
My eyes flew open, and I screamed as my mind tried to be two different people—two different creatures all at once. There was noise around me. I dimly registered the sound of people chanting. Maybe others screaming as I did. And the hunger. The hunger. The hunger. 
My magic was stripped away, pulled inward like water swirling down a drain. Not flowing away from me, but toward something inside of me. 
What is this? Rage. So much rage and confusion. 
I tore my arms free of the bindings that had held me and sat up, cradling my head in my hands when it felt like it might split open. Rage. Fear. Confusion. Desperation.
I yanked my feet free of the stupid bindings holding them and sat up over the side of the stone altar. The altar my family had pinned me down on while they stuffed something unholy inside me. 
Hunger. Feed. Run. Flee. Trapped. 
An inhuman growl ripped from my throat, and I stood. My eyes landed on the man and woman who cowered near a topiary. The people who were supposed to love me. Who were supposed to protect me and cherish me. Who had instead chosen to torture and abuse me. Who had now damned me. 
Time and awareness came and went in patchy bursts of bright and dark. My father's screams were delicious. So much fear from such a coward. Blood, so much blood. I licked my fingers and let out a deep, unholy grumble of joy. I was no longer confined to the aether, no longer tethered to crypts and desecrated places. They had given me a living body, these stupid mortal animals. I would never be hungry again. 
Blackness. Kneeling in the center of the garden while power, while souls swirled toward me, while I drank them in through my skin. 
Blackness. My hands around my uncle's throat, watching his face as I drained him of his life essence. 
This one deserves pain nearly as much as the first one we killed, doesn't it? Confusion. But glee. Was the monster inside of me actually talking to me right now? I was myself for an instant. And in that instant, my fingers tightened even harder around my uncle's throat. His oily soul flowed from him to me, and I watched the life fade from his piggish little eyes. No. Goddess, how could I glory in this? 
Blackness. Sobbing. A female. I looked around to find that I was no longer in the courtyard where the ritual had been performed. I was near a small shed tucked away near the edge of the back lawns. Something was familiar about this place. About that sound. I looked down at the woman who cowered at my feet. 
"Dyre! Please, Dyre, please." Maureen. Her dress was splattered with blood, but it wasn't her own. I could tell that thanks to my blood affinity, but also thanks to the other thoughts that slithered through my brain like poisonous snakes. 
Bodies littered the ground. Humans. Had I… had I killed the servants as well? Something inside of me broke, my chest burned with buried emotion, but it was all so distant, muffled under the thoughts and feelings of something else—something that didn't understand mortal pain. 
"Maureen?" I reached down to help her to her feet, but she only let out a terrified sob and scrambled backward. 
"Don't touch me!" Her small hand clutched the necklace at her throat. A locket. My locket? Everything was so hazy and muddled. I reached for her again and she screamed in terror, her chest heaving and absolute horror twisting her features. She found her feet and the monster inside me surged to the forefront again. This one too? It makes you feel that thing in your center like the others. We should devour it.
"No!" I backed up a few steps as Maureen and I stared into each other's eyes. The thing inside me insisted she had hurt me, too. That she was as valid a meal choice as all the others. It didn't understand that this was a different kind of pain. 
Tears coursed down my cheeks as I gazed at the one bright thing in my life. The girl I had almost murdered. The one who had held me when the entire world seemed hell-bent on hurting me. The girl who was now staring at me like I was a monster. 
"Maureen," I whispered. "Please."
She shook her head, her face still painted with horror. "No. You're not my Dyre. He's gone. You're a monster wearing his skin!"
I opened my mouth to say something, anything. Even though she was right. But she spun and took off running before I could figure out what pointless words to utter. 
I wanted to chase her. I knew it was more satisfying when they ran. It amplified their fear and made their life force more potent when I devoured it. I clenched my hands into fists and sank to my knees, kneeling in the dirt as I watched Maureen disappear into the tree line. "No, no, no, no, no," I chanted under my breath, fighting the thing inside me with every ounce of willpower I possessed. "Anyone else. Not her. Not her. Not her."
Blackness. 
I regained some semblance of awareness to find myself crouched like a gargoyle on the roof of the Blaisdell coven house as the sky turned purple near the horizon. I sent out feelers, knowing the skill would work before I even thought to try it. Previously, I could sense if others were in the room with me because of my blood affinity. But now… now I knew I could sense life force in a whole new way. And my reach was wide. 
There was no one. Not a single living soul remained on the entire estate. We had drained killed them all. The entire Blaisdell coven was gone. Along with anyone here who could have run off to tell tales about my existence. 
"They'll sense the black magic all over the place and hunt us down," I said listlessly, for the benefit of the thing that lived inside me. 
They will try.
"You killed her. Maureen." There was no life force anywhere. 
The little female with the necklace you were fixated on? No. You said no. I don't understand. She would have been delicious. Why would we not feed when given the chance? 
I let out a gusty sigh as I dared hope that the monster was telling the truth. That somehow, Maureen had escaped the carnage. 
The little female one ran into the woods. We did not stop her. The thing inside me didn't sound happy about it. So I thought that maybe, just maybe, it might be true. 
I didn't ask questions about the thing that was now permanently bonded to my soul. We shared understanding the same way we shared a body. I seemed to just… know. The same way I knew I could reach out and control every corpse on the grounds if I wanted to. 
Necromancer. 
Abomination. 
Evil. 
There was a wraith possessing me. I would be lucky to live out the rest of the year as the parasite drained my life force, then cast off my empty husk like a well-used suit of clothing. 
I did not choose this. 
I snorted. 
We should leave. Move. I want to run in this body and feel the earth beneath our feet. 
"There's one thing we need to do first," I said tiredly, resigned to my fate. If the monster inside me wanted to, I knew it could swamp my consciousness and push me aside, force me to do whatever it wanted. Why it wasn't off murdering the whole town right now using my body was a mystery to me. 
I felt petulance and confusion in the back of my mind. Not my emotions. 
Straightening, I made my way down from the roof. The thing inside me said to jump. But I climbed through a window instead. Goddess only knew what would happen if I broke my body. Would the wraith repair the damage somehow? Or would I be permanently wounded until it finally finished draining me? 
The house was silent as a crypt. Fitting, all things considered. And somehow it felt right. Because I was about to lay my family, my past, my whole cursed life, to rest tonight. 
Half an hour later, I stood at the edge of the forest and watched the Blaisdell mansion burn with magic-enhanced speed. The showers of red sparks matched the orangish-pink color of the sky. The sun was rising as the remains of my past life burned to ashes. 
I was so tired. I felt as if I could close my eyes and never wake.
The thing inside me was silent, and I got the sense of that startled kind of stillness you see in wild animals. Fear, wonder, and awe mingled in the back of my mind, and it took me a few moments to realize what had caused the sudden flood of emotions. 
Everything is so bright. Color? Is that what this is? Is there always so much color in your world?
If I was less destroyed, I would have laughed at the way I was forced to stand and stare at the rising sun like it was the most fascinating thing I had ever witnessed in my life. 
Daylight. This is daylight? 
It seemed I wasn't the only one who had been locked in the dark. 






  
  Bonus Epilogue Part 2

Maureen, Five Years Later


I wrapped my fingers around the locket I wore as I watched my daughter play with the other little witch children. My mind wanted to drift to thoughts of her father, the way they always did when I took in the sight of that bright red hair and those intelligent blue eyes. The memories brought both love and regret.  
Dyre. He had been so lost. So trapped. Used all his life by his horrible family. And in the end, they destroyed the boy I loved, turned him into a monster that last I heard was still being hunted by the supernatural community. 
But he had left me with this, with the little girl who was my reason for living when all else was lost. It had taken so much hard work and sacrifice to get us here. To a place without a ruling coven. Where the local witches were willing to take us in and help me learn how to care for and raise my non-human daughter. 
Now we were forming a coven of our own. A family of our own. At first, I had hated the idea. The last thing the world needed was more haughty witch families, like the one who had owned me and my relatives. But truth-be-told, I was terrified of the blood that ran through my little Aggie's veins. I wanted to believe that my Dyre had been a good person. A poor, dear boy who was born into horrible circumstances. But could I be sure of that? Maybe the curse of cruelty and madness ran in his Blaisdell blood. 
Maybe he had been a monster all along, and I never realized it. Or maybe his heritage just made him destined to become the horrible abomination he now was. Would it be the same for Aggie? 
I was only a human. Having a family of other witches around us to nurture and support her seemed like the best thing I could do to make sure she didn't go bad the way her father had. Squaring my shoulders, I pasted on a smile and waved to the children. "Aggie! I'm going inside for a moment. Mind Mrs. Mumford while I'm gone."
Aggie barely acknowledged me because she was too busy helping the other kids levitate a leaf they'd found in the yard. But Mrs. Mumford smiled and waved back at me, indicating that the kids were fine with her. 
I made my way inside the small, tidy house we had all pooled our resources to purchase just a week ago. There were plans to expand the place soon, to make ourselves a proper manor house that would house several families. The solicitor waited in the study with the heads of the other witch families. I was the only woman who didn't have a man to speak for her. It had been a challenge at first, but I had demanded they treat me as an equal, and I was surprised to learn that in witch society, women were often given more freedom and power than in the human world. In fact, they had allowed me to guide the entire process, put me in charge of writing up the coven's manifesto and drafting our initial plans. 
It was a lot of responsibility for a twenty-year-old ex-slave. And it made my chest swell with pride every time I realized how much my life had changed. I would never say that what had happened with the Blaisdells was a good thing. But in a strange way, Dyre had granted me freedom. I wiped the back of my hand across my eyes as tears threatened. It seemed I was feeling maudlin today.
"Ah, there she is," Mr. Mumford said happily as I entered the study. He waved me over to the desk where the solicitor waited. "Tears of joy, I hope? All we need to formally establish the new coven is your signature, Maura."
I smiled back in agreement and surreptitiously wiped my sweaty hands on my skirts as I stepped up to the desk. The pen was heavy in my hand as I scrawled my name—the new one I had chosen when I left my old life behind. 
Maura Lovell. 
Backs were patted and cigars passed around as the solicitor rolled up the paperwork and talk turned to how we should go about growing and tending to our fledgling coven. I was as excited about the future as the rest. But my eyes were drawn toward the window when I heard the faint squeals of excited childish laughter. 
An entire whirling dervish of autumn leaves now spun and fluttered in the air above the back lawn while Mrs. Mumford watched on with wide, surprised eyes. At the center of it all, doing magic that I suspected was beyond what any of the other children could manage, was Aggie. Her red hair danced in the breeze she had conjured, and her face was lit up with childish joy. 
I was both happy and terrified. Had I done the right thing? 
Mr. Mumford clapped me on the back and chuckled at my daughter's little display. "She's a prodigy," he said with a smile. "We're lucky to have you heading up this endeavor, Mrs. Lovell. I can tell our coven is going to do great things."
I nodded. He was right. This coven would be nothing like the Blaisdell coven. I would make sure my daughter put her powerful magic to good use. And we were surrounded by other witch families who shared in my vision. What could possibly go wrong? 






  
  Want More?


If you enjoyed this book, please take a moment to leave a review wherever possible. The next book in this series is currently in the works. In the meantime, the original serial,  The Bestiary, is currently ongoing on Patreon, and on the Vella platform.   
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