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Prologue

Jacki (Field Mage #3765) Just After the Exploding Crypt Incident


I squinted at the laptop screen as I jotted down a list of names and a few other things of note. I kept one eye to my surroundings as I completed my latest foray into the Supernatural Alliance’s computer systems. A Planus realm coffee shop wasn’t exactly the best place to perform illegal internet operations, but at least it was anonymous, and I had enough spells on this laptop to fell any tech troll. Earth technology worked back home in the magical realm, but it didn’t work  well. Hacking into the Alliance's ancient computer system from here seemed a lot safer than the limited physical poking around we’d been able to do so far. 
Something was wrong at the Supernatural Alliance. Had been for months. And it was only getting worse. My team wasn’t the only field team that was being run ragged, sent out on nonsense missions to impart justice over shit that really wasn’t important. At first, I thought it was just office politics. Punishment because our ragtag team was a bit too outspoken and a bit too likely to stray from the rulebook to get things done. But after one of our “simple” missions almost got my entire team killed when we unearthed a black magic artifact that had been lost to the annals of time…well, I might be a little slow, but I’m not stupid. 
I had started quietly asking around, observing. All the good teams—the ones with morals and a high success rate in the field—were being sent out on these nonsense assignments. And more than half the teams I’d spoken to had just happened to uncover something unexpected during their missions. A rare artifact. A powerful tool. A lost grimoire. Not all of the items were evil—though a good number of them came from old black magic families—but they were all rare and powerful. Valuable. Dangerous.
And funny enough, they never showed up in the case files and records I searched, even though I knew the team leaders involved were meticulous with their paperwork. Someone was wiping the files, making sure that the details about the magical items were gone, leaving behind nothing more than boring small-time infringements or investigations that no one would ever care about. 
Something was really off about the whole thing. Clearly someone, somewhere, was up to something with these objects. But I brushed it off, told myself not to be so paranoid. I told myself that if the Alliance was locating these items and making them disappear, there must be a good reason. We were the good guys, the authority that prevented shit like the interspecies war the Lovells had started a few decades back. The Alliance was just protecting the public and making sure no one else got their hands on something dangerous. 
Then, just last week, alpha team—one of the Alliance’s oldest, most skilled units—was tragically lost in a freak accident that was being attributed to negligence. After the incident, we all had to do extra training to ensure we were following vigilance protocols. It was bullshit. Alpha team was immaculate. They had never once had an accident on their watch. And yet we were supposed to believe that they had suffered not just one casualty, but the whole damned team was killed due to some oversight on a supposedly simple, run-of-the-mill mission? 
“It could happen to anyone,” the corporate types said. “Always be prepared for the unexpected, even when in seemingly simple situations,” the bland training modules insisted. 
Never mind that even on a dangerous call, we hardly ever lost a field mage. Until now.
I tensed when I felt a strong aura approaching, but relaxed when I recognized the flavor of the magic. A hand gripped my shoulder and squeezed, then Trenton slid into a seat next to mine, a steaming coffee cup held in his hand. He pushed his glasses up and regarded me with a pained expression on his usually good-natured face. “Find anything good?”
I sighed and closed the laptop with a click that echoed my frustration. I wasn’t accomplishing much. And I had sensed that weird magical presence that I felt sometimes when I was snooping. Like someone was watching me. Probably best not to push it anymore today. “No. Maybe. A list of names. Not that it means much to me at the moment.” I reached over and pushed a lock of wavy brown hair off his forehead. “Why do you look so upset. What’s happened?”
He pressed his lips together. “Mage Jonaton from delta unit is dead. Apparently, she broke protocol and took on a rampaging troll without waiting for the rest of her team. Ashbury has been promoted to team leader."
I just stared into his hazel eyes for a long moment. Jonaton was an older mage. She’d been around since the original war that had led to the founding of the Alliance. She was good at what she did. She was also a stickler for rules and protocol and not the type to take unnecessary risks. Ashbury, however, was a flaming asshole. He only cared about his status and sucking up to his superiors. He’d do whatever he could to look powerful and important, even if it meant doing dumb shit on the job.
Something was seriously wrong inside the Alliance. But what were they up to? A heavy weight had settled in my chest, and it grew worse with each seemingly harmless assignment we were sent out to investigate. Twice now, my team had been ordered to go out to the creepy, cursed old Lovell mansion and investigate subjective reports of unusual magic use. I breathed a sigh of relief every time we left unscathed. The last remaining Lovell seemed powerful but harmless. She seemed to hold her family in as much contempt as the rest of the magical community did. But that house was an ancestral seat. One steeped in centuries of powerful black magic and owned by a witch family who were notorious for inventing new and ever more dangerous spells and artifacts. 
What were we really being sent there to find? And how horrifically would we suffer once we had fulfilled our purpose and the higher-ups decided that we needed to disappear? How the fuck was I supposed to protect my people from this? I considered quitting, just walking away from the career I had worked so hard to build. But if the Alliance was willing to kill entire teams—for whatever reason—while they were still employed there, then what was to stop them from killing us for leaving? 
It didn’t escape my notice that the ones being demoted or dying on the job were the most outspoken of us. The ones with a strong moral compass. Maybe they had spoken up. Maybe they had figured out what was going on and confronted the boss? Or maybe they had tried to quit and been taken care of instead. 
Trenton touched my hand. “Come on, Jacks, let’s go home. There’s nothing we can do right now.”
I hated it, but he was right. Trenton was my calmest, most powerful partner, and he possessed an uncanny intuition that kept the entire team safe. If he said it was time to call it quits for the day, I should follow his lead. 
When we stepped back through the portal into the magical realm, my shoulders relaxed a bit, the familiar wards around our house making me feel more at ease. Cloe was just finishing up dinner, and I smiled at the soft clop of her hooves as she moved about the space. It was hard for centaurs to find housing in the two-footed neighborhoods. We had saved up and renovated the entire house to accommodate her needs and make her more comfortable, and it was the best money I’d ever spent. 
If people like the elder Lovells and their followers had won the war, Cloe would be treated like a common farm animal. I stood on tiptoes to steal a kiss from her, waiting while Trenton did the same. Then we all joined our half-fae, half-human partner, Amethyst, in the dining room for dinner. Bit by bit, my tension eased as the outside world fell away. Here and now, in this moment, we were safe and we were together. I had long ago learned to treasure that while I could. 
After dinner, we went out to the backyard and played what started out as a friendly game of magi darts. But the game soon devolved into a spirited argument when Amethyst and Trenton each accused the other of using magic to shift the target circles that decorated the lawn. 
Then that rather happily devolved into all of us somehow ending up naked and breathless, sweaty and covered in grass clippings as we touched and teased each other in the afterglow of our spirited lovemaking. Amethyst leaned over me, her long lavender hair falling around us in a curtain, her sharp fae features drawn into an impish smile as she pressed playful kisses to my lips. She still tasted of me, faintly, and I was sure I still tasted of Trenton, and I loved how none of them ever cared. I loved how maybe they all enjoyed the mingling of us just as much as I did. She pulled back, opening her mouth to say something, a merry twinkle in her eyes that was the opposite of the somber, serious mask she always wore in public. 
But we were interrupted when the wards started chiming and a burst of magic fried the southern perimeter. We all surged to our feet—still naked—as a big, bald blue guy materialized in the yard with us. 
Elemental magic. Ice, maybe? I rolled the flavor around on my tongue, ferreting out his lineage in the way I had been trained to do, using the talent that made other mages so jealous. Jinn. Old, but not ancient. Probably not as adept in mind manipulation and the subtler abilities as someone older would be. But still dangerous. 
“Please,” he said, holding up his hands in a peaceful gesture. “I need your help.”
And that was how I found myself seated at the dining room table once more—clothes back on—with my lovers and teammates, while the jinn spun his tale. 
“My wife,” he said, using the human term, rather than the jinn word, or even the simple “mate” or “bonded” used in magical circles. “She’s been taken, and I need help getting her back. I swore to always protect her, and I’ve failed.” His eyes were reddened around the edges, his words and motions impatient and desperate. 
“Why come to us?” I asked calmly. “Why not go to the Supernatural Alliance, formally ask the authorities to help.”
He narrowed his eyes at me. “I’ve seen you, watched you crawl through their computer systems. I was monitoring the Alliance myself. Do you honestly think they will care about my Bella? The Alliance is rotten, full of maggots and festering inside. The people who took Bella are their enemies. They want to use her in their war against the Alliance. But the Alliance themselves would probably be no different.”
Amethyst held up one graceful hand, halting the jinn’s pleas. “Stop. I’m not certain we want to know any more.” Her pretty eyes flashed to my face, her expression gone brittle. “Jacki, we can’t get caught up in this. Not when we don’t know who we can trust or what is even going on.”
We all knew what it was like to lose a partner, a lover. I never wanted to go through that pain again.
I bit my lower lip. Then I shook my head, hating myself as I spoke, knowing I was saving myself at this man’s expense. I had joined the Alliance to help protect people. But now the only people I was protecting were my own. 
“She’s right,” I said. “We’re just one team—four people. If what you’re implying is true and the Alliance's enemies have taken your wife to aid them in some sort of conflict with the government…the Alliance could wipe us all out in the blink of an eye just for being curious. They won't want anyone realizing that they aren't as all-powerful as they say.” I shrugged. “You said you saw me poking around in the systems. Why do you think I was over in the human world gathering information that way? We need to keep our heads down. I won’t risk my entire team—my family—for a strange jinn woman I’ve never met.”
He shook his head, looking even more desperate. “Bella isn’t a jinn. She’s a witch.” He looked around the table, hesitating, but his desperation finally won out over his caution. “She’s a Lovell witch. Don’t you understand? They can use her. With her power and lineage, they could do unspeakable things. They could restart the wars.”
I looked around at my team, then at the jinn. “There’s only one living Lovell witch in existence, and her name isn’t Bella. It’s Oleander. I spoke with her not long ago. I’m pretty sure no one has kidnapped her.”
He was already shaking his head. “No, no. I took Bella. Hid her. So she wouldn’t be killed alongside her wicked parents. Oleander is her younger sister.”
I grimaced. Another Lovell? “I’m sorry. I still can’t help you. But this…this changes things. Someone in the Alliance is gathering strong magical artifacts. For all we know it's related to the people who took your wife. Or maybe they all work for the Alliance. If that's the case, they’ve just obtained an unknown witch from an extremely dangerous family. I can’t…I won’t risk the lives of my family. I’m sorry." I took a deep breath, hating what I was about to suggest. "But…I think her sister might help you. Have you spoken with her?”
He shook his head. “No. We erased Bella from her memories when they were children. The other girl doesn’t know Bella even exists. And the woman is a Lovell—raised by the same monsters who tortured my Bella. Can I really trust that she isn’t just as bad as her parents?”
I pressed my lips together. “I can’t tell you that for sure. But….” I glanced at the others again. Trenton nodded. “We’ll check her out again. Find some excuse to go back and get a better read on her and her…creatures.”
“Creatures?” the jinn asked, narrowing his eyes in suspicion. 
I shrugged. “Apparently, Oleander Lovell is running some kind of halfway house for supernaturals. She has all these non-witch beings living with her. Says she’s repaying a family debt or something. I don’t know. None of them seemed in distress. And they are all powerful magic users. There was even a jinn in the bunch, like you.”
He went still, his expression blanking. “A jinn?”
“Yeah,” Trenton said with a shrug. “Fire elemental, little guy, not half as polite as you are.”
“And this jinn,” the blue guy said slowly. “He seemed to be…free? Not bound or enchanted in any way?”
“We checked,” Cloe answered him from where she sat, her horse half reclining on a padded cushion while she leaned her human elbows on the table. “All of the creatures there are unbound, no coercion or compulsion present.”
The jinn took a slow, deep breath. “Check again. Please? If you can confirm that the supernatural beings there are not under duress…can you verify that for me? Before I risk appearing there to ask for help?” He swallowed and licked his lips nervously. “I…don’t want to end up captured by a Lovell and used in one of their nasty curses or something.”
I agreed to get him the information he wanted. I really did want to help. No matter who she was, I couldn’t stand the thought of a witch woman being held captive and used for her powers. Or the thought of another supernatural war. 
But the jinn’s expression was odd, and a voice inside my head whispered that he wasn’t telling us everything he knew. 
I shoved the nagging voice down deep. Not my circus, not my monkeys. I would get him the verification he needed. Then he could ask the weird Lovell witch for help. Goddess knew, the woman had an army at her beck and call, so she could handle it. The Supernatural Alliance was already a looming danger to me and my partners. I needed to keep my head down and do everything I could to keep my own family safe. This was Oleander Lovell’s problem now.




Chapter 1

Andy - Present Day


I was tired. The sheer amount of magic I had worked today was staggering, even with Dyre’s help. We had dug up a corpse, unbound and re-bound Elijah, destroyed the bestiary, blessed Cory’s body, and burned the remains of my ancestors. The cost of the magic was far less than it should have been—I suspected that Dyre and the others had paid some of my portion—but I was still exhausted. My limbs shook. My blood sugars were unstable. My eyes were dry and blurry. And I was not in the fucking mood for more bullshit. So of course, the big blue jinn had showed up to shovel more shit onto my plate for me to deal with. 
Aahil had erased my sister from my memory twenty-two years ago and kept it from me this whole time. 
I had a sister. 
She was now in the hands of some sort of radical coven that was at war with the Supernatural Alliance. 
There was a sliced-up jinn in one of my guestrooms. 
I needed to go. Do something. Plan. Figure out this mess.
But my brain just…shut down. 
The jinn would live. He’d been patched up well enough with herbs and magic. And my long-lost sister’s situation wasn’t something I could immediately solve right now. So I trudged upstairs and finally took a much-needed shower to wash away the dirt, smoke, and grime from the day. 
When I got out, I pulled on a pair of loose sweatpants and a camisole and just…stood there, feeling lost. 
I had been through a lot of shit in the last few months and survived. But suddenly, I was just done with everything. 
The fingerbone-and-seraphinite charm that rested against my chest under my shirt warmed, then rapidly cooled as Elijah’s ghostly form materialized in front of me. He had a face now, though it was still transparent. And the eerie, glowing blue orbs that had once served as eyes were now replaced by an intense bright blue gaze. The glowing golden branches of his wings floated behind him, just as ghostly as the rest of him, but giving him an ethereal, otherworldly glow.
“Andy, you need to rest,” he said, his voice still hollow, but just a bit richer than before. 
I nodded. “I know. I just…it’s….” I scrubbed a hand over my face, then raked my fingers through my damp green hair. “I feel like I want to crawl out of my own skin.”
Elijah gave me a sad, understanding look and misted out of existence. 
The moment he was gone, a dark shadow formed in the corner of my room. Ambrose stepped out of the blackness. The boogeyman looked around my bedroom, his hands clasped behind his back, his slim-cut black suit clinging to his lean frame. His black and red eyes took in every inch of my space as he did a full circuit of the room before he finally stopped in front of me. “Your ghost is right, Lovell,” he said with a smirk. “You need to rest. Shall I help you slip into dreamland?”
I rolled my eyes. “So you can feed off the nightmares you’re going to give me? No thanks.”
He moved closer, a sly look in his eyes as he drew an “X” over his chest. “I cross my heart. No nightmares," he promised. "I’m all topped up at the moment.”
I swayed where I stood, crossing my arms over my chest. “I’m not tired.”
He raised his black eyebrows at me. “Mmm…and I’m a unicorn who spews glitter and cupcakes out his ass.”
I barked a laugh, his words funnier than they should be to my loopy brain. “Yep.”
He gripped my elbows and gently steered me backward toward my bed. “That kiss earlier was lovely,” he said, smirk still fully in place. “Would you like to continue where we left off? It might help you relax.” He winked. 
The back of my legs hit the bed, and I sat suddenly. Even as tired as I was, I could appreciate my attraction to every lean, dark inch of Ambrose the boogeyman. I might have brain damage from all the magic working, because some small, distant part of me wanted to unwrap him from his ridiculous butler suit like unwrapping a package at solstice. Maybe it was the Lovell blood in my veins. We were all a little twisted.
A knock at the door interrupted my crazy thoughts. “Yeah, what?” I called tiredly. 
Ambrose narrowed his eyes at the door as if it offended him, then turned and disappeared into the shadows again. The door opened, and Dyre, of all people, walked into my room. The ring of violet in his eyes was just a thin sliver as he assessed my room, and his skin looked more gray than usual, the color jarring against the deep, blood-red splash of his hair. His lanky form was a bit hunched, and he looked even more exhausted than I felt. “The boogeyman was here,” he murmured. 
I shrugged. “Might still be, for all I know. He kind of comes and goes on a whim. Likes to hide in the corners like a creeper.”
The necromancer shook his head. “I don’t sense him lingering in the shadows anymore.” He zoned out for a second there, his eyes going unfocused, then he swayed and shook himself. “Anyway,” he said, pushing his hair back from his face. The long dark red strands were damp, and he didn’t smell of smoke anymore, so he must have showered at some point. “I just came to tell you I was leaving.”
I blinked up at him in confusion. “Now?”
He nodded, jaw clenching for a moment before he spoke. “I’ve fulfilled my promise to you. The fucking grimoire has been destroyed. You got your ghost boy leashed to you. I’m free now.” His eyes narrowed. “Or are you looking for another way to entrap a necromancer? What? Liked my filthy, corrupted black magic a little too much, did you, earth witch? Curious to see how else you can use me?”
I scoffed. “Oh, get over yourself. I just meant it’s been a long-assed day and you look like a fucking corpse. You’re about to fall over from magical exhaustion. Go find a bed somewhere before you faceplant on the floor.”
He shook his head. “I have to go now, before someone else decides to find some way to entrap me.” Then he turned and headed for the door. 
He made it all of three steps before he froze, his posture straightening and his slumped shoulders squaring up as if he was a marionette and someone had just pulled upward on his strings. A wave of unease washed over me as his aura shifted, swelling and growing darker. When he turned back to me, the violet in his irises was gone, completely swallowed by black. He strode over to me and stood looking down, darkness peering out from the necromancer’s lean, pale face. 
“You will shelter my host,” the deep, eerie double voice commanded. The voice of whatever dark creature possessed him, echoing with the voices of all the souls it had consumed. 
I sighed, too tired to really work up any fear. “I already told the dipshit to go take a nap.”
“We will stay with you and your harem until we are able to make other satisfactory arrangements,” he said, crossing his arms over his lean chest. 
I blinked at him, then shoved to my feet, so dumb with fatigue that I forgot to be terrified of this ancient thing in front of me. The one who wore a witch like a comfortable skin suit. “You might want to try asking next time, dude. You don’t get to order me around.”
He canted his head to the side, creepy black eyes studying my face with no outward expression. “I don’t beg mortals for favors. You will shelter my host and offer him safe sanctuary in exchange for all he has done for you this day, or I will wipe you from existence.”
I arched my brows. “Try again.”
Silence stretched between us, and I finally started to rethink my attitude.
Then a slow smile stretched the necromancer’s thin, bluish lips, and every hair on my body stood on end, all my instincts screaming at me to run. “Please,” the evil thing said in a flat voice. 
I swallowed, my throat suddenly dry. “Well…since you asked so nicely. He can stay. But it sounds like I’m about to get myself all embroiled in some mess with the Supernatural Alliance, so…I can’t exactly guarantee this is the safest place for a necromancer at the moment.”
The thing wearing Dyre nodded once to acknowledge what I’d said. Then he turned and walked away, off to take his host to bed, I would imagine. 
I shook my head. Seriously. My life. 
I had just pulled back the covers to climb into bed and probably lay there wide awake and wired, when someone else knocked on my door. This time, it was Hasumi. 
I looked into the soft, ethereal water weaver’s sparkling turquoise eyes, took a deep breath…and started bawling. Big, hot, uncontrollable tears streamed down my face and my shoulders shook as everything I had felt, every last emotion I had stuffed down over the last few days, exploded out of me all at once in response to the water weaver's magic. 
Cool, graceful hands cupped my cheeks and Hasumi pressed a soft kiss to my forehead. “Come,” they said softly, that musical voice like a caress. “Lie with me, Oleander, until sleep comes for you.”
I hiccupped and snuffled, glaring at the water elemental through my tears. “You thought now was a good time to…to…just overwhelm me like this?” 
Their soft, strong hands guided me to the bed, and I went, despite my protests. 
“I apologize,” they said, pushing me into bed and climbing right in next to me before enfolding me in their long arms. “Elijah said you were in need of company, and the rest are busy grilling the new jinn and threatening Aahil. I thought perhaps I might spend some time with you.”
I relaxed into their arms, nuzzling my face into the silver hair that cascaded over the crook of their neck and shoulder. “I hate crying,” I muttered. 
Hasumi chuckled softly, and a bit of their fond amusement rippled through me. “I know. But sometimes it’s what we need. You can’t just ignore your difficult emotions forever. They are meant to ebb and flow.”
I sighed as they drew a hand down my back, soothing and stoking me until the tears stopped. They were right. It had been a long couple of months. And I was great at ignoring my feelings and just slogging on until I got the job done. 
But this last week or so had brought up so much family stuff to the surface of my mind. So many ugly emotions and conflicting feelings. And now…. “I have a sister,” I whispered, my mind growing sluggish as I finally relaxed enough to drift toward sleep. 
“Yes,” Hasumi murmured, soft lips caressing mine, filing me with warm, fuzzy feelings.
“I wonder if she takes after our mother.”
They kissed my temple, sending sweet, lulling feelings my way again, pulling me under. “For your sake, I sincerely hope not," Hasumi whispered. "But even if she does, you will not face her alone. Remember that.”
I finally stopped struggling and let sleep drag me under. Hasumi was right. I wasn’t alone anymore. No matter what this new witch was to me…I had the others. My friends and lovers. 
Minus one small, beautiful, fiery hole in my heart, where Aahil used to be. 




Chapter 2

Aahil


I could feel every set of angry eyes boring into my skin, every betrayed glare and disappointed sigh. Yes, I was a lying bastard.  Boo-hoo. 
I kept my attention focused on Junaid, and not the roomful of other paranormals who were just dying to put me in my place. Why the fuck should I care what the rest of these idiots thought about me? 
I had met Junaid hundreds of years ago, during one of my many adventures across the realms. He helped me out of a sticky situation involving a herd of unhinged, man-eating dryads, and I ended up owing him a favor. Only a small favor. I would have gotten myself out of the situation eventually. He just sped things up. It wasn’t like he had saved my life or anything. 
Still, a debt between jinn was a serious thing. Violating a pact like that could have shitty consequences for your magic. I had discharged my debt to him when I wiped Andy’s sister Atropa Belladonna from the memories of her entire coven—including Andy. I hadn’t known I’d come to…well, whatever the hell it was I felt about Oleander Lovell. How could I? But I had promised never to reveal Atropa Belladonna Lovell’s existence on the night Junaid stole her away to keep her from being executed. Another promise between jinn. I literally couldn't break that promise, unless I wanted to suffer who-the-fuck-even-knew what kind of magical backlash. 
So I had kept the existence of Andy’s stupid older sister a secret. So what? I didn’t see what the big deal was. Andy hated her family. And the sister was probably just an evil bitch like all the rest. I leaned in the corner of the room while the others questioned Junaid. Not that I cared what he had to say. But…for some reason I really didn’t want to be anywhere else. Like, say…wherever Andy was. 
I’m not a coward. I’m just smart enough to know when my perfect, shining existence is in danger. That’s all. The woman was friends with a necromancer now, after all. It wouldn’t be that hard for the whole lot of them to gang up on me and kill me just so Andy could have me reanimated and gain herself a nice, compliant little jinn zombie to order around. 
“No,” Junaid was saying, flinching a bit when Niamh plastered something wet and herby smelling onto his slowly healing stab wound. “I promise you, she’s not like the rest. Bella is a good witch. She hated being pulled into the shit her family got up to. She only wanted to protect her little sister. But she couldn’t stay here. She was old enough to be convicted right alongside her parents, even though they had forced her to help them. That’s why I asked Aahil to erase her from her family’s memories.”
There they went, all glaring at me again. “You couldn’t have fucking said something?” Zhong demanded, fists clenched at his sides. I raised an eyebrow. It was rare for the hulking monstrosity to swear. Score one point for me, I suppose. 
“I made a promise to Junaid,” I said flatly, giving the gargoyle a dismissive wave. 
Elijah hovered nearby, looking disturbingly clear since his re-binding. “Aahil, you know how alone Andy has felt all these years. It would have meant the world to her to know that she had a sister out there somewhere.”
I rolled my eyes. “She went twenty-some-odd years without the knowledge. What was a few more months?”
The spirit frowned at me, looking down his perfect, angelic nose with all the arrogance of…well, an angel. “You withheld the information from her," he insisted. "Whether it was for a day or a decade, it doesn’t matter.”
Junaid hissed as he sat up, putting a hand over the bandage on his gut. He held the other hand out toward Elijah. “No. It was a promise between jinn. He couldn’t—”
I cut him off, sauntering past the gaping assholes on my way to the door. “Save it, Junaid,” I said evenly. “Clearly, I’m a villain. I've always been a villain, and I'll always be a villain. At least now I know for certain what everyone here thinks of my character. Glad you all finally came to your senses and recognized what I’ve known all along.” I looked back over my shoulder at the ghost, meeting his accusing blue glare. “There’s no fixing something this broken.”
Then I dematerialized and left the room. 
I hovered on the other side of the guestroom door, my magic dampened so they wouldn’t know I was listening in. I wasn’t going to learn anything with them all glaring and posturing. Maybe now they’d fucking get on with something important. 
Soon enough, they returned to grilling Junaid for information. 
It was all so droll, really. A story that had played out more times than I could count over the span of my long existence. There was a coven. They were power-hungry and self-righteous. They decided the Lovells had the right idea and thought they should pick up where the evil assholes had left off. 
And what better figurehead to lead their little uprising than a powerful, pureblooded Lovell. 
How they found out about Atropa’s existence was up for debate, but it really didn’t matter. They had snatched her and locked her up somewhere under wards and constant guard while they tried to convince her to join their cause—or until they could figure out a good way to use her and all that tasty Lovell power she held. I listened as Junaid spilled everything he knew. Where she was when he attempted to break her out. What the protections had looked like. 
Jacki the field mage had told him to come to Andy for help, but he had been hesitant to trust our witch. So he had made one last-ditch attempt to free his Bella. He had failed, of course, and finally decided he had to come to Andy and the rest of her ridiculously overpowered harem for help. 
One lone jinn couldn’t get through this coven’s protections, he said. He needed assistance. 
But Junaid was a lot younger and far weaker than me. I grinned. It had been a long time since I truly got to cause chaos. And besides, this other Lovell bitch and I had a score to settle. I helped her, and she promised to come back and free me in return. And yet, she never had. She had left me to rot in that fucking grimoire for another twenty years before Andy just happened to bumble by and do what this Atropa woman had promised to do. No one broke a promise to a jinn and lived to tell the tale. My smile stretched wider and my claws elongated as I stepped back into reality…just an entire continent away. Right outside the O’Leary coven’s stronghold. 
This was going to be so much fun. 
I called to my fire and let it consume me, burning everything in its path. All the rage, all the pain, and the weak, stupid fucking hope I had held inside me finally found an outlet. Most of the Lovells might be dead and gone, but Atropa Belladonna could pay for their sins. One roasted evil witch was as good as another.
The witch guards who patrolled the perimeter burned first, going up in towering pillars of flames that no force outside my own could quench. Except perhaps the annoying water weaver. But I wasn’t thinking about those assholes back at the Lovell mansion right now. No. Right now, I was the fire. Wild, and uncontrolled, and free. 
I let the outer walls of the mansion burn first, giving the coven inside plenty of time to realize how fucked they really were. Their wards would probably hold if I tried to waltz right in there. But they couldn’t stay inside a burning shack. Eventually, they’d have to come out and play. 
The question was whether they would bring Andy’s sister out with them or leave her behind to burn alive. I suppose we’d find out. Not knowing was half the fun. 
Besides, I could probably pop in and grab her before she went up in flames or died of smoke inhalation once the keystone holding the wards burned up. If I wanted to.
I laughed into the night, freeing all my rage and pain. After tonight there’d be one less nasty coven of witches wasting oxygen by existing. 
I shifted into the form of a black and red eagle as the mansion caught fire, soaring upward, above the chaos. Then I dissolved, my essence twisting in the wind as I dove back down, free as the sun and the wind over the desert sands. I plunged into a guard who was hurrying down a hallway filled with smoke. 
He wore a headset, and as I took over his consciousness, I heard the tail end of someone else’s conversation. “…some warning, asshole. We were prepared for an ice jinn, Smith, not a fucking fire elemental. You fucking said ice. How the fuck….”
I thrust myself out of the man’s body, realizing how royally screwed I was, just seconds before the trap was sprung. 
They had been expecting Junaid to come back. 
They weren’t unsuspecting idiots, as I had first assumed. They were just prepared for ice instead of fire. And it only took a moment for the coven that was casting the net to make changes to their spell and adjust the elemental magics they used. To alter it to trap a fire elemental instead. 
Fucking stupid, Aahil. An amateur mistake. I blamed my recent bout of uptight goodness and adhering to rules. The old Aahil wouldn’t have been caught so easily. 
I pushed my dematerialized essence up and out, racing away from the mansion. 
But it was too late. The trap had already been sprung. 
The tail end of my essence was caught and yanked back down, like a bird grabbed by the teeth of a landbound predator. I was drawn back inside the mansion’s wards, dragged downward. There was a sense of compression, as if the entire world was bearing down on me, squeezing, forcing me from my ethereal form to my physical one. I was an eagle. Then a tiger. A jakal. All as I fell toward the earth, tumbling from the high, domed ceiling of some sort of casting space, turning to human form just as I hit the hard tiled floor. 
Bones broke, the flash of pain coming secondary to the shock of impact. I desperately reached for my magic, intending to burn whoever had just so inelegantly plucked me from the sky. Clumsy fucking witches.
But my magic wouldn’t come. 
It didn’t rush through my body, healing my wounds. It didn’t flow through my veins like molten lava, like fire waiting to be unleashed. I reached. I pulled. And I felt…nothing inside me. I had been completely severed from my magic. 
I could hear the witches chanting. But I couldn’t see them through the blood that ran into my eyes. They shouldn’t be this strong. I pushed to my feet, swaying, injuries knitting back together with only a fraction of their usual speed. I had words for these assholes. But I didn’t even get a chance to utter a sound before I was enclosed. Imprisoned. Locked in blackness that was all too familiar. 
They had bound me. 
I screamed soundlessly into the abyss, with no body to lash out. No magic to call for protection. Only the dark, echoing blackness of my mind, and the silent pleas of no, no, please no. Not again!
It seemed the witches weren’t the ones who would be destroyed tonight after all. 




Chapter 3

Andy


I woke up to the sensation of burning alive. Heat flared in curling tendrils along my arms and legs, licking up my back and across my chest. Then, as quickly as the sensation had flared to life, it was gone, like a flame snuffed out of existence.  
I stretched and sat up, fumbling for the bedside lamp. The dim glow of the light told me what I already knew—I was in bed alone. Hasumi had used their powers as a water elemental to help me purge all the emotions I had been stuffing down and lull me into a calm state so I could sleep. I had no idea what time it was, but it was still dark outside my bedroom window, and the room had that hushed feeling that only came in the wee hours of the night. Witching hour, maybe? 
I rubbed my hands along my arms, easing the sensation of phantom flames. Then I slowly registered what I was feeling under my hands. My skin was completely smooth. 
The faintly raised whirls and markings of the scars that bound me to Aahil were gone. I raised a hand to grip the ruby that hung from the choker he had given me. It was cool and dead to the touch, nothing more than a pretty gemstone. His magic was gone. 
I sat there frozen for a few minutes, the sound of my breathing loud to my own ears. Then I got out of bed and mechanically pulled on some well-worn jeans and a loose t-shirt and dragged my fingers through my tangled hair before making my way down the hall. 
The door to Aahil’s bedroom was unlocked, but the room was empty. He wasn’t in there alone sulking like I had expected. I went downstairs, following a dim light to the kitchen. Dyre and Zhong were there, talking softly while Zhong made breakfast and Dyre fiddled around with the teapot and my herb stash. 
“Feeling better?” I asked the necromancer, only half my mind on the conversation. He had looked like…well, death…when I last saw him. He still looked tired now, but he had lost a bit of that bluish-gray tinge that made his fair skin seem so lifeless. 
He narrowed his violet eyes at me as he picked up his steaming teacup. “I’ve been told I’m a prisoner here. So what else do I have to do with my time now but sleep?”
I rolled my eyes. Always so dramatic. “Yeah, whatever. Have you guys seen Aahil lately?”
The two men shared a look. I arched a brow. Since when were they such good buddies that they went around sharing looks? I felt unreasonably agitated as I waited for one of them to answer. 
“Don’t ask me, I was in a forced coma,” Dyre grumbled as he went to the toaster and started toasting an entire loaf of bread. 
I turned my suspicious stare on my usually sweet gargoyle. “What happened?”
Zhong just shrugged, but a small frown crept over his features. “He stormed out when we were talking to Junaid earlier. He was going on about how he is an evil bastard—like that’s news to anyone. I haven’t sensed his magic in the house since. He was in a snit because everyone’s pissed at him for lying to you. And because Elijah gave him a dressing down.” He checked the bacon I could smell browning in the oven, then started scrambling eggs. “About time,” he muttered. “The little jackass.”
I lifted both brows that time. Zhong wasn’t usually this bitter. Or prone to swearing and name calling.
“Uh-huh,” I said slowly, finally finding a target for my building anger. “And none of you idiots paused to think that maybe that’s between Aahil and me?” Don’t get me wrong, I wanted to wring the jinn’s scrawny, gold-draped neck. It hurt, knowing he had kept this from me for so long. I had really wanted to trust him, to believe that somewhere in that charred black heart of his there was actually a kernel of decency. But it wasn’t up to the others to fight my battles. Aahil hadn’t gutted them by lying to them for months, so they had no reason to be mad at him. 
I, on the other hand, kind of wanted to punch him in his smug, pretty face. And now…now he had apparently decided he was done with me. Not only had he lied to me all this time, but now he had removed his marks from my skin and his magic from the necklace he gave me. He had just fucked right off and sent a very clear message—I didn’t matter anymore. He was apparently bored of this particular game. I was no longer his pet, and he wanted nothing connecting us. 
I should be relieved. Who the fuck wanted to be bound to a mentally unstable asshole with control issues? No one in their right mind. 
But I wasn’t in my right mind. I was a Lovell. And we were known for being wrong minded, more often than not. 
I hated that Aahil had just tossed me aside. Even though I was mad at him, it still hurt for some damned reason. And that made me even more angry, damn it. 
“Fine,” I said to no one. “Fuck him.” I got myself a plate of food and marched out into one of the courtyards as the sky slowly began to lighten. 
I angrily ate my breakfast, barely tasting it, though I knew it was probably delicious, since Zhong had made it. Then I sat there on the wooden bench Niamh had crafted from two entwined living trees, and stared at the rose bushes as the sun came up.
Aahil hated roses, for some weird reason. I had never asked why. I pulled on my earth magic and sent out tendrils of power to the bushes, encouraging them to grow full and strong, watching in pleasure as new leaves unfurled and buds opened, filling the damned courtyard with the smell of antique rose. 
It was a waste of my power when I had far more important things to deal with. But the little vindictive thing inside me hoped Aahil came back soon so I could show him how many roses I had grown just to spite him. The asshole. 
Bis joined me at some point, scrambling up to sit beside me on the bench on his butt like a person. He awkwardly swung his back legs like a kid, his clever little rodent hands hanging onto the edge of the bench, so he didn’t roll away. Giving me a sympathetic little chirp, he patted my thigh. 
I sighed. “I know. Good riddance, right? One problem out of my hair. And hey—we won’t have to worry about spontaneous combustion anymore.”
Bis echoed my sigh. I had no idea what my little friend though of Aahil. I never really saw the two of them interact. 
“I thought he was changing,” I said softly. “Pretty stupid of me, I know. But…I thought I could help him. I thought I…well, I’m a stupid witch, and I’m prone to stupid mistakes. I think I actually loved the little asshole.” What a masochist. I muttered curses to the roses, letting out a short, bitter laugh.
Bis scampered into my lap and climbed my t-shirt, not content until his little nose was buried against my neck and his hedgehog prickles were digging into my arms while I hugged him and cried. 
Stupid, stupid witch. This was just the first little wound. They were all going to leave, eventually, now that the bestiary was destroyed. I’d better get used to heartache and disappointment. 
Eventually, I got my dumb emotions under control and set Bis up on my shoulder. Then I headed inside to call a war council. Maybe I could convince the others to stay long enough to help me rescue my secret sister from the forces of evil, or whatever. They didn’t owe me anything. But I had freed them from a life of slavery. It kind of seemed like helping me was the least they could do to say thanks before they vanished like Aahil. 
Boy, was I maudlin today, or what? I took a breath, resolutely squared my shoulders, and went to find the others. I didn’t have time to sit around feeling sorry for myself. I had shit to do.
We all gathered in one of the smaller formal sitting rooms that we had been slowly converting into a casual modern living room. Even the boogeyman and the necromancer decided to show up. Honestly, I hadn’t really expected those two to be much help, given the fact that I hardly knew them, but they each hovered on opposite sides of the room, Dyre brooding and looking emo, while the head-to-toe-black butler wannabe leaned against the fireplace mantle looking faintly amused. Everything seemed to be a joke to him. Glad someone was getting some enjoyment out of my shitshow of a life. 
“Alright,” I said evenly, standing in the center of the room and crossing my arms over my chest. “Let’s hear it. I know you’ve all been grilling Junaid like crazy, so just give me the short version of what the hell is going on.”
The big blue jinn was sitting on the faded loveseat I had dragged back from the human realm on one of my visits. He looked a thousand times better than he had yesterday. I wouldn’t be surprised if his wounds were completely healed. Elemental powerhouse constitution and all. Only I was weak enough to suffer a human illness. A little stab wound was nothing to the jinn. Everyone in this room except me could probably get stabbed a few times and be just fine. 
Niamh sighed. “Coven O’Leary wants to pick up where coven Lovell left off. Witch supremacists, old family, all the usual. Apparently, they somehow found out there was an extra Lovell witch running around and hunted her down to add to their coven. They’re looking to take on the Supernatural Alliance.”
I rolled my eyes. Didn’t anyone ever learn from the past? “Yeah, that’s going to go over well. Where are they keeping Bella, and what kind of shape is she in?”
Junaid spoke this time, giving me a look that was tired, but determined. “The O’Leary coven house in Eire. They’ve got magical protections and armed guards. I don’t have exact numbers.” He rubbed the back of his bald head and looked at the ground. “I may have rushed in a little too hastily last time.”
I shook my head. Maybe going off half-cocked was a genetic trait with jinn. It was a wonder they weren’t extinct, if Aahil and Junaid were any indication. And…Eire? This world echoed the human world—it was the same planet, just different dimensions. My sister was being held somewhere in what would be Ireland in the human world, while we were in roughly the same vicinity as the United States. Great.
“Do you know how they’re holding her?” I asked, my brow furrowing. “If she’s this supposedly big, bad witch, shouldn’t she be able to get free?”
Dyre scoffed at my question from where he was holding up the wall with his tall, gangly form. “Spells, black magic bindings, magic-dampening cuffs, sudden draining and the subsequent shock…there’s a million ways to contain a witch, no matter how powerful they are.”
Something dark peered out at me from his bitter gaze, and I wondered if he knew this because of his time with the Lovells…or if maybe my ancestors weren’t the first ones to torture the necromancer and take away his free will. 
Giving myself a mental shake, I forced myself to focus. “Well,” I said on a sigh. “Shouldn’t the Supernatural Alliance be able to handle this? Why is it my problem?”
Junaid shook his head. “We can’t go to the Alliance. I don’t want them to know Bella exists. I don’t think we can trust them. I went to Jacki’s team because I knew they had a good moral compass. I’m not sure everyone at the Association is the same.”
I nodded. Honestly, I didn’t trust the fuckers either. Any governmental institution that beheaded witches was a bit hard to trust, for some strange reason. Even if the witches they had executed absolutely deserved it. The Supernatural Alliance might be happy to overlook whatever was going on with the O’Learys just long enough to make sure Bella didn’t survive their supposed rescue attempts. One less Lovell and all that. 
“So, we go get her,” I said with a shrug. I looked around the room. “Not that I can make you, but I’d appreciate the help.” I waved a hand. “Look at the amount of sheer power in this room. We can take on a single stupid coven.”
Dyre scoffed again. “They could take on a coven. But you’re untrained. Completely useless in a fight.”
I glared at him. “Fuck off.”
Niamh ignored our sniping. “What if they aren’t? A stupid coven, I mean. Her bright green eyes met mine, the fae hunter already on the trail of her newest prey. “We can’t assume they won’t be prepared. But still…you’re right. It shouldn’t be a difficult feat to break your sister out if we work together.”
I nodded. But Dyre cut me off before I could speak. “I’m staying here.”
I rolled my eyes. “Coward.”
He didn’t rise to the bait. Instead, his aura grew, swelling with darkness, and his voice changed, the sound of it like more than one deep voice talking at once, making the hair on my arms stand up. “We stay here. I won’t have my host tangled up with anything to do with the Alliance. The things they do to necromancers is not…pleasant. And while we could fight back and rip the souls from every single Alliance member and raise a corpse army to do our bidding and watch this miserable little world burn…I prefer not to draw attention.” Pure black eyes slid to mine, and I couldn’t suppress the chill of fear that walked down my spine. “Besides, I will need to be here to protect this Lovell witch, while you go after the other.”
I huffed. “What? No. I’m not fucking staying here.”
Hasumi tilted their head. “If one Lovell is desirable to this coven, then two would be even more so. They may have targeted your sister because no one knew she existed, so she wouldn’t be missed. But if you were to come right to them, they may think it worth taking you as well.”
Zhong was nodding along, the big traitor. “They’re right, Andy. You don’t know how to use your magic in a fight.”
Ambrose spoke, and his deep, velvety dark voice and the smirk on his face were the very opposite of comforting. “Don’t worry, Andy, dear. Look at the army of creatures you’ve assembled? You have plenty of other people to fight your battles for you.” His expression grew more serious, and he gave me a penetrating look. “You don’t know how to use your power, and coven of trained witches who already plan to use your sister? Odds are, they could strip you of magic with ease while you’re still trying figure out how to fight back. We don’t need you lending strength to the enemy while we’re trying to focus.”
I wanted to argue. But I knew he was right. I wasn’t one of those stupid females in books and movies who couldn’t see logic or listen to instructions and keep herself out of shit. I just didn’t like the idea of Dyre staying here to look after me like I needed a babysitter. “Fine,” I grunted. Then I turned to point an accusatory finger at the necromancer. “But since I’m just so weak and untrained, you’re going to teach me how to use my magic." I held up a hand and clarified, before he got any ideas. "Not your magic. My magic. Clean magic.”
He just stared at me, unflinching. But I instantly regretted my choice of words implying that his magic was dark and disgusting. I mean, it was black magic, and he was an utter abomination. But still…words hurt sometimes. And I was hardly in any place to be picky at the moment. Maybe he had his reasons for offering himself up to whatever the hell kind of evil parasite lived inside him.
“Fine,” he ground out. “I’ll teach you how to use your weak, virgin earth witch powers, baby witch. The others will go play hero.”
Then he straightened and strode out of the room, just radiating pissy emo vibes. 
I looked around the room. No one protested about this plan or said they weren’t going to help, and something in me relaxed, just a fraction. If we were all working together on this mess, that meant they weren’t going to leave me yet. I could be a coward and put off asking them to stay. I could put off the pain of rejection just a little longer. 
I nodded to my weird temporary family and left the room to find some spell books. The others would plan. Niamh would know exactly how to organize the rescue mission. She was a fae hunter. That sort of thing was what she had been born for. And she had Zhong’s strength, Hasumi’s immense magical abilities, a wildcard of a boogeyman, and an ice jinn to work with. I needed to leave them to it and trust that this would work. 
But I was going to need to start studying my magic now, so I had something else to focus on before I drove myself crazy. It would be fine. Everything would work out fine. 
Famous last words, I’m sure. But honestly, it wasn’t like my life could get much weirder at this point. And who would stand a chance against my new friends when they were on a mission?                  




 Chapter 4

Andy


Dyre’s talk about all the ways a witch could be overpowered and subjugated left me feeling a bit on edge. So, while the others worked out the grand plan for their visit to the O’Leary estate, I got the necromancer to teach me a simple charm to prevent unwanted mental manipulation. It wasn’t very powerful. I still couldn’t keep someone like Dyre or a master manipulator like Aahil out of my head. But it was something. Maybe it would at least slow things down enough for someone to help me out, if I ever found myself in a situation where some asshole was trying to use my coveted Lovell magic for themselves.  
Hopefully not a situation I’d ever find myself in, since I was staying put like an obedient child while the others rushed off on their adventure. But you never knew. I had long ago learned to expect the unexpected. Nothing ever went as planned around me. 
Dyre left me to practice the charm on my own while he went off to do whatever brooding, creepy-assed stuff necromancers did in their spare time. I took his handwritten incantation with me to my room, smiling wryly to myself when I saw how neat and flowery his looping, calligraphic writing was. Odd, for a guy. At least in my experience. If I had any mental capacity right now for extra shit, I might wonder what made the weirdo tick. Or maybe…just how long ago he had learned how to write….
When I reached my room, I spent a while memorizing the words and intent behind the spell, then practiced it until it was ingrained in my mind and in the “muscle memory” of my magic. By the time I decided I’d had enough, I was working on a real doozie of a headache. I set the paper aside on my nightstand and collapsed back to lie on my bed, rubbing my aching forehead. 
Without the spell practice to distract me, my mind whirled, moving from one thing to the next, worrying about everything from what my sister was like, to how quickly they could get her free, to whether the O’Leary’s would be able to harm my friends and lovers. Aahil and his continued absence was also worrying. I had assumed he would come sauntering back here once he was done pouting, and honestly, we could really use his unique combination of magic at the moment. But…had he really just…up and left for good? 
There as a soft tap at my door, and I sensed Hasumi’s aura. Their magic made all my emotions want rise up and swamp me, but the water weaver sent calming feelings my way too, keeping me from being overcome. “Come on in,” I said on a sigh. “Not like I’m busy, since I’m being left out of all the fun.”
Hasumi came in and closed the door, making their way over to the bed, where they stared down at me with a soft, commiserating look on their beautiful, androgynous face. “I know you feel left out, and your curiosity about your sister is strong. But you know we are only attempting to keep you safe by asking that you stay here.”
I sat up and shrugged. "Yeah, I know." And I did, really. "But I’m still gonna pout about it though.”
They laughed and sat on the bed next to me. “I came to check on you. I sense you’re feeling a bit…unsettled by recent events.”
I gave the handsome water weaver a wary look. “Do not force me to cry again, or I swear to the goddess I’ll kick your ass.”
They grinned at me, turquoise eyes sparkling and chiseled lips curving upward impishly. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”
I huffed a laugh. “Okay, yeah, so I needed that, at the time. But right now I just need…I have no fucking clue what I need. A vacation? A hug? Aahil to come back so I can punch him in the face?”
Hasumi slid one long arm around my waist, pulling me into a sideways hug. “I worry for our jinn as well. He was so conflicted when I last saw him. He struggles with how much he cares for you. And for the others. And with his broken perception of himself.”
I let my head rest against Hasumi’s, temple to temple. “He kept a big secret from me. I’m pissed at him.”
“Mmm,” Hasumi murmured, their hand stroking my hip lightly as they held me. “That’s part of it.”
I snorted. “Stop spying on my feelings.”
The water weaver turned to press a soft kiss against my head. “I apologize. But I’m afraid I couldn’t stop sensing emotions even if I tried. I do attempt not to be too invasive, now that I’m around people so regularly. But…I don’t think you’re truly that upset about my observations.”
Ha. That was the issue right there. I couldn’t pretend with Hasumi. They knew when I was bullshitting about what I was thinking and feeling. 
“He removed his marks from my skin,” I whispered, feeling like a fool. “He took his power back from the necklace.” 
Hasumi stroked my hair, those long, graceful fingers like a balm to my aching heart. “You care for him, and you feel abandoned. That seems like a natural response.”
I sighed. “I suppose. But that doesn’t make it suck any less.”
Those gentle fingers touched my jaw, turning me to face Hasumi. Turquoise eyes stared intently into my own. “Were you hoping I’d make you feel better?” The faint smirk on that ethereal face was just not fair. 
“Maybe,” I grumbled.
“Using my magic?” Hasumi prodded. “Or…did you have something else in mind?”
I rolled my eyes. “Why don’t you tell me, since you love to snoop on what I’m feeling so much.”
They leaned in and kissed the tip of my nose, then drew back. “You’re feeling overwhelmed and vulnerable, Oleander. And you’re a witch who is very open and honest about the pleasure and comfort that can be found in intimacy. I think perhaps it wouldn’t be taking advantage if I were to kiss you. But that is just my interpretation. I don’t necessarily know your thoughts.”
I smirked at them. “Oh, so you’re not all-powerful after all?”
Hasumi leaned in to whisper in my ear. “I do try to respect people’s boundaries by giving them at least some comfort in the idea that I can’t read every thought they think.” Soft lips trailed along the shell of my ear, making me shudder. “I’m not a mind reader. But emotions speak louder than words and thoughts, Andy.”
A graceful hand stroked up my thigh, as Hasumi braced their other hand on the bed behind me. “You might not think it in words, but your energy tells me that you want me to make love to you right now, even if you haven’t consciously had the thought. You want to feel, to lose yourself in sensation and the feeling of being wanted. I suspect you’d open under me like a flower unfurling under the summer sun with just the softest touch right now, my sweet, lost witch.” They chuckled, and the sound was as rich and enchanting as their speaking voice, layered with emotions and intention. “Shall we find out?”
I blushed at Hasumi’s flowery words, but I didn’t hesitate to turn toward them, slip my hands through that silky silver-blond hair, and pull them into a kiss. Hasumi had “helped” Aahil make love to me, but I had never had a chance to thoroughly enjoy the water weaver on their own. The kiss was slow and thorough, and I reveled in the way they seemed content to let me lead. Hasumi’s lips were soft, the hands that stroked over my hips gentle. I sat back and playfully traced a finger over those perfect lips. 
“How are you so beautiful?” I breathed, emotions swirling in me—awe, tenderness, yearning. I didn’t think the feelings were all my own. 
Hasumi playfully nipped at my finger, drawing it into their mouth with a growl. The side of my finger brushed something odd, and I frowned, wiggling the digit around to investigate. “What the heck?”
The poor water weaver put up with my antics without commenting on how weird I was being. Hasumi simply opened wide and tilted their head back so I could see inside their mouth. Something hard and smooth lay against the roof of their mouth. Grasping my wrist, they pulled my hand out of their face with a laugh. I watched in fascination as a pair of long, thin viper fangs…unfolded from the roof of their mouth. 
“I knew it!” I said smugly. “I knew you had fangs the first day I met you, when you came out of the bestiary. But I haven’t seen them since.”
Hasmi gave me a wry smile. “I suppose I have some…serpentine features.” I watched as they curled their tongue forward and used it to press the fangs back, folding them up again. “Though I usually only flash my fangs when feeling threatened.”
That said lot about the strength of Hasmi’s power. Through all the crap that had happened around here, despite their thin, willowy frame and soft looks, the water weaver had not once felt there was any physical threat they couldn’t handle. They’d never felt that the fangs were necessary. 
“Huh,” I said intelligently. 
Hasumi smiled softly. “You are never fazed by surprises, are you, Oleander Lovell?”
I shrugged. “Sure I am. I just don’t show it. Are you…venomous or something? Like…if I nick myself on those bad boys…”
They arched their brows. “Venomous? Yes, absolutely. But I have to actively inject my venom. You’re safe from snakebites for now, Andy.”
I shook my head at them. “I feel so close to you—to everyone from the bestiary—on some level. And yet, I really don’t know much about any of you.” I had thought I was getting to know Aahil. The real Aahil. But look how that had turned out. 
Hasumi touched my face, drawing my attention back to the present moment. “There is plenty of time to get to know one another, if that is what you’d like,” they said seriously. “But I think for right now, you know almost all the pertinent information about me.”
I nuzzled my cheek into their palm like a needy thing. So not my usual self. Hasumi was right—I was unsettled by everything that had happened. A bit lost and overwhelmed. And…it was okay to take comfort, wasn’t it? 
“Almost?” I asked, slanting a suspicious look their way. 
The weaver kissed me again, gentle, yet firm, pulling me out of myself, enticing me to respond with honest need and affection that I hardly ever showed anyone else. “Mmm…” they murmured, pulling away to help me out of my shirt. “I’m sure you’ll learn other things you might consider interesting, once all these unnecessary clothes are out of the way.”
I laughed and tossed my shirt and camisole aside, putting my generous tits on display. Body conscious, I was not. I had spent much of my formative years in a communal living situation with about a billion other kids. And I was a witch. Firelight orgies and sex magic were real things in our community. Not that I had attended many, what with being shunned and all. But I’d seen things. I stood to shimmy out of my pants and underwear, then straightened to find Hasumi still fully clothed, leaning back on their palms as they sat on the edge of the bed and enjoyed the show. 
“Um,” I said with a lifted brow. “I’m pretty sure this would work better if we were both naked.”
Hasumi’s turquoise eyes held a hint of that challenging energy that I’d seen when they interacted with Aahil in the bedroom. The look that said they might be ethereal and androgynous looking, more than willing to let me take the lead, but that they knew who was really in charge of the situation. Hasumi. 
I licked my lips as that bright, focused turquoise gaze slid over my body once more. “Starting to feel a bit self-conscious now,” I muttered. 
Hasmi smiled, slow and wicked. Then they stood and held out an arm toward the bed. “Lie down, my impatient witch.”
I swallowed, suddenly nervous for no reason at all. It was just that…Hasumi was beautiful. I’m not talking pretty, or kinda good looking. I mean really, truly beautiful. And that was with all their clothes on. I was an average looking woman who people in the human world called “obese.” I liked my soft body and the curves mother nature had blessed me with. But I wasn’t used to standing next to quite this much perfection. 
“Andy?” Hasumi’s magical, musical voice snapped me out of my tangent. One silver brow lifted. “Bed.”
I nodded and did as I was told. I knew Hasumi wouldn’t punish me in quite the same way as Aahil might if I challenged them in this little game. But quite frankly, I didn’t want to challenge them. Who knew I had this kind of kink for giving up control? It occurred to me then just how sick I was of always being the one in charge, the one responsible for fixing things or thinking up new ways to survive. Yeah. I was more than willing to not think right now.
I crawled to the middle of the bed and lay down, propping my head and shoulders up on a pillow so I could watch Hasumi. The water weaver calmly pulled their flowing silk shirt over their head and tossed it aside, revealing a pair of small, pert breasts. 
Well, one question answered. I knew Hasumi was intersex, based on our previous interaction. But I hadn’t really been given the opportunity to explore, or to see all of them, since they’d been behind me during fun times and we’d been interrupted almost immediately after. 
They arched a brow at me, making no move to get rid of the rest of their clothes, and I groaned. “Are you seriously going to take all day?”
Hasumi’s fangs flipped forward to lay glistening against those perfect lips. “You could use a lesson in patience,” they said with a slight lisp, their magical voice full of promise.
I swallowed, my throat suddenly gone dry at the thought of those potentially venomous needles sinking into my skin. “Noted.”
Hasumi chuckled and pulled the tie at their waistband, letting the flowing pants they wore fall to the floor before pacing toward the bed. Okay, so that wasn’t exactly what I’d been expecting. 
“Two dicks?” I said, really hitting my groove with how smooth I was being today. 
Hasumi merely murmured “Serpentine, my witch,” against the top of my foot and I got a bit distracted. They slowly crawled over me, those glittering eyes silently commanding me to stay put. Hasumi paused to kiss, and nibble, and tease every inch of me from my feet, up my shins and thighs, skirting around my pussy and moving upward at a slow, leisurely pace over my soft stomach and torso, leaving little whirls of rippling magic against my skin. Finally, finally, they paused to sweep their tongue over each of my nipples in slow, teasing motions. Then they dragged their lips along my collarbones, to my throat, along my jaw to my ear. 
I writhed under them, impatient, and yet…wanting to see what they would do next. Hasumi’s two hard cocks pressed to my core, and I moaned at the miniscule amount of friction I managed to get across my clit. I gave up on trying to lie still and behave. My hands gripped Hasumi’s slim hips and pulled them tighter against me as I ground up into their hard length. Then my palms slid upward to cup those cute little breasts. 
Hasumi moaned against my lips. “Your protection charm?”
I hooked my leg around theirs and nipped at the long, graceful column of their neck and along their square shoulders. “Permanent and fully charged.” You better bet I made sure every day that the spell inked on my lower belly was working. I did not want to spawn more cursed Lovells for the world to use as their punching bag. 
Hasumi had probably felt the magic in the charm already, but I appreciated that they asked. Even if I was absolutely done being patient at this point. “Is there any reason you’d prefer not to be the one doing the fucking here?” I demanded, running my hands down to grip the curve of their ass. 
Hasumi chuckled. “No. I enjoy both. And I think right now this is what you need.”
I started to make demands, but the water weaver shut me up with a kiss, one that reminded me of all that hidden power Hasumi held in check. Right. They were in charge. They just let me pretend to be sometimes. I lifted my hips in invitation, wickedly curious about how this worked with two cocks. I mean…I was a bit preoccupied before, but I was pretty sure I’d only had one of Hasumi’s dicks in me last time…you know, along with Aahil. Had that been uncomfortable for Hasumi?
The weaver pushed up onto one arm, using the other to grip both of their long, hard cocks in the other hand. Then they smirked and drew the heads through my folds, teasing me again. “I can use just one, if you’d prefer, maybe work you up to taking both of them at once?”
I growled at them. “Seriously?! Will you just fuck me already!”
Their musical laughter was lost on me as they slowly, relentlessly pressed two dicks inside me. The noises I made, however, were slightly less than musical. I lost my damned mind, stretched perfectly and overwhelmed with the feelings of pure pleasure, respect, and wonder that Hasumi pushed through my aura, their water magic twining with my own earth magic to make something…more. 
I arched into them and they started moving, their thrusts slow and sinuous, gliding against and inside me like they were made for this. I slid my hands over the smooth, willowy muscles of their back, pressing kisses to their golden skin, and lost myself in Hasumi’s perfection. 
They never picked up their slow, tortuous pace, never started pounding into me or rushing toward the crescendo like other lovers I’d had. Instead, they just held me as they slowly, confidently drove me closer and closer to that edge with every patient, graceful movement of their body. I had no idea I could feel like this. Like every brush of skin and press of lips was a new high. Like every press of their hips to mine was somehow more perfect than the last. Euphoria was quickly overtaking me, making me feel like I was floating. 
And then, all at once, I snapped back into my body, clenching around Hasumi with a long, high keening sound that was not my own. Except it was. They had wrung it out of me, forced me to do nothing but feel, again and again, until it was just too much to resist. 
Hasumi’s lips pressed to the curve of my shoulder as they pressed deeper, then the perfect, powerful, ethereal creature shook in my arms, finally losing control and surrendering with me. I felt them pulsing inside me, throbbing through their release, and I moaned their name like a prayer to the old ones. 
Hasumi collapsed on top of me with a sigh, their light body gone boneless, silky silver hair tickling my face. I chuckled faintly, rubbing a hand up and down their back, amazed that they weren’t even the least bit sweaty after all that work. “Okay, weaver?”
They turned their head to press a kiss to the upper swell of my chest. “Wonderful. You? Am I too heavy to lie here?”
I kissed their head, my laugh making them bounce a bit. “Are you kidding? You’re so light. I could hold you like this forever.”
They huffed against my chest, comfortably squashed between my tits. “Far be it from me to deny you your request.” Then they snuggled their arms under me in a hug and relaxed with a sigh. 
I looked up at the ceiling, feeling a bit unreal. This was all just too perfect. And now, of course, my silly brain had all these stupid questions. 
“You emote very loudly,” Hasumi commented sleepily from their boob pillow. 
I snorted. “Well excuse me.”
“Is all that curiosity directed at me?” they asked, finally lifting enough to roll off me—sadly—and curl up on their side with one arm and one leg thrown over me. 
I bit my lip to keep from just blurting stupid, insensitive shit. But in the end, my curiosity got the best of me. “It is. Do you mind?”
Hasumi yawned and reached down to pull the rumpled blanket up over us, then patted my belly. “It’s okay. Ask what you will.”
“Are you, um…I mean…goddess. Sorry. Can you tell me about your body? Please? So I know what to do next time, when it’s my turn to torture you?”
Hasumi’s sleepy turquoise eyes were patient. Understanding. Not offended or wary. “There are others with my body type in my original family. Or…there were. I’m not sure any of them are even alive these days. But among my people, I think being intersex might be more common than in some other species—maybe even the norm.”
I nodded, tucking a chunk of rumpled hair behind my ear. “Oh, it’s more common than a lot of people think in general. Even in humans. Some idiots go on and on about there only being two genders and all that bullshit, trying to misuse science and genetics to prove their point, when in reality, science proves that there are way more than two genders, even in humans and humanoid-adjacent species like witches.”
Hasumi smiled sadly. “They are not a race known for their…fluidity…for their ability to readily change their thinking. Though they are trying.”
“Your power certainly matches your physical form,” I commented idly. Water was fluid, changeable, flowing. Sometimes a force of destruction and power, sometimes a gentle trickle that nourished the earth. It made perfect sense to me that at the very least someone like Hasumi would be completely genderfluid. 
“I like to think so,” they said easily. “It feels natural to me at least. But…I think what you’re really curious about is my physical form, yes?”
I cleared my throat awkwardly and rolled onto my side facing them, my head pillowed on my hands. “Yeah. Sorry. I’ve met a few intersex people before, but they’re all different, from what I understand—with dozens of physical presentations. And I’ve never had sex with someone like you.”
Hasumi stroked my hair and gave me a fond look. “I’m a bit rare, as I understand it, in that I have both female and male reproductive anatomy that is fully developed. The people of my race that were like me were all the same. But from what I gather, the same can’t be said for other races.” They smiled. “It’s good to ask. To be sure of your partner’s needs. I’m versatile. I enjoy all aspects of sex, and with all genders for partners. Though, honestly, I don’t invite penetration as much as I like to be on the giving side.” They frowned. “I suppose that has to do with vulnerability if I really think about it. I would be comfortable with allowing it with a partner who I trust.” They gave me a wry look. “Not that much opportunity has arisen since I was locked away in the bestiary.” 
I nodded my understanding. “Just tell me what you want and I’m open to whatever. I mean. If this is like, a recurring thing between us?”
They smirked, and the expression was so jarring on their usually calm, peaceful features. “I certainly have no objections to sharing your bed Andy, whenever you wish it.”
I bit down on the urge to ask them how long that offer stood. Were they planning to leave after we found my sister? Was this just some fun until they decided to move on. I mean…they had been locked away in a book for goddess knows how long. I’d probably want to get laid too, after that. 
I couldn’t ask if they planned to stay, though. Because if the answer was no, I’d find my heart stomped on one too many times in the space of a couple days. Instead, I snuggled in and enjoyed the feel of Hasumi’s comforting aura against my own. For now, this was enough. When they all got back from the big rescue mission and we had nothing else tying us together, then I’d ask them all if they wanted to stay. Soon, just…not yet. 
I couldn’t take it right now if they all disappeared. 




Chapter 5

Dyre


I hated every damned bit of this.  
But what was new? I hadn’t had a say in my own life in years, and that was before the fucking Lovells came along and imprisoned me in their stupid grimoire. First, it had been my parents calling the shots. Now the dark thing inside me was running the show. 
We had come to an agreement of sorts since my permanent possession and transformation into all-powerful necromancer freak extraordinaire. Neither one of us really wanted to die. If something happened to me, Sunshine wouldn’t die, exactly, but he’d be sent back to wherever the fuck he came from, and he seemed less than thrilled at the thought. Just the distant, faint memory-impression of what that existence had been for him chilled me to the bones.
So, I did what I had to do to survive, and he helped. Even if having him inside me was probably the thing that would kill me, in the end. 
It wasn’t like I could argue with the chilling, massively powerful presence that lived inside me anyway. So, after a few years of exhausting myself by trying to fight against him, I had agreed to this reluctant truce—I wouldn’t fight him when he decided it was safer for him to take over to keep us safe, and he wouldn’t drain my corpse dry and move onto the next sucker willing to trade freedom and longevity for power. 
When he said we were staying here with the witch and her weirdos, I had protested. I never stayed in one place for very long, if I could help it. Less risk of being hunted down by self-righteous pricks that way. Existing the way I did was a crime punishable by death. Not that it had stopped my family from forcing me into this mess in their insane quest for power, but hey, that’s family for you, right?
Now not only was I forced to stay here, I had just ended up as the Lovell witch’s self-proclaimed babysitter. All because my dark overlord said so. I got the feeling that he actually liked the witch. Which was not only unheard of, it was also…concerning. 
Wraiths didn’t feel things like affection. They didn’t care for the wellbeing of living, breathing people. They fed on souls. On death and despair. Why the fuck were we so concerned with this witch all of the sudden? I was frankly surprised that I hadn’t been forced to murder her and everyone in this fucked-up household already, just to ensure our existence and our newly restored freedom remained a secret. 
I had done worse. Sometimes under duress. Sometimes of my own free will. It got harder and harder, the longer I carried the wraith inside me, to tell which of the consciousnesses inhabiting my body was the real monster. But I had learned long ago that the only person I could trust to look out for me, was me. And once in a while the other guy who lived inside me. We did what we had to do to survive. Even if it wasn’t pretty. So if Sunny said we should stay here, then he was probably right. But still…
“We could just go get the witch’s sister back ourselves,” I said quietly. Nothing like getting caught talking to yourself. But I really hated carrying on whole conversations entirely in my own mind. Made me feel even crazier than usual.
No. You would attract the attention of the Supernatural Alliance and be executed, since you won’t let me eradicate them. 
I sighed. “We’re wasting our time here playing house. Playing babysitter. What the fuck, dude?”
You wished to stop running. 
I stopped for a second in surprise. Then I rolled my eyes as I made my way down the hallway to the kitchen, where I knew everyone would be gathered to discuss their last-minute plans for the rescue mission. It was their favorite room in this spectacular, creepy old mansion. And I had to admit, the energy there was cleaner than the rest of the house. You could tell the space was one Andy had claimed as her own. The taint of her ancestors was nearly undetectable in the modern kitchen, overpowered by Oleander’s own clean, earthy magic. “What?” I muttered to the wraith inside me.
In Hispania. After I fed from that coven that was chasing us and turned them into desiccated husks and you refused to reanimate them and take over the country. You said you wished to stop running. 
“I meant from the authorities. In that particular situation. Not like…settle down and get a house.”
You did not. 
I shook my head. “Since when do you care about what I want, anyway?”
There was a long pause as he apparently considered my question. He gave off this sensation in my mind sometimes, like he was just really confused about the world he found himself in. Since some time ago, perhaps, he said slowly. I do not know.
I entered the kitchen as I pondered that crock of bullshit. I was just a convenient vessel for the dark power inside me, a place for him to sit around and enjoy the view until he got bored. 
Even if he insisted that he had been forced into this bond as much as I was. I wasn't about to start feeling sorry for the monster who possessed me.
The scene in the kitchen was almost heartwarming. If you were into that sort of thing. Oleander Lovell was surrounded by her harem, all of them chatting and making stupid excuses to touch each other while they made food. I didn’t get it. It was one little pissing match with another witch coven, not the end of the world. They acted like it was such a big deal. Like they were going to be away long enough to miss each other. For fuck’s sake. The witch must have a magic pussy. I didn’t see any other reason for them to be so sickeningly attached. 
I moved around the herd to get my own food from the spread that was laid out along the kitchen counter, then retreated to a nice, safe corner to observe. I could feel the thing inside me, sense how confused he was. How curious he was about all this emoting and bonding. He wasn't used to this. Neither of us were, since we never spent any extended period of time around others.
They are concerned they will not return?
I sighed and thought a reply while I took a bite of my chili. Maybe? I don’t fucking know. I guess maybe they’re worried one of them will get a scratch or something? Maybe they’re worried about going one damned night without getting laid. Who the fuck knows? 
The presence inside me seemed both confused and amused. You seem angry. 
I huffed and continued eating. I was not angry. 
Are you…jealous? Is this what that emotion feels like? It is unpleasant. 
I rolled my eyes. “Oh, shut the fuck up, that's not what this is.”
I only realized I had said that out loud when everyone started staring at me. “What? Can’t a guy talk to himself in peace?” I bit out.
Andy laughed and went back to talking to Niamh, going over the Fae’s plans for tomorrow morning, when the herd would leave for Eire and I’d be stuck with a slow witch student, a stuck-up ghost, and a weird-assed, constantly grinning boogeyman who planned to pop back and forth to give us updates, since he could move through the in between spaces. 
At least the food was good. 
I tuned out the conversations around me, but I couldn’t quite bring myself to just leave. Something doesn’t feel right, the wraith said slowly. 
I muttered under my breath at my monster’s silent observation. “No shit, you think?” My gut had been cramping for a couple minutes now.
It was right about then that I felt the strong elemental aura pressing through the wards around the Lovell mansion. I tensed, but a moment later, a short, slender form materialized in the center of the room. 
Just the fucking jinn, which explained how he got in so easy. The wards recognized him. I was surprised they had slowed him down at all. Goddess, I thought it was an intruder for a second there. I leaned back in my chair and took a bite of my cornbread. 
“Aahil?” Andy said, clearly torn between anger and relief. “Where the fuck have you been?”
The jinn didn’t speak, and when he turned, his eyes were dull and flat, his expression shuttered. His magic was shuttered too. As if…ah, fuck. 
He was being compelled. 
It all happened so fast. The jinn moved with the swift, deadly fluidity of a flame, twisting, darting, dematerializing and reappearing in the blink of an eye. I shot to my feet, calling to my magic, but it was like watching everything happen in slow motion as he slapped a palm on the water weaver’s arm, leaving behind a shimmering sigil laced with foreign magic. Hasumi moved, opened their mouth to speak, lifted their hand to do something with their magic…then disappeared in a spray of mist. 
I shot a bolt of pure, raw energy at the jinn, but he disappeared just before it struck, reappearing behind the gargoyle and repeating his little trick as the cabinet behind where he had stood just seconds before exploded in a rain of splinters. 
Zhong was gone in the blink of an eye. The others were shouting. Andy seemed frozen, but her magic curled around her, snaking up from the earth below the house to lend her strength. If only she actually had any fucking clue how to use it defensively. 
I sent another ball of magic at the jinn, this one filled with pain, and darkness, and death. It hit him, should have stunned him and brought him to his knees. But he just absorbed it, bending over at the pain that ripped through him but still moving, the compulsion stronger than his torment. 
The fae was gone next. Her blade sliced into the jinn’s upper arm before she vanished, but he ignored the splash of bright blood that painted the kitchen floor. The jinn turned toward me next, blood still flowing from the cut made by the enchanted elven blade. No fucking way was he going to pull whatever bullshit with me that he had with the others. I reached out a hand, twisted invisible fingers in his soul—in his very essence—and pulled. 
He fell to his knees, gasping, the bright flame of his aura flickering like a flame about to go out. 
“Dyre, no!” Andy gripped my arm, yanking hard. “Stop it, you’re killing him!”
I kept my eyes glued on the jinn as the witch’s nails dug into my arm. “He’s being controlled,” I said evenly. “You aren’t going to be able to stop him unless you kill him. Maybe he’ll pass out first. But whoever did this will just call him back.” I didn’t have anything personal against the jinn…but I had seen the darkness and misery in him from all the years of Lovell abuse. I was doing him a favor, putting him out of his misery before he could be used again.
Andy hit me. Actually fucking hit me. My head snapped to the side as I took the brunt of a pretty decent right hook. I lost my grip on my magic, like an idiot who didn’t know better, and the jinn stood, his aura flaring back to life. His eyes met mine and I knew he was dead inside. There was no reaching the guy. 
I pushed the angry witch aside. Which wasn’t easy. She weighed more than I did, and she was pissed. She shoved me back, making me stumble, then turned to the crazed jinn. 
“Aahil! Come on, snap out of it, asshole. You’re stronger than this. Are you going to let yourself be controlled again? Remember who the fuck you are!”
I shook my head and readied another spell. But Andy rounded on me again. “Stop it!”
Darkness coalesced around the jinn, but it wasn’t me this time. Pure terror rippled through me, and I thanked fuck that magic wasn’t actually directed at me. The full force of the boogeyman’s nightmare must be crippling. 
Aahil swayed, shook his head, pressed his clawed hands to his temple, and took another halting step in our direction, even as tears streamed down his red-brown cheeks. 
“Fucking. Go. Under.” Ambrose’s disembodied upper-crust voice insisted. I could feel how much raw magic he was pushing into the jinn. But it wasn’t just Aahil we were fighting…I had a sneaking suspicion we were up against not only the power of an extremely old and talented elemental, but also an entire fucking coven of asshats that had no business having that much magic. Who knew what they were using to bolster their abilities? They were probably dirtier than a necromancer. 
I lent my own magic to the mix, pulling at the jinn’s soul again, but he seemed to be ready for it this time, able to form some sort of protective barrier. He stumbled another step closer, black claws outstretched as he raked a hand through Ambrose’s black smoky shadow. The sigil on the charm he held flared to life, grabbing onto Ambrose’s shadowy form. 
“Fuck,” I snapped, stepping forward to toss a killing curse at the jinn. “Ambrose, get out of here!”
The boogeyman disappeared, and I ground my teeth together as the jinn’s mouth curled into a cruel smile and he straightened. His golden eyes were still lifeless. That smile wasn’t coming from him. It was coming from the coven and their delight in their new toy. I felt Andy pull on her magic beside me, trying to shield her mind the way I had taught her. Fuck. Was he trying to use his jinn mind tricks on her? She didn’t stand a chance.
Andy froze, arms going limp at her sides, simply waiting for the jinn to approach. 
I narrowed my eyes. I was going to rip this fucker apart and put him back together wrong just so I could reanimate him and watch him suffer. Maybe the witches controlling him would think twice about fucking with a necromancer next time. I squared up with the jinn. “Right. Come the fuck on, you little dipshit.” I held my arms out, green magic flaring to life in my palms.
The jinn waved a hand dismissively and a ring of fire erupted around me, a similar one encircling the immobile witch. I scoffed. “I’m not afraid of a little fire, you cowards. Yeah, that's right. I see you in there, bitches. Hiding behind the little jinn, how pathetic.” If I could get the people controlling Aahil mad enough, they’d fuck up. That’s how it always went. Then I could take the tiny terror down without destroying the whole house. Andy would probably thank me for that. After she was done being pissed at me for killing her fuckbuddy. 
The darkness inside me rose up suddenly, my own consciousness pushed to the side. Protect the witch!
The jinn flashed out of existence and rematerialized—not near me, as I had anticipated, but right in front of Andy. Damn it, I had assumed they would try to grab me next, since I was the more powerful creature in the room. Andy stood immobilized, her eyes pleading and magic struggling to get free from his mental hold on her mind. I leapt for them, but the jinn was faster, grabbing the witch’s necklace and yanking the bone charm from her throat. I hit Andy at a dead run, wrapped my arms around her, and threw up a shield, just as the presence inside of me took over. 
The mind control Aahil had over Andy snapped the moment my shield was up. Dark power coursed through my body as I released the angry, cussing witch and turned to face the jinn through the smoky black bubble of my shield. “I will find you,” the thing inside me promised, that deep, creepy voice full of disdainful anger. “And you will regret that you ever walked the earth. This witch is mine.”
I felt the power move over and through me, felt myself grow taller and wider, shadows gathering around me, spirits and corpses starting to sing in my awareness for miles around. The jinn froze. He took a breath, awareness returning to his eyes for one brief, sad second. Then he disappeared, summoned back by witches who at least had enough common sense to know that they were about to lose. Badly.
Andy slammed into the rippling bubble of black smoke that surrounded us, pounding her fists against the barrier in frustration. “No! Goddess damn you.” She whirled on me. “Why did you do that? You didn’t try to get them back. You didn’t even try to save him!”
Dyre looked out from my eyes, but I wasn’t Dyre at the moment. I was the wraith. Dyre was only a spectator. “Why would I save them?” I asked curiously.
She glared and clenched her fists at her sides, not even remotely afraid of me, for some strange reason. Every living being was afraid of me. It was instinctual. Maybe this witch was defective.
“Because we were just fucking attacked, you dickwad!” she screeched. “Why didn't you come out sooner? You protected me. Why not the others?” Tears were tracking down her cheeks, not at all hindered by the rage on her face and the anger in her voice. It was interesting how living people seemed to be able to feel multiple emotions at the same time. You wouldn’t think they’d have the mental capacity for that, from what I had observed of their behavior.
“I did not want you to be taken,” I said flatly, emotionlessly. “Your overreaction confuses me.”
She stomped closer to us, the stupid, fearless witch. Dyre wanted to tell her not to do something stupid. The other part, the part that wasn’t Dyre, the part that was me…was simply curious. She slapped me with every bit of strength she possessed, right across the face, putting a little bit of magical oomph behind it. But I didn’t flinch, wasn’t moved an inch. I didn’t even feel pain when I was in control like this. At least not from something so insignificant. But Dyre would feel it later.
Oleander yanked her hand back with a hiss of pain. “You’re a fucking heartless monster!” She yelled. “They took everyone! And you just fucking stood there and let it happen. Do you have no soul at all, you damned walking corpse?”
My head tilted as I felt Dyre’s little flash of hurt layered over my own confusion. Neither one of us was surprised to be called a monster. But only one of us cared. Usually. 
This time, I felt the need to…pause. Consider. Wonder. 
“Is a soul required to feel these things?” My hand pressed to my chest, as if I could take out my host’s inconvenient heart and get rid of the tightness in my chest. 
Andy let out a bitter laugh. “I will make you pay for this. If they’re…if they’re dead, I swear to fuck I will find a way to exorcise you from that witch you’re wearing like a skin and send your creepy ass back to hell where it belongs.”
I watched her flashing gray eyes curiously as I lowered my shield. “You could certainly try.”
A chill shadow coalesced in the center of the room, interrupting our staring contest. “I believe they’re just stolen. Not dead,” Ambrose commented dryly. 
I felt the other presence inside me slip away into the background to sulk like a confused child who didn’t know why they had just been reprimanded. Gripping the back of a nearby chair, I waited for the dizziness to pass. It always sucked when he took over and pushed power through me. “What do you mean?” I asked, my voice once again my own.
Andy looked at me sharply when my voice changed. But Ambrose acted like it was nothing out of the ordinary. “I felt the charm he attempted to attach to me as it was trying to trigger. It almost had me, but I slipped into the in between and shook it off.” He shrugged. “It was definitely trying to pull me away somewhere, not kill me.”
I sighed and glanced at the angry witch at my side, who was wiping her face with rough, jerky movements, like even her tears were pissing her off. “Well,” I said evenly. “They didn’t get all of us.”
She narrowed her eyes at me. “Yay.”
I shrugged. “Look, he…the, uh, wraith…he doesn’t understand emotions. He’s really fucking confused by things like family, and caring about the wellbeing of others, and stuff like that. It’s nothing personal.”
Andy arched her brows at me in disbelief. “Are you seriously fucking defending that thing right now?”
I glared right back at her. “Yeah, I am. If it weren’t for him, you and I would have joined your fuckbuddies wherever the hell they are now. He protected you when you couldn’t even manage to fight off a simple little mind manipulation spell. If you strip him from me—not that you even could because he’s fucking immense and you’re just a piddling little earth witch with no training and no coven—but if you could, I’d die too. So, yeah. I’m taking his fucking side. Just like always. Because I have to if I want to continue to exist.”
I shoved the chair out of my way. “Though some days I wonder why the hell I even bother anymore.”
Pushing past the silly, pampered green-haired witch, I left before I really lost it. 
Get rid of Sunshine. Ha. Like she would even stand a chance. But then…she had just ripped apart a grimoire that was spelled from here to the fucking moon with powerful Lovell curses. If anyone could manage it, it might be Oleander Lovell. 
Would you rather die than share this body with me? The darkness inside me was as emotionless as ever. He was simply curious. Is the burden that great?
I scoffed as I made my way up the ostentatious curving staircase toward my borrowed room. But the sickening truth was…no. I didn’t want someone to yank the wraith out of me and end us both. I wasn’t just attached to living. I was also…attached to him. 
Maybe I really should be put down. 
Or maybe you have finally realized that I do not actually wish for you to suffer. 
“Go away,” I snapped, slamming the bedroom door. 
I couldn’t force him to shut up. But he usually respected my wishes when I told him I needed the illusion of having my head to myself for a while. 
I was a bit disappointed when he retreated without argument. 




Chapter 6

Andy


Gone. I had worked so hard to free everyone from the bestiary, risked my goddess damned  life to see it done. And now…now they were all right back where they’d started, captured by someone else—most likely another evil fucking witch coven who wanted to enslave them and use them for their power. It was bullshit. I was so pissed off. 
I tried to hold onto that anger, to let it fuel me into action, but it just wouldn’t stay. I was losing the battle against my own stupid self-pity. 
Aahil had left. Then he came back to steal away everyone else I cared about. And yes, it was pretty clear to me that he wasn’t himself, that he was being manipulated. Again. It had to be the same coven that had captured my sister. But how the fuck had he gotten himself captured in the first place?
Had he really gotten tired of me and my refusal to use my power to its full, dark potential and just…traipsed off to find another witch who was more his style? Had he gone off to support these people? Had he wanted to join forces with them? It sounded stupid. Except…this was Aahil we were talking about. If he got an idea in that bitter, devious head of his, he was likely to act on it on impulse, without really thinking about little things like consequences. 
What if…what if he heard that the O’Learys had another Lovell and were about to use her to start a war with The Supernatural Alliance and…. My mind was spinning, trying to think like a jinn with hundreds of years of bitterness, trauma, and grudges to settle. What if he saw the perfect opportunity to get rid of a Lovell, ruin the Alliance, rile up the magical population so they started trying to destroy each other again, and piss me off, all in one fell swoop?
What if he went willingly, thinking he could play mind games and act like an ally? What if this all had been nothing more than a game to him from the very start?
I ran a hand over my face and collapsed on the garden bench, my eyes raking over all the trees and plants Niamh had nursed back to life here with her fae magic. Zhong had rebuilt the fountain using raw muscle and his affinity for stone. Hasumi had filled the fountain with water, and it was usually dancing with swirls and ripples even when he wasn’t in the immediate vicinity, powered only by his residual magic. Now, everything was still and quiet. 
Bis clambered up on my lap, but I barely felt his little claws digging into my leg. At least he had been smart enough to stay out of the way and keep himself safe during the whole mess earlier. 
This was my fault. 
I had freed everyone. Then I had put them all at risk by trusting Aahil, even when I knew I shouldn’t. I had been so blind and so desperate to change him. I was so sure there was goodness in there somewhere, buried deep inside the jinn. But I was wrong. And because of that, all the others had been taken. 
Who knew what the fuck the other coven was doing to them right now? The family I had grown to love was probably being tortured, dragged right back into their worst nightmares. And it was all my fault. 
A cool, shivery sensation ghosted along my left side, and I closed my eyes, swallowing my pain as I automatically thought it was Elijah. But even my angelic ghost had been taken from me, when Aahil stole the necklace that held the ghost's anchor. 
“This is not your fault,” Ambrose said softly, just a touch of upper crust in his slight accent as he took a seat beside me on the bench. 
I sighed and stroked Bis’s little skunk-striped head. “Yeah, it is. I trusted the wrong person. Everyone told me not to. But I ignored their warnings.”
The bogeyman touched my knee with one pitch-black hand. It was strange, being comforted by a literal creature of nightmares. “Do you honestly think that your jinn willingly betrayed us?” His deep voice was soft. Not a judgement. Just a question.
I took in a deep breath, held it, then let it out. “I don’t want to think so. But…why else would he just up and leave?”
Ambrose lifted his hand from my knee to tuck my hair behind my ear, baring my face to him so he could watch my expression. “You think he abandoned you? Why?”
I let out a short, mean laugh. “Because he kept my sister from me this whole time and he knew I’d be pissed.” Because he never actually cared in the first place. That had all just been my wishful thinking.
Ambrose hummed, looking out over the garden. “Perhaps. He certainly doesn’t seem like the type to sit around and talk things out. Or apologize.”
I closed my eyes, my hands fisting against my thighs. “Yeah.”
“The others were angry with him. Accusatory. I’m not quite so…vested in things as the rest are. You’ve all been a family longer than I’ve been here. But I think that gives me a bit more perspective. It’s easy to form an unbiased opinion when you watch from the shadows.”
I opened my eyes and looked at him. Was it weird that I was already used to his creepy black eyes with their red pupils? “Oh?” I said flatly. “And what great insights did you gather from the shadows this time?”
He shrugged, and I couldn’t help but notice how he always had this little bit of…elegance…to him. It was just wrong. It seemed like a bogeyman should be all rough and growly. Maybe a bit less like a wise, trusted family butler with a sense of humor. He gave me a wry look. “I think…your Aahil didn’t realize he was doing anything wrong by keeping the secret he had sworn to keep. I think he felt bad when he realized it might have upset you, in retrospect, after the others pointed it out. I think he does try to uphold some sort of moral code, even if it doesn’t follow the same rules as others. Perhaps he was simply…trying to fix his error.”
I blinked at him. “You think Aahil—like, our Aahil, the one who likes to set people on fire for fun—felt guilty? And that he…what, just ran off and tried to rescue my sister on his own to make me feel better?” Ridiculous. Aahil didn’t give a single fuck what anyone here thought of him or his actions. He never had. 
Ambrose raised one black brow at me and gave me a look that said that was exactly what he believed had happened. 
I snorted. “Yeah, right. He probably just took off to avoid confronting things like feelings and apologies, and the O’Learys just happened to be waiting for him. If they have my sister, then they probably know about me by now. They’ve probably just been waiting for one of you to leave the safety of the mansion so they could grab you.”
He shrugged again. “Perhaps. I suppose we won’t know for certain until we get the others back, so we can ask the jinn himself.”
I let out a slow breath. I didn’t think Ambrose was right about Aahil. But still, the pressure in my chest let up just a little bit at the possibility—no matter how small—that Aahil might care more than I thought. 
Stupid. I know. But I never claimed to be smart when it came to feelings.
Leaning over, I planted an impulsive kiss on the boogeyman’s black cheek. At least…that’s what I planned. But he turned his head at the last minute, making sure my kiss landed full on his lips. Like when he had wheedled a kiss from me before, he didn’t touch me, other than that one point of contact. And yet, the press and glide of our lips made me shudder, his dark aura caressing my own, seductive, deep, and alive with unseen things. 
I sat back before I could do something even more stupid. Focus, Andy. Ambrose was watching me with a half smirk and a lifted brow, as if my very existence was a surprise and he was just waiting with bated breath to see what I would do next. I kind of liked the idea. 
Taking a deep breath, I moved Bis to my shoulder and straightened my spine. Rubbing my palms on my jeans-clad thighs I mustered all the energy I could, then stood, letting some of the anger roll back in to fuel my determination. I was a fucking Lovell witch. My lineage and my magic were some of the oldest and most powerful in this world—even if I hadn’t really learned to use that heritage effectively. I wasn’t about to sit here on my ass whining about my hurt feelings. Not when there was a coven begging for an ass-whooping and a gaggle of hot, powerful creatures depending on me to bring them home where they belonged.
“Right,” I said, nodding my head decisively. “Thanks for the pep talk, Ambrose. Let’s go get the necromancer and pay the O’Learys a visit.”
I headed for the door with sure steps. Ambrose turned into smoke, then materialized from the shadows in the hallway, keeping stride with me as I headed for the workroom upstairs where Dyre liked to sulk. “Andy, I appreciate the enthusiasm. But I’m not sure that’s really advisable,” the boogeyman cautioned.
I rolled my eyes as I made my way up the stairs, Ambrose hot on my heels. “Since when has that ever stopped me?” I turned down the hall toward the workroom as he flowed along next to me on silent feet, all darkness and urgency. “I know you’re kind of new around here,” I told him flippantly, trying my best to squash my screaming nerves. “But nothing I ever do could be considered ‘advisable.’”
I entered the workroom to find Dyre’s lanky frame bent over the desk, frowning down at some moldy old Lovell grimoire. “Careful,” I told him as I went to perch my ass on the workbench across from him. “Those things will rot your brain.”
He looked up at me with eyes that were half violet and half chilling black. His voice, when he spoke, was a little more than usual, deeper and colder, but not full-on creepo. “Don’t worry, I’m a master at avoiding rot. Necromancy 101, little witch.”
I arched a brow at him, not sure which one of the personalities inside the redhead was cracking necromancy jokes. It was…unnerving…to think that the thing inside Dyre might want to banter with me. I shook my head. “Gross. Okay, how are we going to get inside the O’Leary coven’s stronghold and get our people back?”
Dyre stared at me for a beat, then looked at Bis, then looked at Ambrose standing beside me. “She’s serious, isn’t she?”
Ambrose shrugged. “Apparently.”
I snorted. “Of course I’m serious. We need to go get them back. Like now. I’m open to ideas, since I’m not usually out there pillaging and…whatever the hell awful things boogeymen and necromancers do. So, whacha got?”
Ambrose sighed.
Dyre frowned at me. “The O’Leary’s—if we are correct in assuming they’re the ones who took your little harem—have an entire coven of trained magic users at their disposal. That wouldn’t be so bad, normally. But now they also have access to and control over another Lovell witch, two powerful jinn, a fae hunter, an angel, a gargoyle, and a water weaver.” He rolled his eyes. “I could probably manage to kill them all, if I let Sunshine out to drain their souls in a mass extermination and reanimate the dead to fight against the rest—a move that would most definitely get me hunted by The Supernatural Alliance and every powerful magic user on the planet. But somehow, I think you’d object to that.”
He arched a blood red brow at me, and I crossed my arms over my chest. “Maybe,” I ground out like a sullen kid.
The necromancer stood and leaned his skinny ass on the worktable. “Of course, I am pretty powerful on my own merits alone. And I would have the help of a boogeyman,” he glanced at Ambrose. “Provided you want to help?” At Ambrose’s nod, he continued. “But that’s it. Me, a boogeyman, and one untrained witch against all that power. And you think we should just rush over there and…run at them?”
I narrowed my eyes at him. “Well, when you say it that way it just sounds stupid.”
He huffed a laugh. “Because it is stupid, Lovell. Think things through for once in your life. Use some of that supposed cunning that your family is known for. I only just got free. I don’t intend to end my existence so soon.”
Ambrose put a hand on my shoulder. “We will find a way to get them back,” he said firmly. “But rushing in headlong won’t help them.” He met Dyre’s eyes and a look of pure, awful understanding passed between the two men. “We have both learned the value of patience, even when things seem hopeless.”
Dyre blinked, the violet disappearing completely from his eyes. His strange, layered voice reverberated in my bones and made me shudder. “I will teach you how to use your magic, Lovell witch. The silly coven will learn the error of their ways.”
I swallowed hard. “Um. No offense, but no thank you. Can you send Dyre back out to play, please?”
The dark thing straightened and took a step closer to me, invading my space. Dyre’s sharp-edged, handsome-but-sickly, face looked down at me, as if he was studying a particularly interesting insect. “You refuse my offer, witch? I’ve struck down mortals for less.”
I licked my lips, unable to look away from those fathomless black eyes. “Cool story, bro. Not really interested in selling my soul today, though. Can I talk to Dyre now?”
The long fingers that gripped my face were ice-cold and laced with an inhuman strength. “Do not disrespect me witchling. I lived long before your ancestors ever set foot on this earth. I have seen entire generations come and go, their power lost to time. I’ve seen empires rise and fall. I could teach you things you can’t even conceive of with your limited perception.”
The fear swirling through me pissed me off, and I did what I did best, letting the anger take over to cover my terror and helplessness. I snapped, shoving his hand off me, though I suspected it only worked because he let me. “I think ‘lived’ is a bit of an over exaggeration for a walking corpse. Not interested, creepo. No means no. Now send Dyre back out. We’re done here.”
Those black eyes pinned me to the spot. The thing that pretended to be Dyre wasn’t even breathing. Which was just a wee bit unsettling. I was pretty sure Dyre needed air. 
Then, as quickly as it had taken over, Dyre’s scary parasite receded, leaving the necromancer right in my face, staring at me with his suddenly violet eyes. “You shouldn’t antagonize him,” he breathed, his deep voice a bit unsteady and his fingers spasming at his sides. Then he spun away from me and went back to snatch up the book he had been reading. 
“Teach me how to use my magic,” I demanded. “You, Dyre. Not that thing inside you. I don’t want anything to do with black magic. But you were a witch like me once upon a time. Before the wraith. You can teach me.”
He nodded, not looking at me. “I could. If you want to trust a tainted necromancer with your sweet, pristine magic.” His voice sounded so bitter. I almost wanted to feel sorry for him. But he was the one who had entered into a contract with a creature of darkness just to gain more power.
I sighed. “Not like I have a whole lot of other options, here, dude.”
He turned back, and his expression was that same emotionless, cool thing that he always wore. As if my words and my disgust for his kind weren’t at all hurtful to him. “Fine. I’ll teach you. But I’m not going to take it easy on you. You’ve got a lot to learn.”
I nodded. “Good. Because I’m not going to just let the others rot while I try to figure out my shit. You give me the crash course in witching, so we’re prepared. And then…I’m going to call the Supernatural Alliance. You’re right. We can’t do this on our own. We need help.”
It was a mystery to me why the Alliance hadn’t already stepped in and squashed this rebellion. But then again, institutions like that always moved slower than they should, thanks to all the rules and red tape. Though there was also the issue of field mage Jacki's reservations about her employers….
“They can’t be trusted,” Ambrose said softly, making me jump. I had forgotten he was there during all the drama with Dyre. He really could just…fade into the shadows. Maybe he had some boogeyman magic to make people overlook him. That was an unsettling thought. Though, I’d already pretty much gotten used to having zero privacy, thanks to Elijah.
“I know,” I said flatly. “Something is definitely up with the Alliance. But at least some of them are decent people. Maybe Jacki and her people will help. They did send Junaid to us.”
“If we’re going to have anything to do with the Alliance, I’ll need to work on a way to disguise what I am,” Dyre said thoughtfully. “It’s a risk. And Sunshine really will just nuke the place if he thinks I’m in real danger. We both want to live.” He shrugged, and we all ignored the fact that he apparently called the dark, ancient, evil being inside him Sunshine. The sarcastic irony in that was beautiful. “But you’re right,” he continued, unaware of my thoughts. “We could use the help if we want to be all lawful and handle this at least somewhat quietly. And besides, once we get your people back, we can just leave the Alliance fuckheads to clean everything else up. Make it their mess to deal with, not ours.”
I bit my lip, gnawing on it as I tried to decide if this was a good idea, or suicide. 
“I suppose it’s about the only diplomatic way to handle things,” Ambrose chimed in. “Call in the…authorities…but prepare as much as we can, in case we have to break from them in the end.” He made it sound like “diplomatic” and “authorities” were the same thing as “flaming dogshit,” but he at least seemed willing to help. 
“Great,” I said, planting my hands on my hips. “So we have a plan.”
“We don’t have a plan,” Dyre said, rolling his eyes as he went to the bookshelf to pull own a few more old books. I thought at least one of them was an intermediate magic primer. “We have a loose idea.”
“A passing thought, at best,” Ambrose agreed.
I glanced between them. “And you’re both going to gang up on me now, aren’t you?”
Ambrose’s mouth curled into a wicked smirk and his black and red eyes raked over my body. “Was that an invitation, witch?”
Dyre snorted. “Not tag-teaming with you, freak.”
I closed my eyes and pressed the heels of my hands into my eye sockets. “Why did Aahil have to leave me with the biggest assholes of the bunch?”
Bis chirped in sympathy and patted my hair with one tiny rodent hand. 
At least someone was on my side. 




Chapter 7

Dyre


Creating spells to disguise the entire breadth and depth of your magic, as well as keep people from realizing you were a walking horror possessed by an ancient wraith was no small feat. But I was a strong witch, even before I was possessed. And now…now there wasn’t a person alive who could rival my magic if I ever let Sunny take over.  
This is foolishness, the monster in my head said for the millionth time. I still do not understand why we must hide. Why we must follow the silly rules of mortals. 
I sighed. “Look, man. You want to help your precious earth witch? Then we need to play by her rules. You want to keep us from being hunted constantly by every fucking self-righteous prick in the world, then we hide.”
The presence inside of me sent out a feeling that I could only describe as a pissy sigh. He didn’t understand anything. He didn’t care for nuances like social constructs, or feelings, or little things like right and wrong. Although, I had to admit, at this point in my life, those concepts all seemed pretty stupid to me too. I knew the way humanity worked—paranormal or otherwise. And I had seen firsthand, many times, how they reacted to a necromancer, even an unwilling one who was just trying to salvage what was left of his miserable existence. 
Honestly, there had been a time in my life, right after this damned contract with the wraith was sealed, when I just wanted to die. But now…now I was determined to keep surviving just to piss everyone off. It was like giving the whole world the middle finger.
She is not my precious witch, the presence inside me whispered sullenly. 
I scoffed as I carefully measured out a bit of arsenic from the fully stocked Lovell shelves of herbs and poisons. “Oh, really? Then why the fuck are you so protective of her? Why did you insist that we stay here in the first place? Why aren’t we out there, right now, miles away from this whole mess, lying low and doing what we’ve always done to survive?”
I could feel him thinking, trying to make sense of these strange things called emotions. 
I…am simply curious.
I snorted. “Right.”
You are drawn to this witch as well. You don’t wish to feel so alone. I have felt it in you since I was summoned. This hard, aching, hole inside you. It is very confusing. And unpleasant. I do not like it.
I tossed a few more ingredients into the mortar I was holding, my face twisting into a sneer. “Fuck you. I’m not lonely. I don’t need anyone else trying to run my damned life.”
You are lying again. Stop this. It is pointless and confusing. 
I set my things aside and ran a hand through my hair, yanking it out of the low ponytail that held it. Long strands tangled between my fingers, red as life’s blood, the ironic reminder of my witch origins. Andy’s hair was the green of growing things. While mine was the color of a severed artery, of death. No two witches could be more different. “Maybe you should stop poking around in my head, if you don’t like it,” I snapped.
I am not your enemy.
“Could have fooled me,” I muttered, flipping through the old spell book that sat on the workbench. But he was right. That was a lie too. I knew that despite everything I should feel about the evil presence that lived inside me…I no longer considered Sunny my enemy. I hadn’t for a long time now. 
In fact, he was the only one I trusted in this whole fucked-up world. 
The wraith’s morals might be skewed, and he might have absolutely zero concept of compassion or how the living heart worked, but he never knowingly set out to hurt me. He was never anything but honest with me, even if that honesty came with an uncomfortable bluntness at times. Plus…he was just as much a prisoner here as I was. 
Andy’s aura of powerful, untapped earth magic warned me of her arrival, drawing me from my thoughts just before she spoke. “Figured I’d find you here,” she said as she set a plate of cookies on top of the open spell book. “I didn’t fully appreciate Zhong’s ability to keep us all fed until now.”
I glanced at the chocolate chip cookies, then returned to grinding ingredients for the tonic I’d have to gulp down constantly to suppress my link to Sunny. “And you thought you just had to share this amazing insight with me…I care why?”
She sighed and nudged the plate closer to me. When I ignored that, she leaned over my chair, her soft, generous breasts pressing against my shoulder and back as she wrapped her arms around me in the sick parody of a hug. I froze and she straightened, deftly snatching the mortar and pestle from my hands, taking her softness and warmth with her as she stole my spell ingredients. She probably had no clue what her nearness did to me. How much it hurt. 
Or maybe she did, and this was all just manipulation.
She perched on a stool and took up the grinding where I had left off, raising one dark green brow at me as she cast a meaningful look at the plate of cookies. “I promise they aren’t poisoned. Not even any magic in them. It was a human recipe.”
I crossed my arms and glared at her. “I was in the middle of something more important than dessert, witch. What do you want?”
Those dove gray eyes of hers studied my face. “You promised to help me learn to use my magic,” she reminded me. “But instead, you’ve been holed up in here for hours. Might as well let me help you with these spells and potions of yours. And besides,” she grimaced. “You look like you’re half-starved all the time. I thought you could use the calories. You can’t exactly work magic if your body is eating itself.”
I sighed and took a damned cookie from the plate. So I looked like a fucking corpse. Repulsive. Cursed. Abomination. What was new? “Again with the jabs at my looks. I’m so sorry I’m not just another hot, eager-to-please creature for you to add to your stable of pleasure slaves.”
“I’m not saying there’s anything wrong with how you look, asshole,” she said, forcefully grinding the pestle against the mortar like she wished it was my face. “I just wanted to make sure you’re not burning yourself out. And you promised to teach me magic! We’ve got shit to do, people depending on us, and you’re up here hiding away like some emo teenager.”
I huffed and devoured the entire cookie in three bites. “Happy?” The thing was surprisingly good, so I snatched another. Just to make a point. Not because I was fucking starving constantly and nothing I ever did would fully sate the hunger.
Why are you so angry with this woman?
“Oh, shut the fuck up!” I snapped out loud. 
Andy lifted a brow at me again. “Voices in your head acting up, necromancer? Maybe you should see a psychologist.”
I sneered. What did I care what she thought? She was only using me to free her lovers and learn how to use her magic. She’d never see me as an actual person. Only as a means to an end. Like every other fucking person in my life. 
“Dyre,” she said, setting the mortar aside and leaning her elbows on her knees as she stared me down. “What is your problem with me? Really. I freed you. I gave you a place to stay. We worked together to destroy the bestiary and undo my family’s bullshit. I thought…I thought we were friends.” She looked embarrassed and unhappy at the admission, but she said it anyway. She was braver than me. 
Or just stupid. That was it. She was a moron. 
“I am not your—”
And just like that, I was pushed aside, relegated to the back of my own damned mind as Sunny took over mid-sentence, silencing my snarky reply. I pushed back against him, but he ignored me. For fuck’s sake. Why was he so obsessed with Oleander Lovell?
My voice dropped, echoing with the memory of thousands of years of death and chaos. “Dyre is afraid,” the asshole said. And that was it. I put up my mental shields and checked out of this whole stupid, bullshit conversation. 
I felt Dyre retreat, as much as one could in a shared mind and body. My host was angry with me. I didn’t fully understand why. But I had slowly learned some things over the course of my time in this mortal body. I knew his fear and pain well enough. 
Oleander straightened up on her stool, her expression going wary as she regarded me. But she didn’t ask about my sudden emergence. “What is he afraid of?”
I looked around the well-stocked workroom, with its old architecture and its lingering traces of powerful magic. Dark magic had been worked here once. But the resonance of it had been all but wiped away by the magic this earth witch possessed. She was like an antidote to everything I was. It was fascinating. So was her defiance. Her refusal to fear us, when every other witch we had encountered cowered in terror. 
“He has realized that in order to make this plan of yours work, we will need to bind ourselves to you.”
She froze, her intriguing gray eyes going wide. “Uh…what?”
I stood and went to stand before her, gazing down into her surprised face. “I do not wish to harm him. But I do, all the same. I feed from his life force. You are correct that it makes him appear starved and wan. He is starving. We both are. This is why most hosts do not last long when they are possessed by the undead. And I starve myself by only taking just what I need to live. To keep from killing this body.”
She narrowed her eyes and stood, pushing into my space and glaring furiously at me, unflinching. “Likely story, coming from a parasite. If you don’t want to hurt him, then get the fuck out of him! You’re killing him and you act like that’s just…A-okay.”
I tilted my head, studying the witch up close, from the freckles that dotted her flushed cheeks to the outrage snapping in her eyes as her magic rose around her. She couldn’t hurt me, but she wanted to. 
“Why are you so angry?” I asked, reaching out to touch the warm curve of her cheek, so different from our cold skin. 
She trembled under my touch, but she didn’t pull away or let her fear take the upper hand. “I’m angry because you’re killing Dyre.”
“You care for him?” I asked curiously. “You are enraged because you think I am a threat to his wellbeing?”
She had the audacity to roll her eyes at me. “No shit, asshole.”
I cupped her cheek, tilting her head to the side so her wild tumble of dark black-green waves rippled across her pale skin with its pink undertones. She was so colorful, this witch, a palette of life and growing things. She resisted, but I was far stronger than her and she knew it. Eventually she gave up and let me have my way. “My very existence is a threat to his wellbeing,” I said evenly as I studied the blue pulse in the side of her neck, the thrumming life beneath her fragile skin. “And he is a threat to mine. We long ago agreed to work together to minimize the damage.”
She huffed. “Right. Says the guy who is possessing a witch.”
I lifted my other hand to comb my fingers through her soft hair, thoroughly enjoying the sensation. Strange that Dyre would constantly deny us both this pleasure. It had been decades before our imprisonment in the bestiary since he last let us touch a living being this way. He had felt so…confused and jumbled inside…after the last short, hard encounter with the man and woman in the back of that tavern. But I could feel his yearning to connect with other living beings. To know the warmth of their touch. Perhaps the words they spit at him afterward, once they had their fill of his body, had done more harm to the mortal I possessed than I realized at the time. In retrospect, with my new understanding of these strange mortal ideas like emotions and feelings…I think he wanted something more from our carnal encounters with others. What was it he was longing for? And why did I want this witch to answer the question for me? 
She swallowed and licked her lips, clearly uncomfortable with my touch and with the energy pulsing between us. I reluctantly released her, feeling…hurt? Was that what this uncomfortable sensation in our chest was? Did I care that this mortal woman was afraid of us? That she hated our touch? Absurd. 
I turned away to leaf idly through the discarded spell book, trying my best to make myself look…harmless. “I did not willingly possess this vessel,” I said softly. For some reason, I needed Oleander Lovell to understand. “I was summoned from a long slumber in the deep catacombs, somewhere between life and death. I was forced inside this body by a coven of witches who wished to increase their power.”
I turned to see her frowning at me. “Forced…by a coven? Necromancers are made by creating a bargain with darkness. And the other being is the one offering up promises of power in order to trick us into letting it feed off us until we are nothing but used up husks.” She shook her head. “What does a whole coven have to do with it?”
She asked these questions, but I could see her thinking furiously, making connections, examining possibilities. This witch was a Lovell witch. Her coven was the same sort of coven who would do what Dyre’s family had done. I could see her connecting the dots. I watched her silently, waiting. 
“He…Dyre didn’t summon you.”
I dipped my head in acknowledgement. 
“You mean…someone…put you in him? Against his will?” Her fingers curled against her thighs, fingernails rasping over the rough fabric of her pants. Clearly, this was a disturbing thought to the witch.
“They put me inside him against my will as well. I had no wish to wake from my slumber. I had no wish to be constrained to this tiny, soft, mortal body!” I slammed a hand down on the worktable, making a few bottles rattle, and the witch flinched. 
“Why stay, then?” she asked, meeting my eyes defiantly, as if she just had to prove that she wasn’t afraid of me. It made something strange coil through my gut like a living thing. It made me want to touch her again, for some reason. Maybe just to test her.
“Because we are bound,” I said simply. “I am here until this body and soul part ways permanently.” I stared into those gray eyes and admitted a secret of my own. “And I find…I do not wish to return to the dark so soon. I find I…have grown fond of the strange, confusing warmth of living.”
She trapped her bottom lip between her even white teeth and took a tentative step toward me, then she caught herself and squared her shoulders, hiding all hint of fear. “So you want to keep living. And to do that you need to keep Dyre alive. That doesn’t tell me why you think I need to be bound to you guys, or why Dyre is so pissy about it.” She crossed her arms over her ample chest, and I watched her. Why did mortals find my existence so abhorrent? It wasn’t as if their feeble lives were much better. 
“I feed from lifeforce. This is how it has always been since the beginning of time. I can’t prevent the drain on my host, though it is worse when we use my power. In order to hide from your Association people, we need to disguise my presence. Dyre plans to ingest a potion that will dampen our connection. But it will also prevent me from accessing his life force the way I normally do. Unless I am in the presence of death and destruction, I will weaken and starve.” 
I saw the glint in her eyes and spoke before she could fully form the thought. “No, I will not die. I will not go away permanently. I will always be tied to Dyre. Weakening me will weaken him. And it will leave him unable to call on my powers until the potion wears off and he actively lets me take control. We need you to bolster our life force. The other magic users will not question this. They will assume you and Dyre are life partners. It is not so unusual.”
She gave me the strangest look, her dark brows rippling and eyes going wide, lips caught somewhere between a gasp and a frown, as if she was surprised and horrified all at once. “You want me to…lifebond to Dyre? To a necromancer? To you? Absolutely fucking not!”
I sighed. “This is why he is angry. He says no witch would ever want to bond with him, even under this pretense, even temporarily. My host thinks he is a monster. He has strange ideas about his worth, and the opinions of others weigh far more heavily on him than they should.” I frowned at her in confusion. “I do not understand this. If the bond will help us achieve our goals, what is the harm?”
She blinked at me, her expression going blank for a long moment, leaving me bewildered, and angry at having displayed my ineptitude and ignorance to the mortal. 
Then the witch shook her head. “I…witches don’t even do lifebonds anymore. Except like, really crazy idiots who think they’ve found their one true love, or fated mate, or whatever bullshit they come up with while they’re high on fairy fungi or starweed.”
She did that thing again, gnawing on her own lip. I reached out and used my thumb to free the tender flesh before she could make herself bleed. I was too hungry to stand the smell at the moment, and past experience with mortals told me she wouldn’t trust Dyre if I drank her blood. 
The witch looked up at me, her eyes intent and questioning. But she didn’t flinch from my touch. “Dyre…he’s mad because he thinks I’ll say no. Because he thinks I will be so disgusted by him that I won’t even want to pretend to be his partner, even to shield him and save the others?” She smirked. “He’s…are you saying the big, bad necromancer is just…insecure?”
I nodded. “I think that is the correct interpretation of these emotions. I am not the best judge of these things. They are…nonsensical. My host was only a child when I was forced inside his head, a teenager, which has made the learning even more confusing. Teenaged mortals are…confounding.”
She laughed, still not moving away from me. “You’re not joking.” Then her expression turned serious, a hard edge underlying her words. “Who did this to Dyre?” she asked quietly. “To you? Who summoned a creature of darkness and forced it inside a poor, helpless kid?”
I met her gaze, my focus steady and my voice deepening only slightly from the memory of Dyre’s pain and anguish. From his feelings of betrayal. 
“His parents. His coven.”
She sucked in a breath as if she’d been punched. “Did you make them suffer? When it was done?”
My lips curved into a slow, involuntary smile. “I did. My host no longer has a family. Or a coven. We wiped them from existence before they had the chance to use us as they had planned.”
Her answering smile, full of righteous vengeance, awakened something deep inside me that I couldn’t identify. It was like looking at a reflection of my own satisfaction. “Good,” she said evenly. Then she licked her plump lips again. “I shouldn’t trust anything you say.”
I nodded. “You should not. Many witches have been devoured by my kind, their souls ripped from their bodies and consumed. I may not wish to leave this realm. But you have no proof that things are as I say.”
She considered for a moment, then held out her hand. “I’m sure marriages—or lifebonds, if you're feeling old-fashioned—have started with less honesty than that.”
I grasped her warm hand in mine, reveling in the pulse of life that hummed beneath the surface of her delicate mortal flesh. “That is true.”
“Promise that you can and will release the bond when we no longer need it,” she ordered. 
I lifted her hand to my lips and pressed a kiss to the back, the sensation both foreign and familiar, like a dull, long forgotten black and white painting suddenly given new life and color. It was a gesture I had seen other mortals perform at some point in my existence, but never really understood. Until now. “I swear it.”
The witch closed her fascinating gray eyes and let out a shuddery breath as the magic of the oath swirled between us. “Cool.” Then she opened her eyes and gave me a wry look. “I suppose you should go away now, partner, and let Dyre yell at us both until he wears himself out. I won’t form an actual bond to you unless he consents and is in control.” She sighed. "I think he's had enough of people being bound to him without his consent."
I smiled down at her, intrigued when she didn’t flinch at the expression that bared my fangs. “I could force you to do it right now, bond you both together unwillingly and twine your life force with mine.”
She laughed. Just laughed at me. “You won’t.”
My smiled widened as something strange and warm bloomed in the center of my shared body. “I won’t.”
Then I slipped away to hover at the back of Dyre’s mind, letting my lonely, lost host take control of our body once more. 
His white-hot rage was familiar. Comforting. I welcomed it, and let it blot out the unsettling feelings that swirled through my own consciousness. Dyre was right. I was becoming obsessed with this earth witch. And I wasn’t sure I liked the feeling at all.




Chapter 8

Andy


After my strange and unsettling conversation with the thing that lived inside the necromancer, Dyre had been as sullen and snappish as ever. He didn’t bring it up, but I caught him giving me the side eye sometimes when I wasn’t looking. I didn’t know how much of the conversation he had been able to hear and understand. I wasn’t sure how this whole passion thing worked with him and…Sunshine. Ugh. Did he really call that dark, ancient thing  Sunshine? I had been too distracted during my previous interactions with the thing to ask it if it had a name. 
Besides, naming dark things gave them power. 
“You have to channel your magic into the leaves before you grind that up,” Dyre said in his usual cool, unimpressed tones, arching a blood red brow at the mortar full of herbs I was about to start grinding. “This is basic elementary earth witch stuff, Lovell.”
I rolled my eyes at him. I knew I was supposed to do that first. I had just been…distracted. You know, by the idea of basically forming what amounted to a magical marriage bond with him and his freaky monster alter ego. “Yeah, yeah.” I sent a burst of my magic coiling through the leaves, leaving a trace of myself, of my lifeforce, behind to be used in the potion we were brewing. It was one of a whole host of tonics and charms he was making up to disguise what he was and make him look like an ordinary earth witch to The Supernatural Alliance. 
“You’re sure the Alliance people won’t be able to detect all this stuff and see right through it?” I asked as I got to grinding. 
He shrugged his bony shoulders. “Fairly certain.”
Yeah, that response really inspired confidence in what we were doing. 
“Can you tell if Ambrose is back yet?” I asked as I worked. Dyre was bent over with his nose in some moldy old Lovell tome. He shoved a lock of long red hair behind his ear, but didn’t look up at me as he replied. “I can’t sense him, so probably not. But he may have ways of hiding from us.”
I sighed. That was what I thought. The boogeyman had gone off to feed on the nightmares of the unsuspecting—with firm instructions to leave my closest neighbors alone this time so they didn’t blame me and accuse me of working dark magic again.
He was powering up to go run an errand for me. I felt kind of awful using his powers that way—as if he was just a tool to me, even though he was free from the bestiary. Hell, I felt bad dragging him and Dyre into this mess with the O’Learys in the first place. But I wasn’t going to let my sister be used by some evil coven just because she was a Lovell and I was pissed about her hiding from me. And I sure as hell wasn’t going to leave the others to be used by witches again. 
I might have Lovell blood in my veins, but I did have some morals. 
But I was getting distracted again. I needed to talk to Dyre, and this was the only chance I would get when I could be sure there wasn’t an extra set of ears and eyes lurking in the shadows. Ambrose was incredibly good at slinking and hiding. And I was sure he’d have opinions and commentary that neither of us needed to hear. 
“So, when are we going to talk about the lifebond thing?” I said, watching Dyre as I kept grinding my herbs. 
He tensed, then slowly sat up ramrod straight, marking his page in the spell book with the attached ribbon. He turned to me slowly, his violet eyes rimmed in black. “He told you about that?" He grimaced. "Of fucking course he did. Fucking wraith.”
I winced. Wraith. I didn’t think he had ever actually named the type of creature that lived inside him. Wraiths were…well, horrible, really. So, yay. Go Dyre—and everyone who ever came into contact with him—just for still managing to be alive and all. 
“He explained why it’s necessary,” I said evenly, setting my stuff aside so I could stand up and pace. For some reason—gee, I don’t know why, Andy—the idea of tying myself to the necromancer, even temporarily, had me feeling all jittery and wanting to move. Especially now that I knew the thing inside him was a damned wraith.
His dark-rimmed eyes watched me, and I got the distinct feeling that there were two people cataloguing my every move right now. “I didn’t say anything because it’s a stupid, revolting idea,” he said flatly. 
I stopped, crossing my arms and glaring at him. “Oh, so now I’m revolting? Thanks a lot dude. I’m just so glad I bothered to pull you out of that damned book.”
He gave me a look that said I must be the stupidest person alive. “You’re not revolting, moron. I am. I’m full of wraith. Black magic. I’m a half-starved walking horror that everyone wants to exterminate on site, if they’re not too busy shitting themselves with fear!”
I rolled my eyes. “You didn’t choose this, right?”
He watched me with this weird expression. It was like…his body was erect but looked relaxed, his face was placid, but something in his energy and his eyes said it was all a lie. That calm was so fake it was laughable. “It hardly matters,” he snapped. “Since I am, in fact, the thing that people fear.”
I dropped my arms and moved closer, as if I had to prove to him that I wasn’t afraid of the emo asshat. “Yeah, yeah. Will bonding to me help you keep up your strength while you attempt to fly under the Association’s radar and free the others, or not?”
He held my glare for a long while before he let out an exasperated breath. “Probably.”
I nodded. “So…let’s do it then. It doesn’t have to be permanent, right? We can remove the binding after everyone else is safe?”
He grudgingly nodded. “We can.”
I grinned at him, feeling ridiculously exposed, but also desperate to help the others. “Cool. Wanna get hitched?”
He rolled his eyes, which were slowly becoming more violet and less black. “Gods, no.”
I slugged him in the shoulder. “Aww…you’re so sweet. Just the saccharine fairytale proposal I always dreamed of as a little witch. Come on. You can show me how to create soul bonds while we tie our lives together, you sexy hunk of corpse whisperer.”
He ground his teeth together. “Only if you promise to stop talking. Like…for good.”
But he was already gathering up crystals and crap, so I guess I was about to lifebond to a necromancing abomination today. Yippee.
We set up a spell circle right there in the workroom, and Dyre walked me through how to call on the higher magics needed for this ritual, since it would take both of us combining our will to make it work. I didn’t miss the way his bony hand trembled when he reached out to clasp mine, or the way his Adam’s apple bobbled in his long throat for a second before he spoke. “Say the words,” he snapped. Then, giving me a bit of a sad look, “This is probably going to be really fucking unpleasant for you.”
Then we called on the earth and all the magical elements to twine our souls and life forces together. 
At first it wasn’t so bad. I could feel the pure, deep core of Dyre’s natural earth magic, and it rose up to meet my own like an old friend eagerly welcoming me home. We had the same basic affinities, and the magic chimed with a clear, ringing note of harmony to my etheric senses. It was weirdly intimate, feeling someone else’s essence—the core of who they were—like this. But at the same time, it was an amazing experience. It made me want to know more about who this strange, cold man really was. 
But then the darkness of Sunshine’s ancient, eternal being rose up, black tendrils twining around our earth magic, dimming the bright green energy, limning it in a pulsing darkness that somehow still managed to glow bright in my mind’s eye. Cold leached into my being, suffusing my etheric energetic body and moving on to my physical body. I shivered, both mentally and in the physical realm, as darkness rose up—old, endless, searching darkness that devoured everything it touched with a limitless hunger that burned through me like a black flame. 
I sucked in a sharp breath, my hand spasming in Dyre’s. Then I left the room.
I don’t know how long I floated there in darkness before thoughts began to come back online. I couldn’t see or feel anything. I only had that sense of total blackness that I had only experienced once before—when I visited a cave in the human realm, deep underground where no hint of light could penetrate. The tour guide had turned off all the floodlights and let us experience total deprivation of light—but that didn’t even come close to this. It wasn’t just deprivation of light, it was deprivation of everything. There was no sound here. No air. I wasn’t floating, because that would imply motion, direction, physical existence. Instead, I simply was the endless darkness. 
Eventually there were thoughts. But they weren’t my own. You fear me.
I would have laughed, if I had a body. But here we were. I’m not sure I feel anything right now, I sent back mentally. Even fear. 
I just was for a while longer. A little while, or a long while, I couldn’t be sure. Even time didn’t seem to exist. It could be seconds, or years. Then that other consciousness spoke again. I am sorry for the fear I cause. But it is what I am. 
I felt sensations then—flowing, flying, slipping through realms and through the air like smoke on the breeze. And hunger. Always so much hunger. A burning need in the core of my being, even when I had no physical body. The hunger hurt. It drove me to hunt. 
I saw faces then, dim, gray impressions of terrified people who stumbled into my territory and were devoured by the terror and pain. I drank in their souls, and the lingering warmth of their lifeforce temporarily eased the aching hunger. 
Until it came again. 
Over and over again, it all played out like an endless reel in black and white, the screams of my victims so flat and uninteresting. They meant nothing to me. There was nothing but the hunger.
But then…then I was pulled, summoned…torn from the realm where I existed and forced into a small cage, one where everything felt foreign and overwhelming. There was suddenly color, and light, and feeling. There was pain, and rage, and betrayal, and I wasn’t equipped to handle this sudden influx of strange, bright, hurtful, dangerous lifeforce. 
I was tied, bound in a fleshy mortal body. One who did not even want me there, who did not seek to use my power or bargain with me in ways that would allow me to consume his soul. 
I felt pain for the first time, and I couldn’t bring myself to devour this soul that had already been so nearly snuffed out. 
Then I saw it all in fast forward—my wonder over the vibrant color of fresh blood, the primal joy at the piercing sounds of the screams. But there was more. There were other things…the blue, blue, blue of the open sky. The thundering sensation of a living heart in my chest. The warmth of another being’s skin beneath my fingertips. The strange way we felt when someone smiled. 
I tumbled for a while, somewhere in that in between state, awash in darkness, light, pain, pleasure…completely lost. 
Then the sensations faded, and I once more drifted in darkness. Thank you for allowing me to know this way of being. I cannot lose this host. I am…afraid to one day return to the dark and the cold. 
Then I slammed into my real body with so much force, I let out a startled yell. I felt like I’d been hit by a fucking bus as I writhed on the workroom floor. Everything was too much. Too bright. Too loud. Too much sensation against my newly sensitive body. Fuck, fuck, fuck.
Cool hands gripped my wrists, pulling my own hands away from my face, dragging me up from where I had been sprawled on the floor. Long arms wrapped around me and held me to a lean, hard body that smelled of incense and…something that spoke of dew-damp nightfall and fresh-turned earth. “It’s okay,” Dyre’s deep voice whispered, rumbling against me through his chest. “You’re back. You’re Oleander. That wasn’t you. It wasn't you.”
I clutched at his shirt and tried to get closer, tried to climb inside his skin to escape all the sensations going on in mine. I could still hear the screams of the people I had devoured. Of the souls I had stolen. The spill of blood and the taste of terror, only without the detachment. Cool hands smoothed over my back, and we both shuddered. “I know,” he said, over and over, his deep voice cracking. “I know. I know.”
I slowly got my breathing back under control as my mind tried to get it straight—that wasn’t me on a never-ending rampage. Those weren’t my memories of centuries of endless cold, and darkness, and hunger. I drew in one last deep, guilty breath of Dyre’s amazing scent before I lifted my head to stare into his violet eyes. The wraith had completely retreated, now that the binding was done. “You saw it too?”
He nodded. “Not this time. But…before. When I was first forced into this possession. It…I was unconscious for a week, and I had screaming night terrors for at least a month. But it shouldn’t be that way for you. You aren’t truly possessed. So it was just like…brushing up against his aura. It will pass.”
I shook my head, still feeling all emotional and vulnerable. It occurred to me that Dyre had only seen the wraith’s memories of the time before he was possessed. He wouldn’t have been able to see the way the new experience of colors and sensations had burst into him when he woke up in Dyre’s mortal body. Did Dyre have any idea how it had changed the ancient blackness? “You call him Sunshine,” I whispered.
He brushed my hair back from my face and gave me a wry, sad look. “It was the first thing he noticed, when we woke up merged. The sun was rising, and he had never realized that there was so much color in the world.”
I looked at him and burst out sobbing. 
And of course, it was that exact moment that Ambrose returned, stepping out of the shadows to look down his nose at us like a haughty, black-clad butler. “All topped up. Oh…am I interrupting something?” He lifted one black brow and slanted a devious smirk at the pair of us. “Necromancer, I don’t think you’re doing it right, if the woman you’re seducing cries during the encounter.”
We both gave him the middle finger. 




Chapter 9

Aahil


I thought I knew rage before. But the anger that now resided in my chest was all-consuming, a flame just waiting to be unleashed upon anyone who dared to get too close. I needed to hurt someone. I needed someone to pay. To feel my impotent rage and the chaos inside me. 
I had been captured. Enslaved. Again. 
Maybe I really was too stupid to live. 
What’s more, I had managed to prove that I really was the monstrous asshole everyone always accused me of being. Because I had trapped the rest of the morons here with me in this hell. 
I had attacked Andy. 
I lifted a hand and rubbed my solar plexus, over the aching burn, the gaping emptiness where my power should be. My connection to my witch pet broke the moment I was taken. She probably thought I had cast her aside and turned against her willingly. What else would she think? My claws found the tight collar at my throat, and the irony was not lost on me. Collared just like the pathetic witch. 
My harem pants billowed as I stalked the same path over and over, pacing along one side of the small basement room where I had been caged. There must be a way out. My useless earth witch might not know how to use all that power inside her, but she was powerful all the same. And clever. And she still had the necromancer and the shadow man. Those two might be imbeciles, but they’d been around a while. They would eventually think of something. They wouldn't come to free me, of course. But they would come for the others, and I could use that opportunity to burn this entire coven to the ground and finally, truly be free. I could go back to the deserts, become a creature of sun and sand, moving, shifting where I pleased. 
“Is he always like that?” the Lovell bitch asked listlessly, her dark blue eyes watching my movements. 
I narrowed my eyes as Niamh answered. They all looked wan and sickly, deprived of their vital magic by the collars around their throats, just as I was. I wasn't sure if the O’Learys intended to kill us, or if they were just that incompetent at caring for their slaves. “Usually he’s worse,” the fae woman said flatly. 
I wanted to set her hair on fire, but it was impossible without my magic. How maddening. 
“Andy will come for us, Aahil,” the big, dumb hunk of stone in the corner commented. 
I snorted and flicked my fingers dismissively in his direction. “She may try to come for you. Some of us need to find our own salvation, rock for brains.”
Elijah was barely visible. They put his anchor charm somewhere else, probably in the hands of the coven leader. But they somehow managed to keep him in here with us. Worrying. They shouldn’t have the power to manipulate him like that. And it couldn’t be good for the spook. “She doesn’t blame you, Aahil,” the ghost whispered. “None of us do. You were being controlled.”
Niamh scoffed and stood to start doing her stupid calisthenics again. As if pushups were going to help the situation. “Well, I blame him,” she snapped. “What the fuck were you thinking coming here, you imbecile? Were you that determined to find a Lovell you can kill? Will that really make all your problems just disappear?"
I stopped and paced closer to the witch in question, who was currently cuddled up against her big, blue idiot companion. “I do have unfinished business with you, witch.”
She stared up at me defiantly. She resembled Andy faintly, but not enough to stop me from slitting her throat with my claws and watching her bleed out. “You have every right to be angry,” she said evenly. 
I made a sharp gesture with my hand, cutting her off. “Angry? Angry? I made it possible for you to escape a beheading. I hid you from all who would hunt you. I spent my last dregs of energy to free you. Your fucking family used every form of torture and rape they could think of to use my abilities, my power, and my body, for centuries. And once you had your freedom, you left me there to rot.” I darted forward, grabbing a fistful of her hair and yanking her out of Junaid’s arms before the bigger, slower jinn could react. “You swore to release me. Did you think you were free from the consequences of your broken promise because of the tainted Lovell blood in your veins?”
She hissed in pain. Junaid was up and headed toward me. I was older, more powerful. I could immolate him before he even blinked. But my power was locked away, making me no better than a skinny human next to the hulking colossus. I shoved the witch away from me with all the strength I had, smiling viciously when her chin smacked into the rough stone floor before she could catch herself. 
“I’d kill you right now, you bastard,” Junaid hissed, proving just how worthless the word friendship really was. “If it wouldn’t anger our captors and make them turn on me and my mate. When we get out of here, you are dead, flame.”
I sneered at him. He wouldn’t harm me now because the coven would be pissed if he damaged their tool, and they would probably punish him by hurting his little pet witch. But the moment we were free of this place, and I had my magical power back, he wouldn’t stand a chance of harming me because I would be stronger than he was. “Fuck you,” I snarled. 
I went back to pacing. There would be a way out. The witches who held us would mess up eventually and give us an opening. I would be free, and I’d have my vengeance on everyone who had wronged me. But the panic clawed at my throat. The words rang false. I had told myself these same things when I was trapped by the Lovells. I had suffered for centuries at the hands of that family. They had nearly broken me. If it weren’t for Andy, I would never have escaped. 
How would this be any different?
I raked my claws across my scalp and tugged at my hair, feeling like I was about to come apart at the seams. I needed the outlet and comfort of my flames, but was unable to access my own essence. I needed to get out of here. I needed to run. To burn. To escape. My claws dug into my arm, the bright prick of pain helping to ground me. So I did it again, dimly noting the warmth of my blood oozing from wounds that wouldn’t heal the way they should. If it hurt, that meant I was still alive, that I was still me. Didn’t it? The pain was a welcome distraction from the panic.
Hasumi appeared before me, moving with that silent grace of theirs, even without their overwhelming magic. And what the fuck had the O’Learys done that could cripple even the water weaver? The other elemental was stronger than anyone I had ever met in my long life—aside from the ancient black thing inside the necromancer. Hasumi stepped closer, and I snarled. “Oh, fuck off! Your bullshit manipulation won’t work on me anymore.”
Long fingers wrapped around my wrist, pulling my hand away from my other arm. I glanced down to see the shredded flesh and dripping blood, bright red like flames. Like the red desert sands in some places. “Aahil,” they said softly. “Stop this.”
I yanked my arm back, expecting to get free easily, now that the weaver was powerless, but they clung to me, moving with the gesture, getting right up in my space, that lean, graceful body pressed to mine. “Let me fucking go!” I said, desperation swamping me, turning me into a frightened animal. 
Of course the weaver didn’t listen. They just wrapped those long arms around me, letting me feel their wiry strength. A whisper of faded magic rose between us, so faint it could have been my imagination, and it felt like…safety. “We are here with you,” they breathed near my ear, warm breath ruffling my hair. “You wanted to help, and it has gone wrong. But don’t let hopelessness consume you and snuff you out, little flame.”
I swallowed, the bitter, angry words refusing to leave my throat. I was mortified when I felt something hot on my cheek and realized I was crying. Fucking ridiculous.
“You are not alone,” Hasumi whispered, rubbing my back.
I scoffed, nearly choking on the sound. “I don’t need you.” 
Lies. I needed them all, and it was the most terrifying realization of my life. It was either cling to this strange person who was holding me…or let myself be pulled apart by my own mind, lost to the panic forever. 
My traitorous arms snaked around the water weaver's narrow waist. “Don’t let them use me,” I whispered, for Hasumim's ears only. “If they come for me, please…just kill me. It will be easy in this depleted form.” They could simply snap my neck and it should all be over. No magical healing. I would miss the opportunity to throw Andy’s sister at my witch’s feet and demand forgiveness before I took my pound of flesh from the other Lovell. But I couldn’t live through this again. I wouldn’t. 
“It won’t come to that,” the weaver said, stroking a hand through my hair, pulling back to look at me with those damned perceptive turquoise eyes. “I promise.”
I shook my head. They couldn’t promise me a damned thing. 
“Don’t worry,” Niamh said dryly, clearly overhearing more than she should. “I’ll kill you, Aahil. I’ve been wanting to do you that favor for a long time now.”
Elijah muttered something at her and Zhong elbowed her. But for once, I was glad to have her input. The bloodthirsty hunter hated me. She wouldn’t hesitate to put me out of my misery, so all would be well. 
I stepped away from Hasumi, mortified at my loss of control in front of all these people. I had lost every bit of fucking dignity I had. The witch was watching me curiously. I sneered at her and gestured at my body. “See something you like? Junaid not able to make you scream the way a fire jinn can?”
She apparently wasn’t as immune to my charms as her sister was. Her cheeks went red, and she clenched her fists. “What the fuck is wrong with you?” She looked around at the others. “All of you? Are you all brain damaged? Did they fuck up the spells holding you in that book or something?”
Zhong rubbed the back of his neck, the stupid marshmallow clearly sad that he’d made a bad impression on Andy’s precious sister. I rolled my eyes. 
Elijah hovered closer to Hasumi, apparently even the dead angel taking comfort from the weaver’s presence. “Where to even begin,” he whispered in his hollow, ghostly voice. 
Niamh snorted.
I opened my mouth to reply, but I felt a sick tugging sensation in my gut, followed by a blinding flash of heat from the collar locked around my throat. I reached for Hasumi, choking, sudden terror taking over every fiber of my being. But my hand went through them as I dematerialized, summoned by my new masters to be used for the sands-only-knew what evil purpose. 
My last thought was pure anguish. 
What if they sent me after Andy again? 
What if this time they sent me to kill, rather than capture? 
The earth witch stood no chance against my full power and that of the O'Leary coven. She would hesitate, not wanting to hurt me. And I would be helpless to stop it. I would be forced to stand there and watch my flames consume the woman I…loved. 
I materialized in the O'Leary coven house. In the room with the tall, domed ceiling, in the center of a circle surrounded by more than a dozen witches. Their combined and amplified power drove me to my knees, and pain jolted through my bruised flesh. One of the witches held a glass orb on his palm, the thing filled with milky, swirling fog. I felt the intent in them to subjugate me. And something else…something ancient and yet somehow familiar, as the magic from the orb snaked out to cloud my vision and dampen my will. No, no, no. I couldn’t do this. I wouldn’t let them use me. I was Aahil. My mind and body were my own. I lifted one clawed hand, intent on slitting my own wrists to escape them.
The witches chanted. My power returned full force—but it was shackled to the orb held by my new masters. 
“Jinn,” the witch holding the orb commanded, halting my motions. “There is a research convoy at this location.” An image of a map flashed in his mind, followed by a memory of a crossroad in the middle of nowhere. “Destroy the Alliance people and their vehicles. Bring back any magical artifacts they might be carrying.” He grinned at me from beneath dark hood. “Leave no one alive.” The witch next to him smiled, sickening and full of poison. “And when you get done with that, we need you to pay a visit to a special friend. I’m dying to see how that jinn seduction magic works. I want that bitch on the council eating out of our hands by morning.”
There was no thought of disobedience. Of course I would do as they said. My magic and my body were theirs to command. I nodded my head, dematerialized, and traveled at inhuman speeds through the cooling night air, one with the fire once more. 




Chapter 10

Ambrose


It took a bit of searching, but eventually I was able to lock onto the familiar energy signatures of Andy’s alliance friend and her partners. Their cozy little home was well warded. I could break through those wards, given a little time, but this was supposed to be a diplomatic visit. I was fairly certain breaking in and materializing from the shadows of their bedroom  might spoil the sense of goodwill I was supposed to be giving off. So, I solidified outside the front gate, straightened my jacket, and sent out a tendril of my essence—not enough to trigger the wards, but just enough to ring the doorbell. 
It took several minutes for someone to answer. Not surprising, since I could that sense everyone in the house was submerged in deep sleep. A pity that I couldn’t slip into their dreams and top off my power. But that was why I had gone out hunting to prepare for this visit. 
Eventually the front door opened and a rumpled battle mage and two of her partners peered out at me. I smiled and held up my hands in a soothing gesture. “I come in peace.”
The lavender-haired fae-blood woman launched a bolt of purple magic at me, and I side-stepped into the in between to dodge it. Rematerializing in the physical plane, I arched a brow at them. “That stung. Rude way to greet visitors.”
Jacki had a spelled knife in her hand, but she kept it lowered, for now. “You’re one of Lovell’s creatures. What are you doing here? Did she finally decide to go bad?”
I scoffed. “Oh, my dear witchy friend…if Oleander Lovell had decided to ‘go bad,’ as you put it, you and your little pack of Association drones would already be dead or enslaved—maybe both. I’m just a messenger.”
She narrowed her eyes at me, but didn’t argue with my logic. She probably had a way of sensing the dormant magic in my stubbornly mundane earth witch. And Andy’s little harem outclassed this one by miles. “What’s the message?” she said, pausing to stifle a yawn. 
I glanced around me and arched a brow. “Not one that I feel comfortable relaying from out here on the street where anyone could pick up on it.”
“You’re not coming inside the wards,” the fae-mix snapped. 
I shrugged. “I’m only outside them right now because I’m being polite. But my patience isn’t endless.” I smiled again, knowing full well that the expression wasn’t comforting to most people. Something about my red pupils and sharp gray teeth seemed to cause a panic. Strange how people insisted on being afraid of the things they could see…when it was the things they couldn’t see that should cause terror. 
“He’s not lying,” the unassuming male partner said from behind the mage. He had some sort of affinity for truth magic, and thankfully it let him sense my intent. Lucky for all of us. Because if I had to stand out here and argue much longer, I was going to stop playing nice. And I knew Andy would be disappointed if I couldn’t carry out a simple request like this without leaving people catatonic. 
Jacki sighed and planted her hand on a space inside, by the doorframe, temporarily deactivating the wards to let me in. “Hurry it up,” the compact, muscular brunette snapped. “Some of us prefer to sleep at night.”
I sketched a curt bow and made my way up the walk, shaking off the cloying magic that rippled over me when the wards snapped back into place behind me. 
“Andy believes you may be trustworthy,” I said, cutting right to the chase. The mage’s centaur partner had joined us, and she peered over the heads of the others, her own head tilted curiously. They were all listening, rather than arguing, which was a promising sign. “Betray that trust,” I warned, “and I will plunge you into an endless nightmare that will leave you nothing but a hollowed out, gibbering husk.”
Jacki rolled her eyes. “Get on with it.”
I nodded. “You sent us a jinn,” I said watching each of them for any sign of surprise. But they all seemed to know what their leader had done. “Andy agreed to help him retrieve her sister—who, by the way, she had no knowledge even existed until the jinn burst in on us pleading for assistance.”
Jaki opened her mouth, but I waved away the question. “The story is not important right now. What matters is that the whole situation should have been handled by the Supernatural Alliance in the first place. Now the O’Leary coven has managed to steal away several of my fellow housemates. The O'Learys are currently in possession of what would be a great start to a very powerful army. Regardless of the Lovell involvement—which should worry your employers all on its own—the fact that these witches are capturing and enslaving powerful supernaturals should be of concern to the organization that claims to exist to maintain peace and protect the supernatural community.”
She crossed her arms over her chest. “Who’s to say these people didn’t voluntarily go off to join another coven? What proof do we have that Oleander Lovell isn’t the one trying to enslave people and build an army?”
I scoffed, impatient with her deflection. “They entrapped Aahil first—our jinn. Then they sent him to capture the rest. He was very obviously being controlled. I can’t prove that to you, of course. But isn’t it your job to investigate these things and determine the facts?”
She sighed and scrubbed a hand through her short hair. “It is. But things aren’t as clear-cut as you seem to think. Her hazel eyes met mine and her expression was grim. “The SA is having its own problems. And I wouldn’t be surprised if this O’Leary bunch is right in the middle of it.”
“All the more reason for your people to do something, don’t you think?” I drawled. 
She scowled, but her male partner put a hand on her shoulder. “Jacks. We can’t just ignore this because you’re trying to protect us. He’s right. This is our job.”
I nodded at him. “We would like to set up a meeting with someone you trust within the Alliance. Oleander is requesting your assistance because she doesn’t trust the Alliance in general, just on principle. But for some reason she wants to believe you are different, field mage.” 
She let out a long breath, her shoulders slumping. “Yeah. Okay. Fine. I’ll…see what I can do. How many of you are left over there? Is it just you and the witch?” She didn’t mention the fact that I had mostly kept to the shadow during her previous visits. She also didn’t ask me exactly what I was. She was either very experienced, or she simply didn’t care. I wasn’t sure which was more dangerous at this point. 
“Andy, myself, and one other earth witch,” I said evenly. Jacki’s little human lie detector might have good powers of perception, but I wasn’t exactly lying. Dyre had been an earth witch before his corruption. And the core of that magic remained inside him. He was an earth witch. Just with something a little…extra. “However," I added, "we feel it would be best if only the two witches are involved in this—at least as far as the authorities are concerned. I am just…a shadow.” You never knew when it was going to come in handy for others to be unaware of your existence. And the Alliance would probably think I belonged in containment.
Jacki nodded, her expression going distant, clearly already planning. “Okay. I’ll be in touch. Get off my lawn, shadow man.”
I bowed again, then stepped into the welcoming shadows, slipping back outside the wards. 
“That thing was fucking creepy,” the centaur commented. “Is it gone?”
The fae tilted her head. “Outside the wards, I think, but still hanging around.”
I laughed, letting my disembodied voice echo around them for a moment before I stepped into the otherworld and headed back to the Lovell mansion. It never hurt to add a little element of fear to keep people on their toes. 
I detoured to partake of a few delicious nightmares, arriving at a more decent hour to find Oleander and Dyre already in the upstairs workroom sucking down coffee and pouring over old books. I stepped out of the shadows and bent to whisper in Andy’s ear. “Hello, darling. Miss me?”
She started and I reached out to steady her coffee cup before she could scald herself, or Bis, who was curled up in her lap. “Goddess damn it, Ambrose,” my cute witch snapped, gray eyes narrowed. “Stop fucking doing that!”
I chuckled and brushed a quick kiss across her cheek before she could react, then stepped through the otherworld to the other side of the room before she could slap me. Leaning my butt against the worktable, I crossed my arms and grinned at her. I did so love teasing this woman. 
“Did you deliver the message?” Dyre said, not looking up from the book he was studying. No fun at all, that one. Although…it was still amusing to try to get a rise out of him. And even if he wasn’t fun, he was delicious. All chock full of dark emotions and pain. I could feed from the necromancer for years and never go hungry. It didn't hurt that he was also quite good looking under all that sullen ennui. 
He looked up from his book and his violet eyes met mine, one blood red brow arched. “What? Did you overexert yourself so much you lost brain cells? Why are you staring at me like that?”
I smirked at him. “Hmm…I wonder why.” Straightening, I crossed the room to go sit on Andy’s desk. “I delivered your message. Our friend Jacki agreed to see what she can do. Which I can only imagine means she will find a supervisor she can trust to handle our report. She doesn’t seem to have much more confidence in her employer than you do, Andy.”
She rolled her eyes. “Great.”
I reached out and ruffled her wavy green hair. “Don’t worry. If they fail us, I’m sure the three of us can get your lovers and sister back. It will just be a little messier than you’d like, is all.” I smiled at her gleefully. “I can always melt people’s brains. And who knows what little Dyre over there is really capable of. You might not even have to lift a finger yourself, love.”
She didn’t look impressed, for some reason. “You’re an asshole.”
I shrugged. “Thank you.” Slipping off the desk, I went to steal a muffin from the plate that sat at Dyre’s elbow. “So?” I asked in a conversational tone. “How is married life treating you two lovebirds since I’ve been gone? Still in the honeymoon phase?” I waggled my eyebrows suggestively.
Dyre’s eyes raked over me, his voice as cold and unaffected as ever. “Don’t you have somewhere else to skulk, nightmare?”
I grinned at him and winked. “Are you saying you’d like more time alone with you new wife, my pretty corpse master?”
He went back to reading his book. “Piss off.”
I laughed, glancing at Andy to find her frowning at us. “This whole bond thing is just temporary,” she reminded me. Or maybe she was reminding herself. They were both so stubborn. But I was observant. I saw the way they looked at each other when they thought they weren’t being watched. There was attraction there. Maybe mutual respect. Too bad Dyre was considered an abomination among decent magic users. 
The idiots. 
“What are we doing today?” I asked as I ate my pilfered muffin.
Andy sighed. “We’re done with the potions for Dyre. And with the bond, our magic is linked, so he’s going to see if he can fry my neurons.”
Dyre chuckled. The deep sound just a bit more sincere than his usual scoffs. “She’s learning to channel more of her power at once. Don’t be overdramatic, Andy. You’re the one who wanted to learn to do real magic.”
She glared at him. “Real magic? Like what I’ve been doing up until now is fake magic?”
He shut his book and stood, stretching his long arms overhead and arching his long, lean body until his spine popped and cracked. Then he looked down at the pretty earth witch. “Yes.”
She flicked her fingers, sending a pointed wave of power at him that would probably sting like an electrical zap. He batted away the invisible force like waving away a gnat. “Stop fucking around,” he said dryly. “It’s embarrassing. For you.”
I smiled to myself and hopped up to sit cross-legged on the worktable, wrapping a bit of shadow around myself so I could watch the show without interrupting. 
Andy huffed at him. “You stop being such an arrogant asshat. I can’t help it if my entire family was exterminated and no one would teach me magic. I had to hide in the human world just to get the black magic practitioners off my back so I didn’t end up as fucked-up as the rest of my family!”
He shrugged. “We all have a sob story. Excuses won’t get you using high magic any faster, Lovell.” Ruthless. I loved it. 
The necromancer reached out a booted foot and tapped the spell circle that had been etched in the floor of the workroom, sending a bit of his deliciously dark power out to activate it. I was guessing the circle was to keep Andy from blowing up the whole house when she attempted whatever he was planning on goading her into. 
Popcorn would be nice right now. But I made do with another muffin. 
Andy stood and squared her shoulders, bracing herself when she realized she had just been put in a protective bubble. “What are you doing?”
Dyre smiled. The expression was so foreign on his lean, sharp-angled face. But it was a wonderful look—one full of promise and pain. “Teaching you,” he said easily. 
Then he did something with his magic that had Andy yelping and dropping to her knees in the middle of the circle. I cocked my head, concerned. But she didn’t seem to be hurt. Just…really uncomfortable. Her breath came in shallow pants as she glared up at her sadistic teacher. “Fucking warn me next time.”
Dyre crouched outside the protective circle, eyelevel with our witch. “That isn’t even all of it,” he told her seriously. “That is just maybe what…fifty, sixty percent of your untapped wellspring? What happens in the middle of a fight when you freak out and go balls to the wall to save one of your precious fuckbuddies? You’ll end up frying your little brain if you don’t learn how to channel it all. And I was under the impression that you wanted to go get those idiots back sometime soon…not a hundred years from now.”
She pushed herself to her feet again, swaying for a moment under the influx of power I could sense rushing through her—probably opened up by Dyre through their lifebond. “Fine,” she said, straightening her spine. She held out her arms, pulling in a deep breath and looking a bit more relaxed. “If it’s so important that I’m able to channel it all. Then fine.”
I shot to my feet the moment I saw it in her face. She was about to just dive right in and fry herself, all that Lovell arrogance driving her to act like she was unbreakable. Dyre moved faster than I thought possible, faster than I could shift to shadows. The circle he had erected was strong enough to keep me out. But he had created it, so he stepped through it with ease. 
His hands gripped Andy’s shoulders right as her gray eyes started to glow, and he gave her a shake that had her head snapping back. “No!” The voice that spoke wasn’t Dyre’s voice. The wraith had come out to play. 
The power slowly ebbed from Andy’s body, bled off by the terrifying force of darkness that stood before her. “Witch,” the wraith snapped. “Do not attempt to end your own life.”
She blinked at him for a second as her magic settled back down inside her. “Sunshine?”
He nodded once, a long tendril of blood red hair falling forward to drift between them on an unseen breeze. “Why do you two insist on squabbling like children?” the deep, echoing voice demanded. 
I barked a laugh. “Because they’re witches with ego problems who can’t admit they want to fuck like rabbits.”
Andy glanced at me over Sunshine’s shoulder. Wonderful name for a monster like a wraith. “Excuse me?”
I grinned and waggled my brows. “Don't be embarassed," I told her smugly. "It’s cute. Annoying. But cute.”
She rolled her eyes, but we both froze when the wraith riding Dyre’s body touched her face, stroking his thumb over her cheek. “Mortals are confounding.” 
I raised my brows in surprise at the tension coiling between them. 
Then the wraith’s aura folded in on itself as Dyre regained control. “What the fuck?” the necromancer demanded. “Pull a stunt like that again, Lovell, and we’re done with this whole ‘let’s learn magic’ shit.” He belatedly seemed to realize that his hand was on her cheek, and he jerked it away as if he’d been stung. “What did he do to you?” he seethed. 
I met Andy’s eyes over his shoulder as she struggled to come up with a response, still clearly angry at the necromancer and his teaching techniques. “Don’t worry, Dyre. She and the wraith were just flirting. No harm done.”
He whirled to glare at me. “Flirting,” he said in a flat voice. Then he looked at Andy again. “You really do have a death wish, don’t you? Are you serious right now?”
Andy just shrugged, smirking as she goaded the necromancer. “You’re just jealous that the ancient, evil, soul-sucking demon is way hotter than you’ll ever be on your own.”
Oh. Low blow, Andy. She turned away to get her coffee. But I saw how Dyre’s chest caved in for a second there, his shoulders rounding slightly as if he’d just taken a hit. Then he straightened and stalked over to grab up the book he’d been reading, shoving his long red hair back out of his face as he left the room. 
“You hurt his feelings,” I observed as I stole his abandoned coffee. Mmm…still warm, and with just the right amount of cream. The man had good tastes. 
Andy scoffed at me. “He doesn’t have any feelings.” She dropped into her chair with a groan. “Fuck, my entire nervous system feels like it’s on fire and my skull’s about to burst. He needs to learn how to teach without murdering his student.”
She was deflecting. But I thought maybe I sensed some guilt there too. Standing, I moved toward the door. It would probably be wise to check on Dyre. He was more delicate than either of them realized.
I couldn’t help teasing Andy one last time before I left. Glancing over my shoulder, I gave her a wicked leer. “He really is something, though, isn’t he? Do you think they both come out to play when they fuck?”
She threw a book at my head, but I stepped into the otherworld before it could hit, taking Dyre’s coffee with me. 
I had spent most of my long life moving from place to place, never lingering. It was easier to feed that way, and harder to be caught or exterminated by well-meaning magic users who didn’t appreciate the fact that a boogeyman had to eat. But if every day at the Lovell mansion was so entertaining, I might just stick around after this whole rescue thing. 
Provided that Andy didn’t cast me out when she no longer had any use for my skills. 
Would the others stay as well? I shook my head at myself. I had trusted a witch once. Yearned for a normal life, one with stability and belonging, and…love. A foreign concept to a nasty nightmare creature like myself. And look how that had ended. I had spent decades locked inside a grimoire possessed by a Lovell. 
Surely I wasn’t stupid enough to fall for that same bullshit all over again. 
Absolutely not. 
I flowed through Dyre’s bedroom door and rematerialized, holding his coffee cup out to him. He regarded me from the bed, where he was stretched out staring moodily at the ceiling. “You forgot this,” I said with a cheery smile. 
He sat up and reached for the cup, but I stole one more sip before handing it over. The necromancer gave me an unimpressed look from eyes that weren’t entirely violet. A little bit of black rimmed the outside of his irises. The wraith peeking out, maybe?
“Thanks,” he said flatly, as if I had just spit in his cup. 
I shrugged. “It’s good coffee. If I was you, I’d be devastated if I left it behind.”
He rolled his eyes. “It’s just coffee.”
“She didn’t mean it,” I said, walking over to the bookshelf that he had managed to fill with stolen Lovell texts he had pilfered from around the house. “You and Andy are more alike than you realize. You both tend to lash out when you’re uncomfortable or self-conscious.”
He snorted and took a drink of his coffee. “Thanks for the psychoanalysis,” he snarked. “It means a lot, coming from an unhinged boogeyman.”
I winked. “For what it’s worth, I think you’re both hot as sin.”
He rolled his eyes. “I’m pretty sure Andy isn’t chomping at the bit for a threesome right now, dude.”
I smiled, slow and evil. “I wasn’t talking about Andy. I meant you and your wraith friend.”
Then I turned to shadow and flowed out of the room, leaving him to glare at the spot where I’d been standing. 
I take it back. I was wrong. He was just as much fun to tease as Andy. 
It was boring, kicking around this old mansion with nothing to do while they amused themselves with their magic and spell prep. A nightmare had to get his jollies somehow. 




Chapter 11

Andy


Dyre was a cold-hearted asshole, but he was right about one thing—I needed to get my shit together fast. It was ridiculous to try to catch up on years' worth of missed magical training in the span of a few days. But if anyone could do it, I could. Sheer pig-headed trudging through hard shit was my superpower.  
After the little scare with me and my apparently deep magic well, the necromancer had been a tiny bit easier on me. And I didn’t miss the way Sunshine intermittently came forward to take over when he was concerned that I might hurt myself. 
The fact that the wraith was worried about me was unsettling. Having an ancient evil being acting like it had a crush on me was just weird. I absolutely didn’t find the dark creature interesting or anything. Nope. Not me. I wasn’t that stupid. 
“Oleander,” a deep, chillingly multi-layered voice said, snapping me out of my mental tangent. I licked my lips and looked up into fathomless black eyes, at the monster peering out from Dyre’s stupid, handsome face. “Are you well?” he asked, apparently not for the first time. 
I nodded my head. “Yep. Yes. Fine. I’m good.”
He tilted his head to study me, eyes narrowing. “You are flushed. Your heartbeat is erratic. Should we stop this practice?”
I cleared my throat and looked away, shaking out my hands and calling up my magic again. Dyre had managed to cram most of the basic defensive spells into my head over the last two days. But Sunny here had stepped forward to help me with some of the trickier ones. This particular spell wasn’t exactly above-board earth magic, strictly speaking. He was teaching me to use a teeny little bit of the wraith’s own power to cast a shield that couldn’t be penetrated by any living being. 
Handy. But, you know, a bit dark. And a jolt of adrenaline-spiked shivers shot up my spine every time I touched the wraith’s magic. Which I shouldn’t like, damn it. Especially not in this…uh, arousing sort of way. Goddess, maybe I really was evil. Lovell blood and all. Was this why my ancestors were such monsters? Did they secretly get off on black magic? Like…literally get off on it?
“Oleander?” Cool fingers touched my chin, tilting my head up to meet a searching black gaze. “Are you damaged by the power transfer? You seem to be having difficulty with your focus.”
Ambrose scoffed. He had been tasked with testing my shield once I managed to get it up. Heh, heh, get it up. Funny Andy, dick puns. Dyre couldn’t test the shield because he was technically some weird combo of living and undead and it messed with the spell and let him walk right through. But Ambrose, even though he was a creature of darkness, was still fully alive. So if I did the spell right, he shouldn’t be able to get inside my little bubble of personal space. 
I shot a quelling glare at the boogeyman. “Don’t even start.” As if he was completely wrong and I hadn't just been thinking about inappropriate things.
Ambrose held up his hands in a peaceful gesture. “Who, me? I would never.” He winked at Sunshine. “She’s fine, wraith. She’s just….”
“For fuck’s sake,” I snapped at him, before he could even finish his sentence. But he just kept going, talking loudly over the top of me. 
“…horny.”
I rubbed a hand over my face. “Kill me now.”
Sunshine frowned at me, then glanced at Ambrose, looking lost and a little…afraid? His black eyes bled to violet, and his expression smoothed out as the wraith peaced right the hell out of that awkward conversation. Dyre sighed. “What did you idiots say to Sunny? How the fuck do you manage to terrify a wraith, Andy?”
I smiled brightly at him, relieved that he seemed to have no clue what had just happened. “Just my natural charm,” I informed him.
He snorted. “I’ll just bet.” Then he waved a hand. “Well? Get to casting.”
“Right.” I tried to clear my mind of all the bullshit—my worry over Aahil and the others, my questions about my sister…my apparent attraction to ancient beings that could kill me in the blink of an eye. You know. The usual. 
Closing my eyes, I reached for the place inside me where my magic slept, just waiting to be called. There were tendrils of other magic woven in now. Dyre’s magic. Sunny’s. I repressed a shiver of delight and gave myself a mental eye roll. Then I reached for the black threads of wraith magic, twining it with my own as I envisioned a protective bubble rising up around me. It was a bit easier this time. The first few times had felt like trying to lift weights. But this time, all I had to do was nudge it and I felt the spell take form. 
“I think I’ve got it!” I said, a bit breathless from the strength of the magic flowing through me. 
Ambrose chuckled. “Here I come, witch.” He gave a theatrical, cheesy villain laugh and I opened my eyes as he walked toward me, arms lifted and hands formed into claws, a stupid grin stretching his features. 
I shook my head. “You’re an idiot.”
He waggled his brows at me and reached out as if to grab me. And slammed into the invisible wall protecting me. “Ouch!” he yelped, stumbling backward and bursting into shadowy smoke. 
My eyebrows climbed into my hairline, and I dropped the shield. “Ambrose? Holy fuck, is he okay?” I glanced at Dyre, who just gave me a bored look and a shrug. 
“Probably,” he said helpfully. As if he couldn’t care less if I had just vaporized our boogeyman friend. 
“You’re such an asshole,” I grumbled. 
I froze in surprise, then let out a relieved breath as a pair of long arms wrapped around me from behind, banding around my ribs just below my breasts and pulling me back against a lean, hard body. Ambrose’s deep voice whispered in my ear. “Were you worried about me, darling? How sweet.”
I tamped down a shiver and shoved him off me. “Jackass. I actually thought I hurt you.”
I spun to face him, and he gave me a half shrug then rubbed his right arm. “You did hurt me. That stung like a bitch. Good job, dove.”
I rolled my eyes at the nickname. “You—”
The wards started buzzing and the doorbell let out a deep, reverberating gong. I glanced at the clock, swearing. “Is it noon already?”
I hurried downstairs, Dyre following along with no expression on his face. “You took your tonic?” I double checked as we approached the door. 
A glance at him showed that his aura looked completely normal, if a little weak. I couldn’t sense Sunshine on him. But we hadn’t performed all the spells to hide the wraith yet. We were saving that until we absolutely had to use them, so I could keep practicing magic with Sunny. 
He rolled his eyes at me. “Yes. Stop fussing.”
I squared my shoulders and opened the door to let field mage number-whatever-the-fuck inside. Jacki glanced at Dyre suspiciously, then came in with her fae partner at her side. “Lovell.”
“Alliance drone,” I greeted in return.
I shut the door and gestured at the little sitting room we usually used for unwanted guests. Jacki had sent a message via the ridiculously patchy and outdated technology that counted for texting in this realm. She said she had information for me. So, here we were. 
“Is the Alliance finally going to do its job?” I asked as I sank down onto an old loveseat covered in a flowery velvet pattern. 
The fae-blood narrowed her eyes at me, but Jacki answered as she sat in an antique wingback chair across from me. “Look, you didn’t hear any of this from me, and if you claim you did, I’ll make sure it’s the last thing you ever say. But the SA is a fucking mess. There’s something shady going on, and quite frankly no one is going to give a shit about helping your family. Most people would be happy if you just stopped existing. Finding out that there is another living Lovell heir isn’t going to help your chances of staying alive.”
I rolled my eyes. “Tell me something I didn’t know.”
She shrugged. “I’ve talked to one of the higher-ups that I trust. Mostly. Someone who actually believes in our mission to protect people. She wants to meet with you in person. I think she wants to make a deal with you.” She sighed. “An entire SA research convoy was destroyed last night—nothing left behind but the faintest hint of ash. I’m guessing that’s your fire elemental.” She shook her head. “And one of our biggest supporters on the governing council just signed a bunch of orders that make no sense and do nothing but aid the bad guys. She also looks like she’s been the victim of some sort of energy predation. I’m guessing that’s one of yours too.”
I quietly seethed. It was no surprise that the fuckers had used Aahil’s rather effective fire skills to get rid of people. But the woman…that had to be Aahil too. His sex magic and mind manipulation. I was going to fucking kill every last O’Leary witch for what they had done. 
Jacki raised a brow at me. Oops. My rage must be showing. 
Ambrose stepped from the shadows, making the mage and the fae-blood start with his sudden appearance. “What does your SA higher-up want?” he said darkly. I don’t think he was very happy about Aahil being used either. Points for the boogeyman. Even he had more morals than the fuckers who took my friends.
Jacki pressed her lips together for a second before she spoke. “I think they will offer SA resources to assist with the release of your people. You’re right that they’ll want something in exchange. Probably help fighting these crazy fucking extremists.” She shrugged. “You’re a powerful witch, and a Lovell. And you have a connection to all these powerful beings. Better to have you on our side than off on your own causing mayhem.”
I shared a look with Dyre. The SA wanted to recruit us to help them fight extremists and make the world a better place. Sure. And I was a pixie princess. There was something else the SA wanted from us. Probably from me specifically, since I was a Lovell and they didn’t know Dyre. But I was pretty sure not going to them for help on this would have resulted in us all being thrown in supernatural prison—or executed—when they saw what we were capable of doing to get our people back. 
Unlike my parents, I knew when to play nice with the authorities. Hopefully that would be enough to save me from the inconvenience of a beheading. 
“Fine,” I said flatly. “When can we meet with this boss of yours?”
Jacki nodded. “Later tonight, after the office clears out. I’ll be there too, so I’ll get in touch with you when we’re ready.” She smirked. “I may have told her that you refused to speak with her without me present, because of the bad blood with your parents and all. I thought it would be best if I know what’s going on. Just in case.”
Just in case this whole thing was a set up or something. Yeah. I just loved the fact that I was now relying on an Alliance grunt to protect me from the Alliance. 
“Yeah, okay,” I said on a sigh. “But we should probably go over some things first.” I wasn’t going to go telling her all my deep, dark secrets. But if this was going to work, we had to be on the same page. For starters, she needed to agree that Ambrose didn’t exist, and we needed to make sure that she believed that Dyre was just a harmless earth witch. 
Then we needed to somehow snare her in a binding oath to prevent betrayal. 
So…piece of cake, really. 
“I’m sorry, I forgot to introduce myself,” Dyre said, with a soft, charming smile. I tried not to look surprised, because…I didn’t know he could even make a face like that. It was creepy as fuck. But I’m sure it looked great to anyone who didn’t know the emo redhead. He had tossed on a generic disguise charm on his way down, one that made his unnatural looks hard to remember once you were out of sight. We had prepared a better disguise for him to use when we were at the Alliance, but this would do in a pinch. They wouldn’t recall his current appearance when he showed up in disguise later. He put a hand on my shoulder and gave it an affectionate squeeze as he leaned over to extend a hand to Jacki. “I’m Rae. Earth witch and Andy’s lifebonded.”
Jacki’s brows rose as she took his hand, her eyes darting between us. “Nice to meet you,” she managed. “I didn’t know you were,” she stumbled over the old-fashioned word as she glanced at me, clearly struggling not to grimace in disgust, “…bonded.”
I plastered a dopey smile on my face. “Well, I was hardly going to trust an Alliance field mage with all my secrets up front,” I said with a shrug. I reached up to put my hand over Dyre’s, feeling the insane urge to break into manic laughter as I gave his big fingers an affectionate squeeze. “And Rae is just so precious to me, you know?”
Jacki looked like she might yack. But she seemed to buy our bullshit. “Right,” she said, standing and edging toward the door. “I guess the O’Learys are lucky they didn’t try to snatch your witch,” she commented wryly. “I’d hate to see the aftermath of a Lovell losing their lifemate.”
“Indeed,” Dyre said lightly. But the smile on his face was just a touch feral. 
I watched Ambrose remind Jacki that he didn’t exist. I didn’t hear his threats, but I knew there would be good ones. As Jacki and her partner left, I suppressed my own smirk. 
That comment about taking my lifemate was hilarious. If the fucking O’Learys had just taken Dyre in the first place, I was pretty sure they would all be dead right now. The only reason they weren’t was because I refused to let Sunshine just do his thing. I really didn’t want the Alliance coming after me for unleashing evil on the world. 
But if the Alliance wasn’t willing to help, I’d send the wraith off with my blessings. 
Every second that ticked by eroded my patience and brought out the Lovell in me. I needed my family back. The ones who weren’t related to me by blood. And I’d do just about anything to make that happen. Up to and including building an undead army, apparently.
Boy, had I gone sappy or what?




Chapter 12

Andy


We spent the rest of the afternoon making sure Dyre’s necromancer magic was disguised and the wards on the house were as strong as they could be—I wouldn’t put it past the O’Learys to be monitoring us, just waiting for us to step outside the mansion so they could lay some nasty trap. But more likely, they’d want to rifle through the Lovell estate for grimoires and magical tools. I was happier than ever that we had finally managed to destroy the bestiary that once held my new friends. Because if it still existed, the sympathetic magic in it could probably be used to entrap them.  
Not that destroying it had prevented that, but you know, why make it easy on the other witches? They could put in the intensive, costly effort of figuring out their own evil traps. The fuckers.
“Worried?” Ambrose’s deep voice asked from the shadows in the corner of my bedroom. 
I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, worried about how much of a peeping Tom you are.” I had come in here to change my clothes and get ready for our meeting with the Supernatural Alliance, not to put on a strip show. But as usual, there was no privacy around here, even when the usual culprits weren’t here. Apparently, Ambrose was more than willing to take up Elijah’s duties and creep on me without remorse.
Dyre had gone to his own room to change, hopefully into something a little less emo. I was worried about him. I knew our magic was solid, especially since all the charms, potions, and wards on him were created with the help of the ancient wraith. But there was always the chance that something would go wrong. The SA undoubtedly had the strongest wards and alarms around, not to mention who even knew how many of the magical world’s most powerful, well-trained magic practitioners working for them. If anyone was going to see through our bullshit, it would be them. 
But the thing that was really worrying me was our hasty little lifebond. Dyre had agreed it was a good solution for keeping his energy levels even and to keep from revealing that he was hosting an evil parasite. We were officially bonded, and if I tried, I could feel him there inside me—both Dyre’s aura and Sunshine’s connected at the outskirts of my own, there to be drawn on if I needed the power. 
It went both ways. Either of the weirdos could now drain my magic right out of my body using our bond—in fact that was kind of the whole point. Wow…not a settling thought. 
But when I pushed that fear away, the real issue was that I hadn’t had a chance to really talk to Dyre about the fact that we were basically married now. I knew he thought I should be horrified. But I kind of thought he had a right to be freaked out too. I mean…it might be temporary, but I wasn’t exactly a catch, what with my unheard of human medical issues, my sub-par magical knowledge, my evil lineage, and the fact that every witch around here either wanted to kill me or use me. He had the right to some reservations of his own. 
And…Ambrose wasn’t wrong. I might, just possibly, find the necromancer and his hitchhiker attractive. That probably made this whole pretend, semi-forced bonding even weirder. 
“Hello? Andy, dear?” Ambrose had appeared before me, and he waved a hand in front of my face. “Has all the magic practice finally cooked your brain?”
I huffed and went to pull some clothes out of my dresser and closet. “No. I was thinking about Dyre.” 
I brushed past Ambrose. He didn’t ever seem to need to change clothes. He just materialized in a new outfit. Or, more accurately, another perfectly pressed version of the same black suit he always wore. I wondered if it was the same one, or if there was a stack of black butler suits just sitting there somewhere in the nightmare realm. 
“Oh, I see,” the boogeyman said, giving me a sly look. “Daydreaming about your new husband then.”
I turned back to him with my chosen outfit over my arm. “Ha. Very funny. I’m just worried about him,” I lied. “I’m afraid his disguise spells won’t hold.”
Ambrose shrugged, pacing over to fiddle with the stuff on top of my dresser. He seemed especially fond of the smoky quartz that was scattered there with a few other crystals. “Mmm… I understand your concerns,” he said, tapping the quartz with a finger and making the gray color inside it swirl. “The man has massive balls, to just waltz into the Alliance, when they have a very strict 'kill on sight' policy where his kind is concerned.” He shrugged, giving me a wink before he went back to touching my stuff. “But honestly my pretty witch? If those disguise measures of yours don’t work, it isn’t Dyre you should be worried about. The necromancer isn’t overexaggerating or bragging when he says he could level the place and raise them all as an undead army. The only reason he holds back is because being on the run looking over your shoulder constantly gets exhausting. Trust me, I’ve been there.”
I sighed. “Well, I’m still going to worry. This mess is all my fault. If anything happens to him or the others….”
Ambrose was in front of me in a flash, one hand sliding behind my neck to give it a squeeze, forcing me to look him in the eyes. “Dyre will be fine. Sunshine will be fine. It’s you I’m worried about. If anything goes wrong, try to stay out of the crossfire, yes?”
I stared into his black eyes, noting how his red pupils dilated as he gazed at my face. “I’ll be fine. Dyre’s magic won’t harm me now that we’re bonded.”
He frowned. “I know that. But I’d feel better if I could be there to make sure of it.”
The boogeyman was sitting this one out. Dyre was in danger of being attacked if he was found out. But the SA didn’t have a kill on sight policy for boogeymen and ethereal entities. Powerful though Ambrose was, he wasn’t on the same level as the wraith that slept inside Dyre. If the SA detected Ambrose lurking around, he’d probably be caught and “studied” before they decided whether it was safe to release him. And if they determined that he was a threat to the general populous? No. He was staying put right here and waiting for us to come home. I had enough guilt over the others being trapped and Dyre being put at risk. 
The necromancer was stubborn about coming with me. But Ambrose was more reasonable. He trusted that Dyre and I could handle this. And this was one person I could keep out of danger, at least for a little while. “You’re not going with us,” I said firmly. 
Ambrose tilted his head, black curls falling over one eye, brushing against skin that was the same deep blue-black as a night sky. “Are you protecting me, Lovell? Careful. I might fall for you. And we both know how dangerous it is to a man’s freedom and wellbeing, to fall for a witch. Especially a Lovell.”
I sighed, trying to ignore the way his thumb moved forward to stroke along the side of my throat while his cool fingers still rested on my nape. We hadn’t really talked about how he ended up in the bestiary. I tried not to pry into the past of the beings I freed from that hell, respect for their wounds and their trauma keeping my curiosity at bay. Mostly. But the questions tumbled out now. “That’s how you ended up in the book? Were all of my ancestors just a bunch of evil sirens? Is Lovell pussy some kind of magic death trap or something?” Too many of the beings in that book had been seduced and tricked into captivity.
Ambrose huffed a laugh at my words. “Eloquent as ever, Oleander,” he said with a fond note in his voice. His hand moved from my neck to stroke through my hair, and I had to resist the urge to tell him to put it back on my neck. Goddess, I had spent way too long around Aahil. 
The thought of my missing jinn made my stomach hurt. I was terrified what damage the O’Learys were doing to his already delicate psyche. I’d rather he was here abusing me with his fucked-up attempts at affection than in the hands of those assholes any day. 
“Off in the clouds again?” Ambrose whispered, studying my face. 
I sighed. “I’m just kind of a mess. Sorry. You were telling me about my ancestors’ magical snatch power?”
He snorted this time, his lips curling into a wry smile. “Well, I don’t know whether you’ve inherited some sort of magical anatomy,” he purred, stepping closer to me, bringing with him this cool, fresh night air scent that made me dizzy. “But I’m certainly willing to do some research to find out.” 
I put a hand on his chest, felt the solid rise and fall there, the steady beat of his heart. It was a bit of a surprise on some level. He was always turning into smoke and shadows. It seemed wrong that he should feel so real. “Shut up,” I muttered. “How did my ancestors manage to catch you?”
His free hand came to rest on my hip, while the other slipped to my neck again. Mmm…yes. Wait. No. Focus, Andy. 
“I fed from a Lovell witch. Then I made the mistake of coming back.” He shrugged. “It’s safer for my kind if we keep moving, so that no one realizes we are feeding from them. Less chance of being caught or punished, you see?”
I nodded, licking my suddenly dry lips. “So you, what, fell for the witch?”
His expression, which was always filled with a sort of mocking humor, went eerily serious as he gazed into my eyes. “I did. I got to know her. I revealed myself. I fancied myself in love. And she snared me in a spell circle and imprisoned me for centuries in a Lovell spellbook.” He scoffed. “It has reinforced the wisdom about never staying in one place for too long. It certainly taught me not to care for the people I feed from. And I know better than to ever trust a witch again.”
I swallowed, my fingers curling inward to clutch at the front of his suit. I dropped the clothes I held with the other hand, bringing it up to touch the boogeyman’s cheek. “And yet, here you are. Staying here. Helping me.”
He smiled, slow and hot, revealing his pointed gray teeth. “It seems I’m a complete fucking idiot. Because I really don’t want to leave.”
I laughed, tilting my head back slightly in invitation, not even thinking about what I was doing. “Well…I’m more for freeing people than trapping them anyway.”
His black and red eyes focused on my lips. “Mmm…so you say.”
I huffed. “Ambrose. Are you finally going to kiss me again, or have you come to your senses about the dangers of Lovell pussy after all?”
He barked a laugh. Then he was kissing me, enveloping me in his unique brand of night magic. A gentle shiver of fear danced over me in reaction to the boogeyman’s aura, but it was…enticing, rather than terrifying. Like a rush of anticipation over doing something dangerous but that you knew was going to be so much fun. I looped my arm around his neck as the kiss deepened, moaning against his lips when he gripped the back of my neck a little more firmly, pulling me closer, his tongue darting out to dance teasingly with mine. 
My insulin pump beeped loudly, the tone warning me that my blood sugar was crashing. I pulled back, panting. Perfect timing, as usual. “Fuck my life.”
Ambrose smirked at me as I checked the device’s screen. “Here, let me.” He waggled his eyebrows in an over-the-top way as he slid his fingers into my pocket to retrieve one of the honey candies I always kept on me. I watched him with my eyebrows raised as he unwrapped the sweet, then put it in his own mouth. “Well?” he teased. “Come get your medicine, witch.”
I rolled my eyes. “So cheesy and weird.” But I went, letting him pull me into another kiss, this time chasing the sweetness on his tongue as he transferred the candy from his mouth to mine. His lean body pressed to mine, his big hands mapping the curve of my hips and waist, then back. And fuck if he didn’t manage to actually make this strange interaction hot. I whimpered when he pulled back to kiss a path along the side of my neck, pausing to nip and tease. 
I chewed the candy and swallowed, then reached for him, feeling the delicious hardness where our bodies touched. Yep, I was a Lovell through and through. Because I was so going to fuck a boogeyman right now. 
A knock on the door made me flinch. “Andy? What the hell is taking so long? We’re going to be late to your precious meeting.”
Dyre’s voice cut through the haze of lust, and I dropped my forehead to rest on Ambrose’s shoulder. “Fuck.”
Ambrose’s body shook as he silently laughed at me. “Yes, that was the idea,” he murmured. “Pity. But perhaps when you return.”
I lifted my head to glare at him. “Now I have to go to the Supernatural Alliance with a lady boner. This is all your fault, you asshole.”
Not that I really should be engaging in too much, uh, exercise with a low blood sugar anyway. But still. I was definitely grumpy now. 
“I know, I know,” Ambrose said, holding up his hands and stepping away. “I’m a terrible person. But you did forget to worry about everything imaginable for a few moments. So, I consider this a success.”
Dyre opened the door and poked his head in. “Andy….” His violet eyes flashed to black and back again as he took in how close I was standing to Ambrose—and the obvious sexual tension that had to be filling the room. “Seriously? Right now? I thought you wanted to get your other fuckbuddies back. But apparently not.”
I snatched a pillow off the bed and chucked it at his head. “Oh, shut the fuck up. Both of you get out of here so I can change!”
Dyre was right. We had shit to do. I didn’t have time to examine my feelings about what had almost happened here. Or what Ambrose had admitted about his past and what it meant that he apparently trusted me so much he was willing to risk his life all over again. 
I glanced down toward my currently needy and disappointed vag. “Maybe you really are a magical monster trap.”
Snorting with laughter, I popped another candy into my mouth and got changed. 




Chapter 13

Dyre


I straightened my boring white t-shirt and patted my hair to make sure it was still in its stupid bun. Looking down at my own hands was really fucking strange. My nails were a normal pink and white color, rather than their usual blue. And my skin looked all flushed and healthy. It was all an illusion, of course, meant to fool anyone who looked at me and make them believe I was a normal, run-of-the-mill witch. We had crafted it into a potion, rather than a charm, so the magic wouldn’t just disappear and reveal my true identity to everyone the way it might if a charm got lost or removed. Which meant this look wasn’t wearing off anytime soon. We had also tuned it so I could see the illusion on myself for monitoring purposes.  
I hated it. As much as I longed to be rid of my possession and be a normal fucking person…this didn’t feel right. It was like I was looking down at a stranger’s hands. 
“Dyre?” Andy said as she came up beside me, clearly waiting for me to quit freaking out and leave the mansion. “Everything okay?”
I rolled my shoulders back, immediately reaching for Sunshine to settle my mind. But we had suppressed my connection to the wraith, too. It was unsettling, like turning to talk to someone who had been by your side for years only to find them gone. I really didn’t want to examine the way I was suddenly panicking over the lack of evil in my mind. “I’m fine,” I managed, my voice even and cold, not betraying my emotions. 
Ambrose appeared in front of us, reaching out to clasp my shoulder and give it a little squeeze. “Don’t worry. If they catch you, you just have to survive until Sunshine shakes off the potions and wakes up. You’ll be fine.”
Ha. Survive long enough to wake Sunny up. The truth was, if the SA realized I was a necromancer, they wouldn’t give me long enough to pull any tricks. They’d murder me on the spot. Why the fuck was I doing this again?
Andy bit her plush bottom lip and looked at me in concern, clearly thinking the same thing. “Dyre, you don’t have to do this. If you’ve got cold feet, you can stay here with Ambrose.”
Oh, right. That was why. Because my fucking wraith parasite was obsessed with the plump earth witch before me. That was all on him. I was smarter than that. But then again, I did owe her for releasing me from the bestiary. And yeah, I had paid her back by helping her keep her ghost and destroy the book. But I was just a nice guy like that. That’s all it was. 
“I’m fine,” I repeated again, this time with a glare for good measure. 
Ambrose stepped past me to get to Andy. “See? He’s fine. Kiss me goodbye before you go ruin the other witches, my dear.”
She glared at him, and I rolled my eyes. The boogeyman was such a damned tool. But yeah, they looked good together, the dark, dangerous nightmare glued to the curvy, golden-skinned earth goddess. I averted my eyes. Damn it, we didn’t have time for this crap. Andy was too easily distracted by sex. It was stupid.
I went outside to wait on the stoop. My fingertips tingled a little and I flexed them, wiggling out the weird sensation. It took me a moment to realize that my hands felt weird because they were warm for once. 
I rubbed my palms together, both enjoying and hating the strange sensation. I absolutely refused to let myself wonder if I could touch another person without them cringing, now that I wasn’t roughly the temperature and color of a corpse. 
The door opened behind me, and Andy and Ambrose joined me on the stoop. “A word, necromancer?” Ambrose said politely. 
Andy shrugged and headed out to the front drive. “I’ll open a portal,” she called over her shoulder. We had agreed that the unnecessary magic was better than a prolonged trip through the witch community with me wearing a disguise. Not to mention, the O’Learys might send someone after us again if we took the long way. 
Andy turned her back on me and Ambrose to cast the portal spell, pausing to check her insulin pump and her other supplies before she got to it. Ambrose bumped my shoulder with his. “Are you really alright, necromancer?”
I sighed. “I’m fine.”
He chuckled and I glanced over to find him leering at me, his pointed gray teeth on display. “Mmm…that you are, Dyre. But I was referring more to your wellbeing than your looks.”
I blinked at him. Oh, right. The disguise. I supposed I was a bit more palatable now. “I’ve got this,” I said, ignoring his flirting. The boogeyman was nothing but a walking innuendo. His flirting didn’t mean anything. Especially now that I looked so completely normal. He was just responding to the illusion. 
I tucked an escaped strand of hair behind my ear. Goddess, even that was changed, the usual bright red that hinted at a blood affinity now dulled down to a nice red-brown color more suitable to an average earth witch. “Don’t worry,” I told the boogeyman as I watched Andy cast her magic. “I’ll keep your precious earth witch safe.”
“I have no doubt,” Ambrose said. His hand brushed mine as we stood side by side, and I froze when his fingers twined through mine, squeezing slightly. “Protect both of my pretty earth witches, will you?”
I really hoped my disguise illusion hid the stupid blush that burned my face. Goddess, I hadn’t blushed since I was possessed. Not enough warmth in me for that. Now I felt all weird and hot. I cleared my throat and stepped away, releasing the boogeyman’s hand as Andy’s portal went up. “Fuck off,” I muttered, unsettled by the weird display of…whatever this was.
Ambrose chuckled behind me, not the least bit offended by my attitude. “Good luck with your meeting, loves,” he called in a parody of an old-timey housewife. “I’ll have dinner waiting when you get back!”
Andy rolled her eyes. I thought about waving a middle finger his way, but then thought better of it. It would only encourage the moron. Ignoring everything, I stepped through the portal, leaving the Lovell mansion, and the weird monster, behind. 
For security reasons, we couldn’t just portal into the SA. Andy and I made our way from the public portal exit in town to the nearby Supernatural Alliance building. The entry stairs were flanked on each side by a row of statues representing various supernatural races. It was supposed to represent equality and good will between witches and all the other denizens of Magea. Funny how there were no necromancer statues. Equality and justice for all. Except those who were hated and feared. 
We entered the glistening glass and marble lobby, spoke to the bored receptionist, and were led to a meeting room on the second floor, all without me triggering any of their alarms. I knew the disguise would work. Sunny had helped create it after all, and nothing he did ever failed. A bit of my confidence returned, some of the tension leaving me as I realized that even though I didn’t have him here with me to rely on, I had his protection just the same. 
I would deny it to my dying breath if anyone ever asked, but…I just felt better knowing that some piece of him was here with me, even if he was currently fast asleep in the deep recesses of my soul. 
The meeting room was already full when we arrived, and I arched a brow at Jacki the field mage and her entourage. The compact, no-nonsense woman gave me a small, curt nod of acknowledgement and I caught Andy’s glance. My witch was thinking the same thing I was. Jacki had set up this meeting with her superior because she was the best option we had. That didn’t necessarily mean the mage fully trusted the woman, or the SA in general. Jacki was here to witness how this was handled because she didn't want to rely on anyone else. 
We took a seat at the table, Andy subtly nudging me to sit next to her new best friend, Jacki, while she took the seat on the other side of me, insulating me from anyone else who might join the meeting. I gave her a look, but she just shrugged. We both knew this disguise was holding just fine. But she was still trying to protect me. What an idiot. 
We were joined by a smooth-faced woman in a power suit the same color as the SA uniforms—some dark, bland law-enforcement shade between navy and gray. She closed the door behind her and crossed the room to shake hands with Andy, giving me a nod. “You must be Oleander Lovell. I’ve heard so much about you,” she said with a smile that was warm and welcoming, but immediately made me want to narrow my eyes. 
Trust didn’t come easily to me. Especially around other witches. Those smiles could all too easily change to calls for my death in the blink of an eye. Witches only wanted one thing—power. And they only cared about you so long as they thought you were an asset, or at the very least a non-threat to their current place in the world. 
I had learned that handy little lesson well, first from my family, then from every witch I encountered thereafter. Except Andy. I cleared my throat, not liking the fact that the strange witch was touching Andy. 
I also didn’t like how much I didn’t like it. For fuck’s sake, I wasn’t Sunshine, all smitten with the stupid woman. 
“Ah, and you must be Oleander’s lifebond. Rae, was it?”
I nodded to her, not at all disappointed when she didn’t offer her hand. “Rae Lovell,” I said, neatly sidestepping any questions about my family lineage. Old-school lifebond bullshit said that the weaker of the two bonded would take the stronger bonded’s name. Asking about my previous name would be an insult to Andy, since by these archaic social rules, I belonged to her now. 
Everyone was being led to assume that I was the weaker partner. Nothing to see here. I mustered up a real smile for the SA woman. Not in greeting. But at the reminder that I could turn her body inside out with a simple incantation if I wanted to, even if she didn’t know it. 
“I’m Director Strom,” she said as she pulled up a seat between Andy and Jacki’s fae-blooded partner. “I’m an air witch, and the lead supervisor of agent Valentine’s department,” she said as she opened notebook she carried and pulled a pen out of her pocket. “Our department handles the investigation and suppression of illegal magic use.” She glanced around the table before focusing on Andy. “Agent Valentine tells me you have a kidnapping to report? She has shared the details, but I need to get your report before we can officially proceed.”
Tough little Jacki the mage’s last name was Valentine? I could almost hear the jokes Andy and the rest of her little harem of freaks would make at the woman’s expense. Forcing myself to focus, I watched the room as Andy carefully relayed all the details of our current problem. She was clearly uncomfortable revealing the existence of her harem of morons, but she spun it in a way that made it sound like the Lovell mansion was now a home for rescued magical beings. 
The biggest red flag I noticed was the fact that this Strom woman didn’t seem to doubt Andy’s story. She didn’t grill her about her motives or prod at her to try to determine if she was really an evil Lovell at heart. She was way too accepting of the last living Lovell heir—or one of them, now. 
I knew most other witches tended to discriminate against Andy for who she was. They hated and feared her because of the terror and pain her family had caused. And yet, here was this woman speaking to her as if she didn't have to fight to rein in her natural bias to do her job. I tended to be paranoid, but…my instincts were telling me that it wasn’t that this woman believed Andy was a good person. It was that Strom just didn’t care if she was evil. 
“Of course this is a matter for the S.A.” Strom said firmly. “We will do everything in our power to investigate this matter and bring your sister and friends home.” She pressed her lips together, tapping the end of her pen on her notebook and frowning as if deep in thought. Right. Here it came. Her real motivations were about to start showing. I scooted closer to Andy, putting my arm along the back of her chair like a spouse might. Keeping her close in case we had to run. Or in case she lost her temper, which was a distinct possibility. Oleander Lovell had zero self-control in offensive situations. 
“We’ve actually been aware of the O’Learys and their little cult following for some time now,” Strom said in a confidential tone, as if she were imparting some big secret. “I expect you to keep this between us.” She leveled a stern look at Andy.
Andy just nodded. “Of course, director.”
The woman nodded, keeping her expression grave. “Unfortunately, this coven has managed to amass a collection of rare, dangerous magical artifacts. It gives them the advantage in any encounters we have with them." She shook her head dramatically. "It makes sense that they would try to gather and use strong magical beings as slaves." A brief hesitation, as if she was deciding whether or not to share this next part. Not too bad, but I had definitely met better manipulators in my life. "However," she continued, "we are on the cusp of obtaining an artifact that would give us the edge we need to finally take them down.”
I slid my gaze sideways to meet Jacki’s eyes. The field mage’s face held a look of narrow-eyed suspicion. Interesting. 
“This magical object is pivotal in the Alliance’s mission to fight these dangerous extremists and eliminate them when they pop up, before they manage to do what the O’Learys have done.” She patted Andy’s hand where it rested on the table. “I know your history with the SA might be painful, but we do important work here. We are the last line of defense between normal, upstanding citizens and those who would start a war for supremacy. We’re strong. But we are always in need of skilled magic users to help in our mission.”
I almost laughed out loud. It was too rich. The organization that had murdered Andy’s entire coven was asking her to join them? Andy’s foot landed on mine under the table, pressing down in warning, and I kept my mouth shut, forcing myself not to glare at the SA woman. 
“I appreciate how important the SA and it’s mission is,” Andy said in an even, diplomatic voice that I knew was about to tip over into scorn any second. “But what exactly is it you are saying?” I had never heard her play the political correctness game before. It would almost be amusing. If it wasn't so dangerous.
Strom leveled a look at Andy, one that said she was laying it all on the table. Even though we all knew that this was probably not even half the truth. “You’re a strong witch from a rebel line. Your family started a war that almost disrupted the balance of the entire magical world. And you’re telling me there is another of you out there. While I loathe the thought of someone of your bloodline in the hands of the enemy, I also have to be sure of your motives.” She shrugged, as if to say, “What can you do.” 
“I’ll back this mission against the O’Learys to retrieve your sister and friends,” Strom said evenly. “But the higher-ups are going to want to know why I trust you. I need proof that your motives are pure, and that you and your sister are not like your parents and the rest of your coven.”
Andy leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms over her chest. “And just how am I supposed to prove myself to you?”
Strom smiled. “By helping us retrieve that magical artifact I mentioned. And by agreeing to work for us after this mission is complete.”
Andy shook her head, all her attempts at being calm disintegrating. “You can’t blackmail me into working for the SA That’s ten kinds of illegal, lady. All I’m asking you is to do your fucking job! If you won’t do it, then we’ll talk to your supervisor ourselves. Or maybe we should tell the news people. I'm sure the media would love a story about corruption inside the Supernatural Alliance.”
Strom shrugged. “You can try. But no one is going to listen to a reclusive Lovell who has been performing strong magic at her estate. A Lovell who recently exhumed her entire family crypt for spell components. Who knows what you get up to in that creepy mansion of yours? We have just enough data to give the press a field day and destroy your credibility.” She sighed, as if she was just so burdened. “You are correct. There is corruption in the S.A.” she said coldly. “And I can tell you exactly what most of my peers would do with your case. They would jail you for improper use of magic on some made-up charge that you could never fight. Then they would obtain your sister, kill the O’Learys while making it look like their deaths were due to some plot you and your sister hatched up, then have you both executed just to get rid of the Lovells once and for all.”
I seethed. She was right. It was exactly what witches did. They lied and murdered just to stay in power. And they feared anyone who might be a threat. I wrapped an arm around Andy’s shoulders, giving her a squeeze that I hoped looked loving, but also meant she should stand down. 
“We’ll play your games if that’s what it takes to get our family and friends back,” I said softly. As if I was just a mousy husband looking to diffuse the tension in the room. 
Andy clenched her teeth for a second, but eventually managed to speak. “Of course,” she said, not quite able to keep the sullen tone out of her voice. “I’d love to work for the Supernatural Alliance.”
Strom nodded. “Good.” Her attention landed on Jacki. “Valentine, take these two down to registration and get them outfitted as field consultants. “Trackers too. I don’t want a Lovell out in the field unsupervised.”
Jacki gave a curt nod and stood. “Let's go.” Then she led the way out of the conference room. 
I rolled my shoulders unobtrusively, hating the way the wards pressed down on me and the potions suppressed my magic. I would bet money that Andy was regretting her refusal to just let me and Sunshine murder everyone right about now.
I took her hand as we followed the mage downstairs, none of us daring to air our thoughts while we were in the SA building. “Love you, boo.” I whispered the disgusting words just to get a reaction. I knew she’d know that what I really meant was “I told you so.”
She squeezed my hand so hard it hurt. “Love you more,” she whispered back. And what I heard was “I’m going to punch you in the cock, you smug bastard.”
Huh. For once, I finally understood why married couples always sounded like such disgusting saps. It was because they were speaking an entirely different language, using code. 
“I’ve always wanted to work at the S.A.” I said with a smile, really getting into this whole say what you don’t mean thing. “I hope it isn’t too scary.” Which of course meant “I’m going to fucking destroy these people and it will be so much fun harvesting their bodies for my army.” Huh, apparently I couldn’t blame Sunny for all of my dark impulses after all.
Andy shot me a look that either said she wanted to kiss me, or that she was considering telling the SA I was a necromancer so she could watch them murder me. I winked at her and blew her a kiss, making big, stupid puppy eyes at her.
She groaned. 
“You okay?” Jacki bit out, shooting Andy a look over her shoulder. 
Andy waved her away with a grimace. “Oh, just a sudden urge to projectile vomit. I’m sure it will pass.”




Chapter 14

Andy


What an absolute load of bullshit.  
Dyre and I were now official employees of The Supernatural Alliance. They were calling us magic consultants. A stupid way to explain our sudden presence. I wondered if that title would change if we hung around long enough to actually work here after this. Not that it was ever going to happen. We were swept through the paperwork and orientation crap with a speed that was dizzying. Whatever this artifact was that we were supposed to use on the O'Leary coven, the Alliance wanted it bad, and for whatever reason, they had been unable to obtain it themselves. Which just gave me all sorts of warm fuzzy feelings. 
The SA wanting this thing was a massive red flag. But I just wanted to get my people back. We would help the asshats get their shiny new toy if that was what it took to free my long-lost sister and the others. Aahil…it was a constant worry, gnawing at my gut—if the O'Learys were using his powers the way I suspected they were, then the jinn must be a mess. He was powerful, dangerous, probably older than dirt…but he was the one I worried about most. He was already so broken. The others carried their own scars from their time with my family, but my snarky little jinn…the Lovells had almost completely broken the fire elemental. I was afraid the cracks in his psyche wouldn't hold up to another round of imprisonment and abuse. 
"I'm coming," I whispered under my breath like a prayer as I stepped out of the portal in front of the Lovell mansion. "I'm coming, so just hang on, you unholy terror."
"What was that?" Ambrose asked, materializing from the shadows by the front gate.
Dyre stepped through the portal behind me, and I shook my head. "Nothing," I lied. "Come on, we'll catch you up, but we've got to get our shit together before tomorrow."
We all headed inside and gathered in the kitchen, where I always hid when I was ultra stressed. Hot chocolate with some supplemental herbs, and…oh, yeah, a healthy dollop of liquor. That was what we needed. Dyre folded his long, gangly self onto a chair at the kitchen table with a tired sigh while I started making the cocoa. He reached up and tugged the pencil out of his nerdy manbun, then took his hair down, running his fingers through the currently brownish mass. I really missed the glaring blood red color. It suited him, denoted him as a witch with a strong affinity for blood magic. Which was probably why his family had nominated him as an involuntary vessel to turn him into a necromancer. 
Earth witches could have powerful affinities related to their base power source. Though it at first seemed counter-intuitive, blood magic was earth magic in the same way my plant affinity was. The minerals and living things in blood were composed heavily of earth elements. Dyre was powerful, even before he had Sunshine forced inside him. I could sense it. And it was jarring to see him playing the scrawny, nerdy, push-over spouse. I didn't like it.
A little pull of magic tugged at my awareness through our bond, and Dyre sort of…shimmered, his illusion melting, leaving his skin once more deathly pale with blue undertones, and his hair the color of fresh-spilled blood, as he burned out and deactivated the disguise magic. "Fucking finally," he groused. "It's so damned weird looking at myself like that." He examined his own hands and let out a sigh. "Never thought I'd be so glad to look like a disgusting corpse again."
I set a steaming mug of spiked cocoa in front of him. "You don't look disgusting. You just look like yourself. Try that. It'll fix what ails you." I motioned at the cup as I turned back to the counter to get two more mugs for me and Ambrose. 
Dyre scoffed at my commentary, but did as he was told, closing his eyes in bliss for a moment before he remembered that he was supposed to be all serious and emo. I smirked. Chocolate and alcohol would do that to a person. Well, that and the "special" herb blend I used when I really needed to relax. 
Ambrose chuckled as he took his own mug and sipped at it. "Oleander Lovell, are you trying to get us all stoned?"
I shrugged and pulled up a chair opposite Dyre, while Ambrose sat at the other end of the table. "Look, it's been a long fucking day. You're now looking at the two newest employees of The Supernatural Alliance." I gestured between me and Dyre, then took a drink from my own mug and sighed happily. Yeah. That was the stuff. Instant relaxation—even if it wouldn't last long. 
Ambrose raised his black eyebrows and darted a glance between me and Dyre. "And how did this…delightful circumstance come about?"
So we explained the bargain we had struck with the SA. 
"Would have been easier to just let Sunny have his way with them," Dyre muttered, his violet eyes narrowed. "That whole place is corrupt." Not to mention that even if they weren't corrupt, they'd still want to see Dyre beheaded, staked, and burned alive just for existing…. So, I suppose he had a right to want to turn them into corpses and make them dance to his whims. 
I suppressed a shudder. Goddess forbid I ever have that kind of power. It would be so hard to resist the urge sometimes, you know? Because people could be real assholes. Dyre was kind of a saint for not being more evil than he was.
"They're sending us out tomorrow to retrieve the artifact that they supposedly need to give them an edge against the O'Learys," I said tiredly. "And I don't even want to think about what it means that the most powerful governing agency in our realm and the genocidal witch-supremacists are having a race to see who can collect the most powerful black magic weapons…because we all know that's exactly what they're doing."
Ambrose frowned down into his mug. "I can't feel my lips."
I huffed a laugh and took another swig of my magical fuck-me-up toddy. "You're welcome."
Dyre squinted at me. "Are you really planning to give the SA the artifact they're sending us to retrieve?"
I shook my head, feeling all the tension leave my shoulders. Dyre seemed unaffected, probably thanks to the wraith hitchhiker inside him, but Ambrose and I were definitely in a good place at the moment. It made the whole conversation more tolerable. Because…part of me was terrified of what was coming. 
I had seen what happened when a coven of powerful witches decided that they should be the supreme magical race. It was why entire clans of supernatural creatures—like Niamh's fae family—had been completely wiped out. It was why I was the only remaining Lovell with a head attached to her body. Well, before I learned about my sister, but you get the picture. I was getting some serious déjà vu here. And I did not want to be caught up in the middle of another magical war. I had been young enough to sit the last one out. I wouldn't be so lucky this time. 
"No," I said firmly in answer to Dyre's question. "Yes. Maybe? Hell, I don't know." I pushed my mug of awesomeness aside before I completely obliterated my ability to form thoughts. "Look, part of me says we just get the thing, hand it over, get our people, and peace right the fuck on out of there. Not my problem, right?" 
I shared a glance with Dyre, and he shrugged. It seemed like the way he and Sunny would think. Self-preservation first, everyone else could just get fucked. Not that I could really blame either of them, with their history. But he didn't say anything either way. 
"You said that's what part of you thinks," Ambrose prompted, lifting a brow as he took another long drink from his doctored-up cup. "Implying there is a 'but'?"
I sighed. "But I'm not my ancestors. I do actually care if people die. I don't want to be the reason the SA has more power than it should. I guess it's an ingrained bias from them executing my family, or whatever. But maybe not. Maybe it's just a healthy level of caution. Call me crazy, but…I don't trust their authority."
"We get the artifact," Dyre said. He removed one of his charms and rolled his shoulders back and cracked his neck as if he was fitting back into his own skin. His voice dropped to a chilling register as his eyes went black and Sunny peered out from the necromancer's face. "We will obtain the object, whatever it is, but we will not hand it over to them until your people are safe. If they don't agree, I will rip their souls from their bodies and do this my way. My patience for this whole game wears thin."
Then he blinked, and Dyre's violet eyes and deep, but normal, voice were back. "I hate to say it, but…I agree with Sunny on this one. I'm not helping them with their war, and I sure as shit will not let myself get caught. And the longer those assholes have your people, the more damage they are liable to do. To your precious community. To your fuckbuddies. To me and Sunny if they find out what we are while he's weakened and in hiding." He shrugged. "Let's just get this over with as quickly as possible."
I looked at Ambrose. The boogeyman just shrugged. "Don't look to me for kindness, my dear. I'm a walking nightmare. I feed off terror and suffering. And either faction in this mess would probably love nothing more than to cage me somehow and study me so they can learn how to use my rare powers for their cause. I have no sympathy to give."
I sighed. "Okay. So, we're keeping the artifact. What do we need to do to make sure we have enough clout to do that?"
Dyre stood up and gathered our cocoa mugs. "First of all, you burn that sedative out of your system, Lovell. Then we practice bonded power draws with amplification."
I frowned. We had already been practicing with using more of my magic. And a little bit with him drawing power from me through our bond, to make up for the way we had to suppress Sunny. But… "Amplification?" 
The necromancer gave me a crooked smirk that made his angular features seem even more wicked than usual. "Oh, yes. How do you think I get the souls of the dead to get up and dance to my bidding, earth witch. You're about to learn one of the cornerstones of necromancy."
I took a slow, deep breath. "I'm getting the feeling there's more to it than that." Not that learning necromancy spells wasn't bad enough all on its own.
He his little smirk turned into a slow, pleased smile, and I realized for the first time that as much as Dyre might loathe his state of being, he found intense joy in being able to manipulate magic to do the things only he could do. That he might enjoy experimenting with taking magic apart and creating new spells just as much as any Lovell.
"I've never used the spell on a living being," he said happily. "Let alone used it in the way we're about to. This should be interesting." He headed out of the room, calling, "I need to grab my journal so I can take notes. Meet me in the back courtyard where there's space. In case we blow up."
I stood there staring after the terrifying redheaded necromancer long after he strode out of the room. "He's secretly crazier than I thought, isn't he?" I asked Ambrose. 
The boogeyman chuckled darkly. "Oh, you're adorable, Andy." He paused to brush a kiss against my temple. "I thought it was all just an act on your part. But if you really weren't afraid of him all this time, I worry for you, sweetheart." 
Then he headed off after Dyre. 
Well, today was probably going to be the day I died. Awesome. I sighed and stomped off after the two crazies, toward my certain demise. At least I wouldn't have to worry about being a Supernatural Alliance drone or being caught up in some sort of magical war if Dyre exploded me today. 




Chapter 15

Andy


I didn't blow up. But I wondered if that might have been the better outcome.  
We stood in the middle of the back courtyard, Ambrose lingering nearby in shadow form just in case. Although, I had no idea what he thought he could actually do to help either of us if this spell went horribly wrong. 
Dyre had explained to me how the amplification spell worked. It was similar to the simple spell that all earth witches used from time to time to bring out and enhance the natural qualities of herbs and crystals. Only this was far more complex. It amplified lifeforce, innate magic…the soul. 
It was how a necromancer could coax a body with barely a whisper of a trace of remaining etheric energy to rise. The plan was to connect our magics through our bond, to let him draw from my deep well of Lovell magical power to supplement his own—and then we would amplify that magic, letting it build between us into something greater. So instead of depleting my magic to make him stronger, we would both get a boost. 
It was either a brilliant idea, or a really good way to end up with fried brains. 
But if we got it right, theoretically, we would be like a walking nuclear bomb—all without ever revealing what Dyre really was, without pulling on Sunny's magic at all. Everyone would just assume I had used yet another nasty, awe-inspiring Lovell invention of a spell. Unsettling, but not illegal. Technically.
The necromancer's cold fingers threaded through mine, and I gripped hard, feeling the press of his bony knuckles and the way his touch leeched the warmth from my skin. We stood facing each other, and I looked up into violet eyes rimmed in a thin sliver of black. "Sunny?" I asked, forcing my voice to stay steady. 
Dyre nodded once, curtly. "He's watching. To protect his precious earth witch if something goes wrong."
I snorted. "Of course. Must be nice to know you're safe in all this—even if it is because he needs a vessel."
Dyre arched one blood red brow at me. "I wasn't referring to myself. My wraith is disgustingly obsessed with you, you know."
I opened and closed my mouth, not sure what to say to that. But Dyre just shook his head and gave my hands a squeeze. "Remember the incantation?"
I nodded. "Sure. It's been nice knowing you."
Then I took a deep breath, closed my eyes, and opened my magic to him. I could feel the magical bond between us, like a web of fine threads that carried magic back and forth between our auras. As I pulled up my magic, willing it from the earth and plants to bolster my own deep well, I felt Dyre begin to draw from me. I could almost see my magical essence moving along the bond, traveling out of my center and into his. It was a strangely intimate sensation, a sharing of soul essence, if you wanted to look at it that way. I was giving him a bit of who I was on some deep level. 
He drank in my magic at an increasing rate, until it flowed from me and into him with a force that made my entire body warm and tingly. It was a bit scary, knowing how hard he was pulling from me, and yet, I barely felt my magic starting to tire. 
"Goddess, Lovell," Dyre whispered, his deep voice resonant and power-rich. "That is a lot of reserve. You've still barely even tapped it in our lessons."
I gripped his hands tighter, feeling his skin warm against mine, my magic fighting off his deathly chill, giving back some of what Sunny had drained from him over the years. "Fuck this is weird," I panted, feeling my magic finally begin to dwindle and strain, even as I sensed the way Dyre could have just kept pulling forever. 
I might be brimming with untapped power, but Dyre was a fucking black hole. No wonder he could carry the wraith and use his power so easily. Dyre was a vessel with limitless dimensions. Like a spelled purse that carried an entire pocket dimension inside it. Was that a natural ability? Or something his family had trained in him to make him the perfect sacrifice? I realized once again how little I really knew about the man before me.
"Begin," he said evenly, startling me out of my wonder over his ability to channel power. 
I muttered the chant that he had taught me as we cast the amplification spell. 
The spell rose around us, settling over my skin. Then I felt my power levels begin to equalize, my well refilling rapidly as the magic inside me was amplified. Dyre gripped my hands harder, our bones grinding together as he gave me back some of the power he had taken—which was also amplified by the spell. I gasped as rich golden power flowed through my veins. Every nerve ending was suddenly alive and pulsing with energy. And I felt…like I was more than myself. My power continued to build, a sort of echo growing between us, a feedback loop where power was constantly taken, multiplied, and given back stronger than ever. 
I swayed, suddenly unable to tell where my aura—where my body—ended and Dyre began. I could feel the staggering strength of who he was, at his core. The essence of his being. I could feel the unfathomable darkness below the surface where Sunny hovered. And I felt…emotions. Respect, grudging admiration. Attraction. An overwhelming, heart breaking need to be loved. To be wanted. 
I was falling, freewheeling into Dyre and losing myself completely. 
"Finis," Dyre murmured, and I could feel him struggling to end the spell, to separate us before we forgot who we were and our atoms scattered into dust. "Finis, Andy. Focus!"
I managed to mutter the words, cutting off the amplification, but leaving us both still brimming with magic, and buzzing with a heightened awareness of the power we carried. I felt curiously around my own aura. "Yeah," I whispered. "The SA is so royally fucked if they decide to screw us over." I might not know many battle spells, but even the small things Dyre had taught me would be ridiculously overpowered if I cast them right now. A simple nudge would send power spiraling outward with enough force to make a gentle children's glow charm into a firebomb. 
Goddess, if any other Lovell had figured out how to access this much power, they would have ruled the world. I shuddered at the thought, getting a tighter grip on the power that was coursing through me. I was not that kind of witch.
Dyre untangled our fingers. Then his big hands gripped my wrists and slid upward, sending ripples of magic—warm and cold in contrasting waves—over my skin until he gripped my upper arms, pulling me a step closer.
"You're glowing," he said, his deep voice so rich and dripping with power that it made me shudder. 
I opened my eyes to see what he meant. Holy fuck. His skin almost looked warm, with a soft glow emanating from him, limning him in gold. A few strands of his long red hair rippled in the etheric current we had created between us. "Wow, you're beautiful," I said without thought, lifting a hand to touch his cheek. His violet eyes glowed with power like some ancient god. 
Those glowing eyes were riveted on my face, and I was sure he was feeling everything I was feeling, just the way I could feel what he was feeling—wonder, fear, longing. 
Then, I was kissing the necromancer like I needed his lips on mine to live. Dyre's long, lean body pressed to mine, and I clung to his broad shoulders, not wanting an inch of space between us as our souls danced. Our tongues tangled, and his hands moved down to grip my hips and pull me impossibly tighter against his hard, sharp angles. I moaned into his mouth, and he swallowed it down like breathing. I was utterly swept up in the energy between us. Passion like I had never felt before rolled over me in waves. 
A dark pulse of power rippled outward from him, pulsing through us both. Sunny. I could almost taste the wraith on Dyre's tongue, and I moaned again. I wanted both of them so bad it hurt. 
Dyre pulled away suddenly, swallowing with an audible click. His eyes were doing something I had never seen before—one a pure Dyre violet, while the other was the fathomless black of the wraith's gaze. He closed his eyes and shuddered as the witch and the wraith apparently battled for dominance. 
Then he was stepping away, leaving me feeling rejected and bereft. "Discharge the power, Andy," he said in a hoarse whisper that was all Dyre. "Let it go before you do something stupid."
I huffed at that. I wasn't that bad at magic. But yeah, he probably had a point. I closed my eyes and let the excess power drain out of me, pushing it downward, into the earth, toward the plants and growing things. Life blossomed around me in an exaggerated parody of Niamh's fae magic. Trees, shrubs, and flowers burst through the ground and arched upward in fast-forward, reaching full maturity in seconds. I opened my eyes to find the once barren courtyard now filled with a vibrant jungle of thriving plants. A flurry of butterflies, insects, and birds suddenly took flight from beyond the courtyard wall, whirling away into the sky in a breathtaking murmuration. And I knew that moments before they had all been dead. 
I met Dyre's eyes as the glow faded from him with the power discharge, leaving him once more pale and foreboding. "Save a bit, just in case," he murmured. 
I nodded, keeping a bit more magic than usual tucked away in my center, juiced up and ready for whatever tomorrow might bring. 
Dyre bent to grab his journal and pen off a nearby bench, and I cleared my throat. "So…that was fun. We should definitely do that more often."
Ambrose materialized nearby, tilting his head in curiosity. "The impressive power thing, or the extremely hot make out session?"
I felt my face go red. Yeah. That had happened. And…I couldn't really find any reason to feel bad about it. 
Dyre scoffed, then looked up from whatever he had been scribbling in what I suspected was more grimoire than journal. "Knock it off, nightmare," he said flatly. "It was just the stupid lifebond messing with us. Something like that would never happen otherwise."
He looked back down at his book. 
I wanted to argue. But…well, it had been due to the bond, at least in part. I had been able to see every bit of who the man across from me really was, and I felt connected to him in a visceral way. I had also felt just how alone he felt, how unwanted and…how much he craved touch and warmth. 
But let's be honest, it wasn't the first time I'd thought about kissing the cold, sharp-edged asshole either. 
Ambrose moved before I could form some sort of reply, before I could figure out how to get Dyre to believe that I might have actually wanted to kiss him. That someone might actually want him even if he was a scary necromancer.
The boogeyman slipped into shadow form and appeared right before Dyre, pushing the book out of the way and demanding his attention. Then Ambrose gripped the back of Dyre's neck and pulled him down the couple of inches needed so he could kiss the living fuck out of the man. 
I might have drooled a little. 
Dyre dropped his journal, but his hands didn't reach for Ambrose. He clenched his fists at his sides, as if he wanted to touch, but didn't dare. The boogeyman pressed closer, demanding a response, and Dyre finally broke, his hands coming up to clutch the back of Ambrose's black jacket. 
I watched without shame, a heavy shot of lust tingling through me. What would it be like to go over there and edge my way into that? I gave myself a mental eye roll. The world was falling apart around me, and I wanted a threesome. What was wrong with me? 
Ambrose finally let Dyre breathe, and I drifted closer to them. 
"That certainly wasn't because of any magical bond," the boogeyman informed the shellshocked necromancer in a smug tone of voice. I almost expected him to throw in a "So there," just for good measure. 
Dyre shook his head, looking a bit lost as he tried to regain his composure. "You're an idiot," he finally managed. 
Ambrose and I both laughed. Goddess, that kiss had really fried Dyre's brain. "Is it so hard to believe that someone might actually like you?" I asked through my amusement, going up on my tiptoes to playfully kiss his cold cheek while he was still trying to get his brain back online and tell us off. 
He reached for me suddenly, and the expression on his face said he had just shocked himself. His fingertips barely grazed my cheek. 
Then something massively powerful hit the wards, and everything went to shit. 




Chapter 16

Hasumi


I hissed in frustration as Aahil was ripped from my arms. Again. The jinn seemed to be the coven's favorite tool. I could see why—the man was flashy, multi-talented, and beautiful as sin—but I was rapidly losing my calm. The last time, he had come back to our little cell clawing at his own skin and retching. Even more frightening, he had let me hold him today, without a single protest or barbed word, unworried that the others might see his weakness. He had shivered in my arms, bereft of his usual fiery spark, while I tried to push whatever tiny trickle of calm I could at him using the faint whispers that remained of my shackled magic. The O’Leary coven was breaking Aahil, and I wasn’t sure how much longer this could go on before we lost him entirely to his pain and despair.  
I didn't have long to worry this time, though, before I felt a sick tugging sensation in my middle. I sucked in a breath and my eyes met Niamh's across the room, where she had been talking to Oleander's sister in hushed tones. The fae's lips pressed together in a grim line as I felt myself start to waver, pulled from this prison and forced to travel elsewhere by the witches' magic and my own stolen power. 
That these witches could control the rest of my companions was surprising and concerning, even with the binding marks they had branded on their skin. That they could actually force me to dematerialize and appear before them was unbelievable. No witch could control me on their own. It would take more than an entire coven, even. And yet, here I was, materializing in a domed atrium next to Aahil, surrounded by a chanting coven that was somehow managing to control not one, but two powerful elementals at the same time.
Panic clawed through me, along with a deep, heartsick despair that I knew wasn't my own. I fought the compulsion enough to stay on my feet, to reach out and grip Aahil's shoulder where he knelt on the floor. The ebb and flow of emotion were my element, as much as the water that was my essence. Not being able to use my abilities to save my friends from their hurt and fear wounded me. I couldn’t stand by and watch others suffer this way. 
The coven's power was a heavy weight against my aura, but as their chanting grew in volume, I felt another magic at play. Something ancient and wrong. They were bolstering their power with something…some unnatural witch creation. I tried to focus, to fight against the weight that suffocated my will, to figure out how these people were controlling us. But my sense of self was flowing away like water down a drain. My will dimming to a pinprick of light that was slowly extinguished under the relentless chanting. 
A voice spoke, buzzing with the combined power of the coven. "You will go to the Lovell mansion and finish what we started there. Capture the witch and the remaining creatures she has in her thrall. Use whatever force necessary. Fail and you will be punished."
The jinn beside me pushed himself to his feet and I dropped my hand from his shoulder, feeling nothing but a thin, distant whisper of unease. Then the witch who had spoken lifted a hand and whatever it was that he held there flared with power, whiting out the world. 
I dematerialized and sent myself upward at the whim of the coven, out of the dome, reduced to mist as I traveled the night, a hint of smoke that was the jinn following in my wake. This would be easy. I could overpower the witch and her servants with hardly a thought. But with the jinn at my back, it would take no effort at all. 
A sharp flare of pain burst over my awareness as we pushed through the wards surrounding the Lovell mansion, but even that pain was dulled. The witch had reinforced the protections since I was last here, but they still weren't strong enough to keep me out. Not with the pulsing surge of the other coven and their magical object at my back. 
The witch and her two companions were in the workroom, the residual magical traces of a strong spell fading around them. Perfect. They had been doing high magic. Which meant they would be even weaker than usual. 
"Hasumi?" the plump green-haired witch's voice was full of surprise and a naive level of hope as she stepped away from the two men who had been wrapped up in each other.  
I pulled water from the atmosphere like breathing, lifting an arm to send tidal wave at the trio. But the magic sputtered a bit mid-cast, and the wave lost some of its force before it slammed into the witch and her slaves. Strange. Why did I falter? Some emotion tried to push through the numbness in my mind, but the coven's magic drowned it out. 
The jinn landed behind the others in a pillar of flame. I could feel the witch, necromancer, and boogeyman all gathering their magics, but it was a futile gesture. They were pinned in between me and the flame. There was no hope for them now. 
"Come quietly to meet your new masters and you will not be harmed," I said, the words flowing from me without thought, as if they were spoken by someone else. 
"Or fight us and come to them missing pieces," the jinn said in a flat voice. "Either way, you will belong to the coven. Help us show the world that witches rule these lesser species."
"Oh, fuck you," the Lovell witch spat out, her gray eyes narrowed and her earth magic building within her. 
They were going to fight. Of course they were. Oh, well. No matter. 
The jinn sent a ball of flames hurdling toward the trio, who were still grouped together like a convenient target. The flames hit a shield of some sort and burst apart like waves crashing against stone. I lifted a hand and gestured at our enemies. I didn't need to get through the shield. It wasn't crafted to take into account that I could control the air inside the little bubble of protection. The witch and the necromancer hit their knees, clutching at their throats as their lungs started to fill with the water droplets I pulled from the air around them. 
The boogeyman slipped away from me, dematerializing to avoid drowning. But the shield around the other two wavered and fell as they both fought for consciousness. The jinn paced closer to the fallen witches, reaching out to brand them with the mark that would allow the coven to transport them away. 
A shadowy form materialized in front of the jinn just long enough to deliver a rapid series of punches to the jinn's stomach, throat, and face. The jinn rocked back a step, lashing out with his flames, but the boogeyman was already gone, a black tendril of shadow disappearing into the in between space of the otherworld where we couldn’t reach him. 
I growled, the words once again moving through me, rather than coming from me. "Brand them now, before they die."
My victims flopped on the ground like fish as they fought for air. It wouldn't be long before they passed out and became brain damaged. And the coven wanted them in good working order. 
The jinn snarled at me, and for a moment the flames in his amber eyes flared brighter in anger. He hesitated, as if he were fighting an internal battle. The he took two steps forward and crouched down by the prone witches, the tips of his fingers heating up in preparation for branding them with the coven’s binding mark.
He paused again as I held my water in our captives' lungs. Then the jinn screamed and gripped his head in his hands, letting out an involuntary shockwave of heat. I felt his anguish through the magic-induced numbness. 
Some part of me struggled to wake up as Aahil sobbed in terror and pain. 
Where was I? What was I doing? I had to stop. I had to fight this. I tried to pull my magic back, to clear the water from Andy and Dyre's lungs…but the compulsion driving me pushed harder, and my friends were drowning before my eyes. The necromancer mouthed soundless words and Aahil began bleeding from his pores, his sobs of terror turning to a grunt of physical pain. 
Vines burst through the stained-glass window over the worktable, thick as a man's arm, rushing toward me. I danced aside, but couldn't dematerialize without freeing my hold on the water inside the lungs of my targets. But I was more powerful than any earth witch's petty tricks. The vines twined around my legs and I smirked, pulling water from them too, leaving them desiccated as I flooded the air around the witches with more water, submerging them in a bubble of liquid in mid-air. 
The woman's eyes were wide and panicked as she fought for her last seconds of consciousness. The man at her side batted his long red hair away from his face and glared at me with black eyes, no fear in his expression as he slipped toward death. 
Something slammed into me from the side. 
Terror. Pure, overwhelming, unbridled fear rolled through me as I was hit with a tidal wave of inky blackness. Searching fingers of darkness curled through me, raking up every bit of fear they could muster. I was alone. I was losing my sense of who I was. I was going to fade into water and become nothing but the element I controlled. I was going to kill my friends and end up trapped by the O'Leary coven forever…. 
I felt other fears. Other terror. And I realized that the boogeyman had just reached through me to feed on the O'Leary coven as well. My control over my magic faltered and snapped under the onslaught of horrible emotions that flooded my mind. I fell to my knees, dimly aware of the coughing and the gasping breaths that filled the room as the witches were released from my hold. 
The terror receded as the boogeyman's essence passed through me. He wasn't strong enough to hold out against the coven with their cursed object. I howled in despair as I felt them regrouping, gathering up the power to subjugate me again. 
Aahil's sensual voice was nothing but ragged edges and desperation in that moment before the coven got ahold of him again. "Kill me, witch!" he shouted, his amber eyes dim, but focused on our targets. "Do it before they take over again, you useless fucking assholes! Do it now!" He dug his claws into the floor, still kneeling, fighting the commands that were even now settling over us both. 
I fought too, held out in the hopes that Andy and the others would do as Aahil asked and end us both before we could doom them too. Because the truth was, they weren't strong enough. The coven liked to test out our brute force capabilities, and Andy and the boogeyman had surprised them. But we had other tools in our arsenal, other powers that made the physical things dim in comparison. Eventually, Aahil and I would subdue them and drag them back to be used. And the O'Leary's would be more powerful than ever.
"Oleander," I managed, my own voice barely a whisper. "Do as he says. Save yourself and your friends."
She pushed herself to her feet and shoved her wet green hair back from her face, her gray eyes snapping with anger, her voice harsh from coughing up all the water I had forced into her lungs. "Oh, shut the fuck up, both of you!" 
Dyre pushed to his feet beside her, his long red hair like bloody streams down his shoulders and back. Andy gripped his hand, and they took a step backward so they could keep me and Aahil both in their sights. "The lame-ass O'Leary's will take you back when you fail," Andy said firmly, rage underscoring her words. "And when they do, you give them a message for me. They are all dead. Every last fucking one of them. But we'll have fun with their corpses when they're gone." She sneered, the evil smile on her round face shocking in its darkness.
I fought it, but the coven took control again. I could sense their smugness, their surety that Oleander Lovell was just posturing because she knew she was about to lose. 
But then something strange happened. I pushed to my feet and prepared to lash out with a sharp, focused wave of water that would cut them down. Aahil had stood as well, his spine ramrod straight as the coven pulled his strings. I could feel the seduction magic sizzling though his aura as he prepared to manipulate their minds, maybe even possess one of them. I grinned, the expression not my own. Between the two of us, these people would come happily to their new cage. I sent out a wave of my own power to influence their emotions as Aahil pushed his compulsion and seduction their way. They wouldn't even know how to fight it. Their minds were ours. 
Except…magic surged between the witch and the necromancer, something bright and startling, but limned in blackness. Something I had never seen before. My magic hit a barrier and could go no further. I couldn't reach them, or even the air around them, as the two witches…melded their power together and made it something more than the sum of its parts. 
I felt the shock ripple through me. The surprise that wasn't my own as the O'Leary's realized that they were dealing with more than just a couple of powerful witches. Dyre lifted his hand, and it was as if time stood still. Then he dropped it, and I couldn't dematerialize fast enough to avoid the shockwave of pure power that knocked me off my feet and slammed me into the wall. 
I was thrown hard enough that my body couldn't withstand the damage, and I was sure Aahil had fared no better. Books and glass exploded, raining down in a shower of glittering shards and a cloud of fragrant herbs as everything in the workroom was destroyed under the force of the magical blast.
My last thought was my own, right before the darkness took me—we had lost, somehow, and I was thankful for that. But the O'Leary coven would want Andy and her remaining companions even worse now than they did before. Because the power they had just generated was something the coven would definitely want to harness for themselves. 
They would send us out again. And this time, the coven would have the advantage because they would know exactly what they were up against. 




Chapter 17

Zhong


We all watched in resignation as Aahil was taken from our prison to do our captor's dirty work once again. I might not  like the asshole jinn, but even I felt sorry for him at this point. The O’Learys used him far more often than they used any of the rest of us. So far, I had only been used twice, for stealing magical artifacts from other witches. Gargoyles like me could break wards, we didn't tend to trigger most alarm systems, and we were immune to some magics. Most people probably wouldn't think a big, lumbering thing like me would make a good thief, but…well, I did. And whatever these items were that the O'Learys were stealing, I had been immune to the magic in the object itself as well. So far. 
Niamh had been sent out to hunt down a mythical creature or two. And I had no idea what they were using Elijah for. Andy's sister and her jinn partner had even been sent out a time or two. So far, Hasumi had never left the cell. But poor Aahil… it seemed like every day they had some task for him. And he usually wouldn't say what they made him do. Which was probably a bad sign. 
I frowned when he disappeared yet again. Hasumi let out a hiss of displeasure. The water weaver had been holding Aahil while the jinn tossed and turned in a restless sleep, after Aahil returned late last night covered in blood. 
Then Hasumi grunted and put a hand to their middle, their turquoise eyes widening before they disappeared as well. 
I glanced at the others. "Oh, no."
Niamh huffed in displeasure. "No shit."
We all froze for a moment, looking around uneasily, waiting to be yanked out of the cell ourselves. But after few moments it was clear that we were safe…for now. I walked over and plopped down near Niamh. She had been talking to Bella before Aahil was taken, but now the beautiful, fierce fae huntress paced, her motions sharp and agitated. "How? How the fuck can they control both Aahil and Hasumi?" she demanded, waving her hands as she spoke. 
Bella pressed her lips together, her eyes narrowed in thought. The resemblance between her and Andy was faint. For one thing, Atropa was quite a bit older than my witch. A bit taller and thinner. And while her eyes were also gray, they were darker, closer to blue. Her hair was also a deep blue-black, the straight length of it much different than Andy's unruly green waves. I thought Bella must resemble one parent, while Andy clearly took after the other. But they both had something about them that said that while they seemed to take everything in stride, completely unaffected…they had been through some difficult things. Things that left a mark. 
Andy's sister shook her head. "I don't know for sure. But I think they have an artifact of some sort. They keep promising to make me even more powerful than I already am, if I'll join their coven and help them willingly." 
Junaid growled from where he and Bella sat cross-legged beside one another on the cold stone floor. "Fucking witches." Then he patted Bella's knee. "No offense, sweetness."
She rolled her eyes. "None taken. Witches are bastards. All of us. Even when we're not trying to be."
She looked down, and I thought she must be thinking about Aahil. Apparently, Bella had promised to free him—and the rest of us—once she was free of her coven. But she had run and never came back to fulfil her promise. She said she had her reasons. They were probably even good reasons. But Aahil clearly saw it as a deep betrayal that had cost us all years of pain and suffering. He thought she was just another heartless, faithless evil witch. 
But I thought maybe Bella felt her own fair share of guilt over what she had done. And besides, we weren't exactly in a position to fight amongst ourselves. That wouldn't help any of us get out of here. "Not all witches are bad," I murmured. "Andy will get us out of here."
Bella raised a skeptical brow at me. Junaid scoffed, then said, "You think your witch stands a chance against a whole coven? One that's using a magical artifact to boost their power? A coven so strong they can apparently control not only one of the oldest, most powerful of my kind, but also that crazy powerful water weaver?"
I lifted one shoulder in a shrug, suddenly feeling defensive. He didn't know Andy. He didn't know how loyal she was. Or how big her heart was. She wouldn't leave us here to suffer. "Yes," I snapped. "I do think she stands a chance. Would your master there just give up and leave you here?"
Junaid narrowed his blue eyes at me for doubting his witch. "No. But you must see this is hopeless. We need to find a way to get ourselves free."
At first, we had avoided talking like this, afraid that our captors were monitoring us and listening in. But it appeared that their magic dampening spells made it so any spells inside this room were nullified. The walls were reinforced by magic from the outside. But in here, at least as far as the other magic users had been able to determine, we were safe to talk.
Niamh stopped pacing to stand there with her hands on her hips in a superhero pose that echoed all the cold, arrogant fae determination inside her. "You don't know Andy. And she's not alone, ice for brains. She has a boogeyman and…another powerful witch with her," she said, skirting around Dyre’s secret. She sighed. "But you're right. We can't just sit here and wait for rescue. What do you propose we do?"
Silence stretched out between us. We had tried everything we could think of to break out of this room. Nothing had worked so far. 
"I'll pretend to join them," Bella said at last, her voice resigned. "Maybe I can find a way to fuck things up enough to give you guys a chance to break out—weaken the protections on this room when no one is looking or something." She sighed. "They'll probably be expecting it, though." She nibbled at a fingernail as she considered. "So far, they've used the threat of hurting Junaid and a mild mood-altering spell to get me to do their dirty work. They want me to cooperate on my own, to willingly join their coven, rather than making them spend energy controlling me to get at my magic. But whatever artifact they have, I'm not one-hundred percent they can't control me too, just like the rest of you, if I comes right down to it. So it might be a completely pointless attempt. But it's worth a try. It's at least something."
Junaid immediately started arguing. He didn't want his witch in danger. I could understand that. I would hate it if our places were switched and it was Andy volunteering to do this dangerous thing. But then again…I trusted in Andy's strength, and I knew she would do whatever she felt like doing. I frowned in confusion at the way this blue jinn tried to talk Bella down. Clearly, he didn't understand who the master in that relationship was. 
I let my head thunk back against the stone wall and ran a hand over one horn in thought as I looked up at Niamh. She arched a brow at me, then rolled her eyes, her mouth quirking upward into a wry smirk. She must be thinking the same thing I was. Andy and Bella were clearly different in this regard. Because Andy would have told the guy to shut up and stormed off to do whatever she wanted by now, no matter the risks. 
I missed her so much it hurt. 
"It's not an awful plan," Niamh said over the top of the arguing couple. "Not great. But not awful. Like you said, at least it's something. A chance for one of us to get out of here and see what is going on out there at least." She crossed her arm over her chest and looked down at the witch. "But if you screw us over, I will hunt you down and gut you myself. I don't care if you're Andy's clan or not. You don't get to hurt her."
Bella opened her mouth to reply, but there was a surge of magic, followed by a sort of…sucking sensation, like a vacuum of power. When it stopped, Aahil and Hasumi had appeared in the room again. Aahil was bleeding from his nose and ears, and he looked dazed and unfocused. Hasumi was an unconscious heap. 
I was on my feet in an instant. "What happened?"
Aahil licked his lips, catching the trickle of blood from where one of his fangs had punctured his plush bottom lip. "They sent us after Andy and the others," he said in a hollow voice that lacked its usual sultry tones. "Andy won."
He swayed, and I crouched down to steady the little terror with a hand on his shoulder. "Are you okay?"
Niamh was with Hasumi, crouching over him. She cursed in faeish when she couldn't summon magic to heal the water weaver. Then she resorted to softly slapping their pale cheek. "Hasumi! Wake up!"
Aahil let out a tired, gurgling wheeze, and I wondered if the jinn had internal injuries. Because that didn't sound good. "Fucking hell." The jinn muttered as he pulled away from me, and I noticed the ragged, bloody condition of his claws as he planted his hands on the floor and crawled to the water weaver. "Hasumi took the brunt of the blast. It probably would have killed me. But the weaver is stronger than I am. They knew that and took it to protect me. Idiot."
The fact that Aahil had just admitted he wasn’t the strongest person in the room was concerning.
The jinn put a shaking hand over Hasumi's solar plexus, then glared up at me with narrowed eyes. "Well? Get over here and channel whatever poor excuse for magic you have left in that useless stone carcass of yours, boulders for brains!"
I sighed and went to join him, putting a hand on Hasumi's chest, distantly surprised to feel the softness there. I closed my eyes and focused. Whatever wards and spells the O'Learys had put on this room, it killed nearly all the magic we had, but if I strained, I thought I could feel something sluggish stirring in my gut. I tried to send it out to Hasumi. 
Someone nudged my arm, and I glanced over to find Bella kneeling beside me with one faintly glowing hand pressed to Hasumi's thigh. Junaid gripped the weaver's ankle as he frowned at the floor. It seemed we all had just enough power to sustain ourselves. And we gave it all to Hasumi.
We were all silent, except for Aahil. The jinn's breathing was ragged and strained, and his eyes were wild. "I will burn them all to ash. After I dismember them and feed them their own innards," he snarled under his breath. "Fucking witches. They need to be exterminated. I will set them on fire and dance to the sound of their screams. I will…"
Hasumi lifted a hand and touched Aahil's cheek, startling us all. "Shh…not so loud, little flame."
Aahil's nostrils flared, and if I hadn't been looking right at the jinn at that moment, I might have missed the way his eyes glistened with unshed tears. "Oh, shut the hell up, idiot," he snapped, slapping Hasumi's hand away. Then the jinn bent and pressed a violent kiss to the water weaver's lips. 
Niamh rolled her eyes and sat back on her haunches, as if she hadn't been just as worried as the rest of us. "Fuck later. Tell us what just happened first," she complained.
We all gave Hasumi some space as they eased up to sit with their back against the wall. They were as ragged-looking as the jinn, but both of the elementals possessed more ethereal grace than any one person should. Hasumi sat still and tranquil while Aahil paced beside them in slow, fluid movements, only pausing once in a while to catch his balance or cough. I kept an eye on the fire jinn in case he started coughing up blood. He really didn't look well.
"The coven sent us both to capture Andy and the others," Hasumi explained evenly. "We almost had them, but Andy and Dyre have…found a creative way to use their magic. And they fought back. I think the coven pulled us back here because they were afraid we were about to be killed and they didn’t want to lose their weapons."
Aahil let out a short, bitter laugh. "Creative way to use their magic," he scoffed. "The witch and the abomination are fucking soul-bound. You felt that, right?" He whirled on a heel, stumbled a bit, then regained his balance. "Not that I'm surprised. She is a Lovell, after all. She probably forgot about us the moment we were taken and happily jumped at the chance for some cursed, undead cock."
I growled. I was done with everyone insulting my master. My wings flared out as I stood. "Watch your mouth, jinn, before I wipe that sneer right off you face."
Aahil stopped and faced me, his arms crossed over his chest. His diminutive dancer's body wasn't even half my size, but as usual, he showed not an ounce of fear as he glared up at me with poison in his gaze. "What? Did you think you were special, you lump of rock. We're all just tools. To Andy. To any other witch who comes our way. I bet she's sucking undead cock right now while we're all trapped in here trying to survive!"
I wrapped my hand around the jinn's slender throat and slammed him back against the stone wall, pinning him in place, since he no longer had his fire magic to fight back with. "Shut. Up."
I was angry. Stress and fear were driving me to be this violent thing. To live up to the big, dumb, muscle-man stereotype that everyone always saw me as. But even enraged as I was, I saw right through the little jinn. He had taunted me lots of times. I had tried to pummel him into the ground on several occasions. Not once had I even come close to catching the little terror. This time he let me catch him. He leaned into my grip on his throat, as if he was begging me to snap his neck. "Make me, rock for brains. Go ahead. Shut me up."
I squeezed a little harder, crowding his slim body against the wall with my bigger frame. "Just because you've given up, doesn't mean the rest of us have," I growled. "Just because you're scared, doesn't mean you get to take it out on Andy." Then I released him, letting him slide down the wall to collapse on his ass. 
He hissed at me, but I didn't miss the tremors that wracked his compact body. I felt terrible. The jinn was a damaged, raw, open wound right now. I shouldn't be lashing out at him. 
A hand on my arm brought me back to the present moment, and I looked down into Niamh's green eyes. "Leave it," she muttered. "Let Hasumi handle him before you break both of you."
I let out a whoosh of breath, my shoulders hunching. "I'm sorry," I said to everyone and no one all at once. Aahil wasn't the only one who was losing their mind. This wasn’t like me.
"So, I'm going to pretend to cooperate then," Bella said into the charged silence, picking up the conversation where we had left off before the two elementals had returned. 
I closed my eyes in a long blink and went to sit cross-legged beside Aahil. "I'm sorry," I said again, this time in a whisper just for him. 
He huffed a laugh that turned into a soft sob as he pulled his knees up and rested his forehead against them, wrapping his arms around his legs. "Fuck off."
I sighed and put an arm around the broken man's shoulders, surprised again at how fragile he felt in my grip without the fire raging through him. "Yeah. Okay."
The others were talking, but I wasn't paying attention to them. I might not like Aahil, most days, but Andy loved this twisted, damaged creature. I owed it to her to try to keep him together. I almost missed his whispered, "Next time just do it."
My chest ached. No, I might not like Aahil. But I didn't want to see him suicidal, either. "No." I pulled his rigid frame against my side. "Next time, you just shut up and remember who you belong to. Andy hasn't forgotten you, idiot."
He elbowed me in the side, but it was a weak gesture. It was only moments before he was sound asleep against me, his small body boneless with exhaustion and as light as a bird. 
I looked up to find the others staring at me. "What?" I said quietly, not wanting to wake the wounded jinn. 
"Um," Niamh said with a look between me and Aahil. "We were talking about Bella's plan to get out of here, and Hasumi had an idea."
I glanced at the water weaver, who gave me a small, tired smile of gratitude before they spoke. "I think we should do the same thing Bella is planning to do—cooperate." I stared at them in confusion and Hasumi continued. "We fought them—Aahil and me. At times, we slowed down the attack or managed to hesitate. I could feel how hard the coven had to work to control both of us at once. But what if next time they send us out, we go willingly. What if we lull them into a false sense of complacency so they lower their guard."
Niamh and Bella were nodding. The witch spoke up, cautious hope in her voice. "What if I spin some shit about being able to control you better because of my bloodline being linked to Andy's? You guys all act like sheep. We lull the coven into thinking they can control you all at once. It might mean we have to do some really twisted things to prove ourselves. But…then, when it really counts, we all fight back at once, when they’ve gotten lazy and lowered their guard." She shrugged. "No guarantees. But that might give us the element of surprise and let you guys break free of their control when they let their guard down. If the elementals could get free and transport to Andy, she would probably have enough magical power to burn this place down and free the rest of us."
I glanced around at the others. It was a stupid plan. One that would hinge on a lot of what-ifs. We might just be helping the coven get stronger, without actually being able to break free in the end…but it was the only thing we had. I believed in Andy. But if we could make her job easier….
I glanced down at the traumatized unholy terror sleeping in my arms. If this gave Aahil a chance to escape, it might be the only thing that kept him from completely coming apart before Andy could get to him.
It might be the only way to keep him alive.
I met Hasumi's shimmering turquoise eyes and nodded. For one brief moment, Hasumi's little bit of dampened magic reached me, and I felt the desperation and gratitude behind the weaver's calm expression. Andy wasn't the only one in love with the jinn, but without full access to their emotion magic, Hasumi couldn't do anything to hold the man together while the O’Learys abused him. This was Hasumi's last attempt to save the little asshole I currently held in my arms. I swallowed the lump in my throat and held Aahil tighter as he shivered and whimpered in his sleep. 




Chapter 18

Andy


"Shit, shit,  shit!" I let most of the remaining amped up magic inside me drain away, but I kept just a little bit extra in my reserves just in case the O'Learys decided to come at us again. Dropping Dyre's hand, I paced the length of the destroyed workroom, broken glass and dried herbs crunching under my feet. A few little bits of paper still floated down around us like confetti. 
"They're gone for now," Ambrose said, materializing from a swirl of inky blackness at my side, bringing with him a faint echo of fear as he reeled in his own innate magic. 
I shook my head. "At what fucking cost?"
Dyre pushed his long, wet red hair out of his face and scoffed, his sharp features full of loathing. "At the cost of a few fucking O'Learys I hope," he said darkly. "Maybe their brains got fried with that power overload."
I waved my hands like a crazy person, panic still beating inside my chest like a frantic, trapped bird bashing its wings against the bars of its cage. "But what about Aahil and Hasumi? What if we hurt them? Fuck." 
I kept pacing. There hadn't been much time to take in the aftermath of me and Dyre's little outburst, but what I had seen before the coven stole my elementals again wasn't encouraging. Aahil had been collapsed on his knees and one hand, swaying and bleeding from his ears and nose while he gripped his chest with his other hand like he might have internal injuries. And Hasumi…the water weaver had hit the far wall and crashed to the ground.  They weren’t moving when they suddenly disappeared. "What if…we killed them?" I muttered, my voice cracking. 
I was usually pretty good at playing tough. But this was just too much. I couldn't keep hurting the people I cared for. Even if I had to do it to keep myself out of the O'Learys' clutches so I could free the others. Aahil would never forgive me for abusing him. And if Hasumi or Aahil was dead because of me….
A big hand squeezed my shoulder, and I found myself looking up into eerie black eyes with red pupils. "They're strong," Ambrose insisted. "And the people who took them want to continue to use them. I'm sure they won't let them die so easily."
I swallowed hard, trying not to give in and start bawling. "What do we do now?"
Dyre snorted. "Put the damned wards back up." He bared his blue-black teeth, and his eyes flashed from violet to black and back again as Sunny took a look at our situation. "They tore a hole in the protections. That probably drained them a little, kept them from just phasing out of the way of our magical attack." Dyre looked at me and sighed. "Go get cleaned up and meditate, or nap, or whatever the fuck it is you need to do to re-center yourself. I'll put on some dry clothes and have Sunny help me fix the wards. We can use the bond to tap into your privacy settings."
I huffed at him. There was a lot to argue about there. From the implication that I was just a soft little earth witch who needed coddling, all the way to the fact that he could apparently use our lifebond to trick the Lovell-only portions of the house's defenses. But I was tired and wrung out. I needed a few minutes alone to cry and curse at the world before we got back to business. 
I could still see the pain in Aahil's eyes, hear the cracked desperation in his voice when he had asked me to hurry up and kill him. 
The fucking O'Learys were going to pay for this. Just as soon as I managed to stop feeling so gutted and got a firm hold on my rage. 
I made my way to my room with dragging steps, trying to figure out how we could have done anything differently. But in the end, Dyre and I were still learning to control this new magic. And I also knew that the only way we could have stopped Aahil and Hasumi from overpowering us and taking us back to their new coven friends was to use brutal force. They were too strong, and too thoroughly mindfucked, for anything else to work. 
I peeled off my soggy clothes and took a quick shower, letting the heat soak into me and soothe my aching muscles. Channeling all that magical power might feel good in the moment, but my body was still adjusting to the way I was pushing the boundaries of its tolerance. The heat helped, and eventually I got out and dried off. I was sitting on the edge of my bed wrapped in a towel, roughly drying my hair, when Ambrose materialized in the middle of the room. 
The boogeyman was still dry, somehow. But he did look a bit tired. His loose black curls flopped into his face, and he lifted a hand to rake his hair back out of the way. "You okay?" I asked as I scrunched the towel against my own messy waves, encouraging my hair to curl as it dried. 
Ambrose let out a short laugh and crossed the room to come sit next to me on the bed. "Me? I'm a bit drained, but I'll live. I came to check on you, my pretty witch."
I sighed. "Honestly? I feel like shit. I'm not used to channeling all that power and…."
He put a long arm around my shoulders. "And you're terrified about everything that's happening. Afraid you caused irreparable damage to your lovers. Afraid we won't be able to save them before something awful happens, before the O'Learys drain them or get them killed. You're…terrified that you're going to have to embrace the evil legacy in your veins in order to save us all."
I huffed at him, but it turned into a little sob. "All of that. Are you…boogeymanning me right now?" Because the fear and despair felt so raw…so overwhelming and close to the surface, almost the same way things felt when Hasumi's magic amplified my emotions. 
Ambrose removed his arm from around me and rested his hands in his lap instead, looking down at them. "Perhaps. It's not exactly purposeful, but…I am what I am, and it's worse when I need to feed." He shrugged and tilted his head to give me a toothy grin. "I don't suppose you would let me take your fears away? I'm sure we could find a…mutually beneficial way to unwind all that anxiety and tension inside you, Oleander dear."
I let out a surprised laugh, despite the anxiety still clawing at my chest. "Would it give away my Lovell heritage if I said that sounds really tempting?"
He braced a hand behind us on the bed as he turned to me, leaning in close. "I won't tattle on you," he whispered against my lips. "Our little secret."
I reached up and threaded a hand through his thick black hair, cupping the back of his neck to pull him closer, pressing my lips to his. Ambrose kissed me slow and deep, coaxing me to open up to him, our tongues dancing in a languid way as his dark, shadowy essence started to build, wrapping around my own aura like a cool night breeze. 
Before I knew it, I was spread on the bed, Ambrose pulling away my towel, running his black-as-night hands up my pale thighs to my hips, kneeling between my legs. His form wavered, and his butler suit disappeared, leaving his long, lean body on full display. He bent to press a kiss to the inside of my thigh, but I gripped his hair and tugged. I was feeling so raw and vulnerable. I didn't need him to draw this out. I wanted him inside me, right now. I needed escape from the world and all the fear and helplessness that churned inside me.
Ambrose obliged my silent plea, moving up my body with a chuckle and a flash of sharp gray teeth as he pressed his lips to mine. I knew I should probably be bothered by the way he looked—by his eerie eyes, and the inhumanly blue-black shade that covered every bit of him, even his lips and tongue, as if he really was made of shadows. At the very least, I should balk at the sharp gray shark teeth that nipped at my lips. But instead…I reveled in it. Ambrose might be a nightmare monster, but he wasn't monstrous. He approached the world with a unique mixture of flippant humor and practicality that I needed right now. 
His rigid cock slid along my pussy as he kissed me, teasing, drinking in my need…and drinking in my fear. I could feel him feeding from me, feasting on every dark worry and secret terror hidden in my mind. I knew that if he wanted to, the boogeyman could magnify those fears, feed me even worse thoughts to build the terror so he could truly glut himself on my suffering. But he didn't. He only fed on what was already there, drawing away the fears and anxieties like extracting poison from my veins. 
I arched against him as the worry faded, replaced by nothing but a desire to have him buried inside me. Ambrose pulled back, breaking our kiss with another little chuckle, his red-and-black eyes crinkling at the corners. "Feeling better, are we?"
I huffed, wrapping a leg around his hip and urging him to get on with it. His lean features took on a more determined glint and he shifted, reaching down to guide his long cock inside me with one slow, sure thrust. 
I ran my hands over his back as I gasped and pressed up into him. His skin didn't just look like shadows, it felt like it too—soft and supple, but with this strange velvet feeling that human skin didn't possess. 
I didn't have time to ponder that any further before he was fucking me in earnest, levering himself up and lifting my legs so he could stroke every deep, hidden place inside me with his cock, the same way he had already plundered the dark recesses of my mind. 
It didn't take long. Looking up at the strange, terrifying, hot-as-hell monster who was currently pounding me through the mattress, I clenched around him on a silent scream. Ambrose slowed his motions, and I felt something strange inside me. I gasped and writhed as he grinned down at me, while his dick seemed to grow.
"What the fuck?" I panted, completely lost. 
Ambrose thrust inside me again, then held still, a wave of sensation following his movement. "I'm made of shadows, darling," he informed me with his toothy leer. "I can shape them however I wish."
Holy shit. I gripped the bedspread as he did something that had him pressing against places inside me that I didn't even know I had. I came again, every muscle clenching so hard I thought I would die. Ambrose kept moving, slow and deep, drawing out my orgasm for as long as he could before he finally fell forward to brace himself on one hand, lifting the other hand to touch my face as he emptied inside me in, pulsing with the force of his release. 
The boogeyman moaned, his gaze still locked on mine. Then he leaned in to press a kiss to my forehead, our bodies still connected. The look in his strange eyes was surprisingly tender, lacking its usual playful twinkle. His lips covered mine, the touch soft and sweet, and for a little while, I forgot how to be afraid. 




Chapter 19

Atropa Belladonna (Bella)


"Ah, Lovell, so glad you could join us." The elder of the O'Leary coven gestured at a wingback chair across from his ostentatious desk, with its black lacquer finish and its too-modern lines, his soft Irish accent deceptively welcoming.  
I yanked my arm out of the grip of the beefy guard who had escorted me here and took a seat. "O'Leary," I said with a terse nod. "What is it you want my help with so badly?"
He narrowed his eyes at me. "You can call me Prime William," he said evenly. "And how is it that you have suddenly become so open to talking, when you have refused a word before now?"
I shrugged. "I'm fucking sick of sitting in a prison filled with second-rate citizens." I sneered at him, pulling on every bit of haughty disdain I had seen my parents use on other witches and lesser beings when I was younger. "As you so helpfully pointed out, William, I am a Lovell. I have centuries of top-tier magic running through my veins. I don't like to be told what to do, but I'm also not going to sit in that cage forever breathing the same air as those things." I crossed my arms over my chest. "So, I decided to hear you out this time. What do you want?"
The guy across from me didn't really look old enough to be the coven's prime—their wisest elder and leader. But then again, seeing what they got up to, I would be surprised if many people in this family made it past the ripe old age of twenty. Black magic had a way of drastically shortening life expectancies. It was a mystery to me why idiots like this always thought they were going to be the exception to the rule. 
"You've managed to somehow stay hidden for over a decade," he said, his blue eyes raking over me from head to toe, probably measuring my not-inconsiderable magical aura. "What I want is for you to join a coven of your peers and help us right the wrongs of our society. I have to wonder, why has a Lovell witch been wasting her life in the shadows when you could have been helping with the cause all along?"
I arched a brow at him. "You'll forgive me for having some trust issues, given the fact that I'm the only Lovell whose head is still attached to her body."
He smirked at me. "You mean one of the only Lovells. It seems your sister isn’t so good at hiding. And she appears to be consorting with monsters." He gave me an innocent look. "Although…you have a little pet of your own, don't you? An ice jinn? Have both of the surviving Lovells become traitors to their blood?"
I snorted. "Hardly. We just learned that the best slaves are the ones who are the most devoted. It pays to let them think they're tolerable…liked, even." I lifted a hand and studied my nails. "It seems to me that the O'Learys could learn something from us. Judging from your little prison and the way those two elementals came back half dead yesterday, I'd say you're having some difficulties controlling your servants, William."
He narrowed his eyes at me. "They'll learn obedience."
I shrugged. "I don't really care if you want to waste time and resources when you end up killing your untrained pets. I've got shit to do. A life to live. What do you want from me?"
He met my eyes, a bit of avarice shining in those blue depths. "We have picked up where your parents left off. Witches are the supreme race. We intend to remind the world of that fact and restore the proper order. Unfortunately, the Supernatural Alliance is getting in the way. They've won over the weak, uneducated masses with their equality bullshit. They have limited power, what with letting base creatures into their ranks." He leaned back in his chair, his gaze calculating. "But we can grow infinitely stronger. We have the means to build an army of slaves. To turn the non-witches on each other and ensure that they know their proper place in magical society. But we could use the assistance of our strongest witches—people like you, from the old families."
I rolled my eyes. "You're wasting my time. How could you possibly get all these creatures to obey you? The strain of the compulsion on just one powerful elemental alone has to be draining your coven. I don't know how you managed the two of them last time."
He grinned. If there was one thing witches like this asshole all had in common, it was their unholy need to boast about their stupid evil deeds. "We have taken possession of an artifact. With enough powerful witches feeding it, we could control an entire army of magical creatures." He leaned forward. "Think about it, Lovell. If the Alliance is eliminated and the opposition is subdued, the natural order restored, you and countless witches like you could come out of hiding. You could shake off the shackles of discrimination and oppression and take back your rightful place at the head of society."
I took a deep breath, letting a slow, covetous smile curl my lips. As if the thought of all the monsters of witch-kind coming out of hiding so they could do as they pleased was a good thing—when in actuality, the thought made me want to vomit. "I'm listening," I told the stupid O'Leary dickwad. 
He grinned, nodding happily. "I knew you'd come around when you realized how much freedom you would have. All we ask for in return is your loyalty. But of course, after what happened to your parents—who were such an inspiration to us all—I suppose you have more reason than most to want to see our plan succeed."
I nodded, making a cruel face. As if I was just dying to get revenge. As if the death of my coven hadn't saved my life. "Oh, you have no idea," I murmured. Leaning forward, I rested my forearms on his stupid desk. "I'll let you in on a little secret of my own, Prime William," I said in a low voice. "I think I can get the creatures you have in your holding cell to cooperate." I winked at him. "It's an old Lovell trick. It's a natural ability, so I've never been able to replicate it in other witches. But my DNA comes with a little bit of built-in persuasion that only works on non-witches." Utter bullshit. But he didn't know that. The Lovells were legends. People would believe anything of my bloodline.
He blinked at me in surprise, and I saw the gears turning. "Fascinating! It must be one of the innate abilities granted by ancient blood. I've heard much about these traits, but unfortunately the O'Leary line has yet to manifest its own blessing."
Probably because none of them lived long enough. I looked down my nose at him like a proper stuck-up ancient-blood. "Pity."
He pressed his lips together as if considering something. Then he planted his palms on his desk, nodded decisively, and stood. "Come with me. I'll show you the ace up our sleeve."
William pulled out a cellphone as he led me out of his study and down a hallway, guards flanking our every move. "Benny," he said into the phone. "Meet me in the armory. We've got a new recruit and I'd like to show her what we're working with."
I sighed internally. Of course he wouldn't just show me his shiny toy without the guards and another witch or two for backup. But it didn't matter. I was playing the long con here anyway. I had to ingratiate myself with these people until they gave me a good shot at freeing Andy's friends. 
I was led to a room that was locked and warded up the wazoo. The protections almost rivaled the ones at the Lovell treasure room. Almost. 
I kept the smug grin off my face, somehow, as I was led into the room. Two other witches had joined us—the Benny guy, and a sour-faced younger woman I think they said called herself Moonweaver or something stupid like that. I was having trouble focusing on unimportant shit like names over the clamor of strong dark magic that emanated from a locked chest in the center of the room. The chilling darkness in that chest was making my teeth ache.
My new pal William donned some spelled alchemist's gloves and removed what looked like a fist-sized stone orb from the box. It was currently dormant, judging by the flow of magic around it. But even with its power banked, the orb was leaking a terrifying amount of dark magic. 
"Beautiful, isn't she?" William the Prime Moron said in a boastful tone. 
I arched a brow. "What is it?"
He carefully placed the orb back in the chest, speaking to me as he locked it away. "Amplifier. It has taken us years, but we finally managed to liberate it from a nest of addle-brained unicorn shifters a while back." He straightened and gave me a creepy wink. "Rumor has it that it's made from trapped souls, harvested and reshaped by a clever necromancer a thousand years ago. Amazing, isn't it?"
I swallowed the bile that had risen up. That thing was made from trapped and twisted souls? For fuck's sake. Necromancers were the scum of the earth. Too bad little William and his friends here weren't planning on getting rid of those warped witches too, or I might actually consider joining their cause. It would be worth it to purge that particular abomination from the world. 
"Amazing," I said with a smile. 
They insisted on a truth charm as they swore me into the O'Leary coven. But I was used to dodging inconvenient spells. I told just enough truth, and avoided direct lies. The trick was to supplement your verbal answer with a thought of strong intent, making the total statement into a truth. Yes, I was willing to faithfully help the O'Learys…right into an early grave. No, I wouldn't betray them…right now. Yes, I thought witch kind was the superior race…as compared to a pile of moldy centaur shit. On and on it went. 
They would still be watching me, of course. I was being tested. But this coven was desperate to tap into my immense Lovell power and knowledge. They were also desperate to be able to say that they had welcomed a descendant of the infamous Lovell bloodline into their ranks. It was a prestigious day for the O'Leary coven.
Their ego and their misplaced pride made them foolish.
Hours later, I flopped down onto the bed in my new guest suite, as I tried to decide how best to "tame" the creatures imprisoned in the basement. 
Goddess, I hated other witches. 
Except my baby sister. Yes, we were both adults now. But I hadn't seen Andy since she was a child, innocently sleeping in her bed while I left her behind and made my escape from the hell that was our family. To me, she was still my little sister. The last good thing left in the world. I hoped the others were right and that was still true. Because I was about to go out on a really big limb to save the people she cared about. 




Chapter 20

Andy


My fun-times with Ambrose didn't permanently get rid of all my fears. My shoulders were tense as I sat next to Dyre in his boring old normal witch disguise while we waited for the SA conference room to fill up. Jacki the field mage was there, surrounded by her partners, as always. I tried not to let my curiosity show as the centaur, Cloe, walked through the door and went to kneel on a cushion that was covered in the same material as the chairs we all sat on. The one good thing about the Alliance was that it was free of witch supremacists. The wide halls, tall doorways, and the variable sizes and shapes of the furniture I saw as we made our way here showed just how integrated the place was. They employed all sorts of magical creatures, in addition to witches and even the occasional human.  
Not that I was buying their altruistic protector-of-the-people bullshit or anything. But…wouldn’t it be nice if they were the good guys? If something just worked the way it was supposed, for once in my life?
"Okay. Let's get started," Jacki said, standing as the last of her partners—the brown-haired witch guy with the glasses—took a seat. His name was Trenton, according to his nametag. But everyone around here called him by his last name, Holt. Which had confused me the first couple of times we met. He seemed like an okay guy, but I knew he had some sort of affinity for lie detection, which made me steer clear of him. 
Jacki paused as the conference room door opened and closed behind her partner to admit a gnome carrying a laptop. The little guy clambered up onto one of the smaller elevated stools at the table, plopped down his computer, and started typing without introduction. 
I could see a muscle flex in Jacki's cheek as she clenched her teeth before she started speaking again. "Gerald," she said in an even voice. 
The gnome looked up at her and waved a hand for her to continue, then his fingers went back to hovering over the keyboard. The lettering on his little nametag said "transcriptionist" under his name. But judging by Jacki's reaction, it wasn't usual procedure for this sort of meeting to be recorded. 
"Right," she said, turning back to the little whiteboard at the front of the room. A wave of her hand had writing appear on it as she talked, a nice little bulleted list appearing. "As you know, the SA has located an artifact that will help us apprehend the O'Leary coven. Unfortunately this requires retrieving the object from the Chorus realm."
I let out an involuntary scoff. "The thing the SA wants so bad is in the angelic realm? Goddess fuck a duck." Travel to the angelic realm was nearly impossible. They kept themselves shut off from the other realms, all the better to pass judgment and pretend to be ethereal deities. 
Jacki lifted a brow at me, her expression saying she wasn't impressed by my interruption. But I also got the sense that she wasn't at all surprised by my outburst. "Yes. We have permission to travel to the Chorus realm if there is urgent need. The higher ups have determined that a coven trying to start a war qualifies as 'urgent.'" 
The lavender-haired fae cross on the other side of the table scoffed under her breath. I squinted at her name badge. Amethyst, right. I had a feeling Amethyst bought into the divine angel bullshit about as much as I did. It made me like her just a smidge more. She caught me looking at her and narrowed her eyes. Okay, so no. She was still a jerk. 
"They know we're coming," Jacki said, ignoring her partner's little outburst and our glaring contest. "But we will still have to handle this delicately. We need to convince the angelic choir who owns the artifact that it is in their best interest to loan it to the SA. So…." She sighed before looking at the bullet point that had just appeared on the whiteboard echoing her words. "Lots of ass kissing." She glanced around the room, but for some reason she reserved most of her stern look for when her hazel eyes landed me. "Which means no mouthing off."
I shrugged at her. "If you're so worried about us ruining your little operation," I said sweetly, "you can always leave me and Rae behind. It's not like we want to be boring little SA grunts."
She sighed. "If I had my choice, you untrained, impulsive civilians wouldn't be here. But unfortunately, Director Strom insists on having you accompany us." She ground her teeth together again for a second before adding, "It will be safer that way."
Safer for who?
She shared a glance with her people that said they were having a whole other silent conversation, but no one spoke aloud. When I opened my mouth to ask questions, Holt coughed, looking pointedly between me and the little gnome transcriptionist. 
I shut my mouth. Great. There was something going on here that apparently concerned our safety, but we weren't allowed to talk about it because the gnome was a spy. A spy for who though? Goddess save me from stupid SA politics. I sat back in my chair. "Well?" I sniped. "Go on. I'd like to get this over with before I'm a dried-up old lady."
Dyre reached over and squeezed my hand, giving me a sympathetic half-smile. But I knew what he was really thinking. If he was being himself right now instead of playing the innocuous pussy-whipped spouse, he'd tell me it was too late because I already was a dried-up old lady. I smiled back at him and returned the squeeze with enough force that the bones of his long, skinny fingers ground together. 
The rest of the meeting dragged on as Jacki went over all the proper protocol and procedures for the new members of her team—me and Dyre. The rest of our new partners were clearly bored out of their minds since they already knew all of this crap, but every once in a while, Jacki would really lean into a bit of information, and they would all share this knowing look that set my teeth on edge. We were going into another realm to deal with beings that hardly ever showed themselves to us normies, and everyone was having a secret conversation around me. It made me feel all stabby and Lovell-ish. 
After the meeting, we were released with a strict reminder to be at the secure SA portal ready to go at the appropriate time tomorrow. I chafed at the delay. I'd rather just go right now and get this over with. Every second we wasted was another second my friends and lovers spent imprisoned by the fucking O'Learys. But apparently, we could only travel when the angels allowed it, and tomorrow morning was our scheduled time. Rules and order. Such fucking bullshit. 
When we were far enough away from the SA building, Dyre let out an exasperated sigh. "That whole organization is full of shit," he muttered. 
I opened my mouth to agree, but the sound of clopping hooves had me turning back to see Cloe the centaur trotting after us. She held out a folder as she stopped in front of us. "Here," she said evenly. "You forgot your briefing folder."
I arched a brow. Briefing folder? We hadn't been given anything in the meeting. "Okay."
She made a face at me. "Jacki forgot to hand them out. She doesn't take lead on this kind of thing very often. But it's very important information. Make sure you actually read through it."
I nodded and she turned and totted away. 
I waited until we had stepped through the portal and were back on Lovell land before I opened the folder. There were two pieces of paper in it. The top one was just basic reminders for new recruits—so me and Dyre—about how to report for duty and sign out equipment, and all that jazz. The second page was blank, but when I touched it, a spell triggered and writing began to appear, scrawled across the page like someone had written it out in a hurry. 
"Watch your backs," I read aloud. "Artifact retrieval has a high mortality rate."
I crumpled up the note and sent a little bit of magic to burn the evidence to nothing, a little trick I had learned from a certain jinn. Brushing the ash off my hands, I glanced at Dyre. "What are the chances that was just a general warning that had nothing to do with our specific mission?"
He sent a wave of magic over himself to help metabolize his disguise potion faster, and his hair slowly started turning back to its usual fresh-blood color. "Like I said," he grumbled. "The whole place is rotten."
Great. Jacki had alluded to people getting hurt on the job at a much higher rate lately. Apparently, this was one of those times when a team might not come back in one piece. Or at all.
Made sense, if they were sending people out to beg, borrow, or steal priceless magic artifacts held by other powerful supernatural groups.
Ambrose appeared from the shadows just as we entered the house. "Welcome home my dears," he said like an old-timey housewife in a human sitcom. "How was your day?"
I rolled my eyes. "Fan-fucking-tastic. How was yours?" 
He smirked and pulled me into a soft but thorough kiss. "Much better now."
Dyre made a noise, and I looked over to see him wrinkling his nose at us. "So it's like that now? Goddess's tits, witch, you'll fuck anything, won't you?"
I raised my eyebrows at him and opened my mouth to tell him where to shove it. But Ambrose beat me to it. "Jealous, necromancer?"
Dyre rolled his eyes, which were rapidly returning to their usual violet color as his disguise dissolved. Then he shook his head and strode off, his long legs rapidly carrying him up the stairs and away from us. 
"Don't mind him," Ambrose said, looping an arm around my waist as he steered me toward the kitchen. "I guarantee you he's just worried about this mission we're about to embark on. Clearly he knows you don't fuck every monster you come across, since you've yet to tug on his magic wand."
I snorted at the way he waggled his eyebrows over that awful innuendo. "You're an idiot."
He stepped away to gesture at the steaming pizza box on the kitchen counter, with a flourish. "Oh, most definitely. But at least I'm an idiot who knows how to please." He winked. 
I rolled my eyes, but happily went and grabbed a piece of loaded supreme pizza. Oh! He even got wings. If I hadn't already given in to his dark wiles, this would get him laid for sure. The food was from a place in town that prided itself on serving embellished human fare, and Goddess, they did junk food even better than the humans. I moaned around a mouthful of cheese and sauce. 
Of course, Dyre chose that moment to walk into the kitchen. He quirked a concerned look at me before going to get himself a plate and some food. "See? You're even going at it with the pizza now. I think you need help, you sex addict."
I flipped him off and moaned again just to annoy him. Ambrose just laughed at our antics as he grabbed some food for himself. 
We all settled in around the kitchen table, and the mood sobered. "The object they're sending us to retrieve is in the angelic realm," I told Ambrose with a sinking sensation in my gut. 
The boogeyman sighed. "Of course it is."
"We'll figure it out," Dyre said as he hoovered his pile of pizza and wings. The man was so skinny and starved-looking. But he was a bottomless pit. I made a mental note to talk to Sunny if I could. Maybe the wraith could feed from me a little bit now that we were bonded, rather than constantly draining Dyre. Let the poor guy gain some weight.
"We will," Ambrose said in response to Dyre's statement. 
I sighed as Bis clambered up my leg and settled himself in my lap. "Hey little guy. Thanks for holding down the fort." He nuzzled into my hand for a second before standing on his hind legs to reach the miniature slice of pizza Dyre had plopped on my plate for the rodent. 
How the fuck were we going to smuggle a necromancer and a boogeyman into the angelic realm without giving everything away? 
And even more concerning…why was Director Strom insisting on sending us in the first place? I had a bad feeling about this whole thing. But then, what was new?




Chapter 21

Elijah


I slept. Eventually the darkness began to lift, and I began to recognize the dim, eerie space of the in between. My awareness was foggy and confused, but as I slowly became self-aware, my first thought was to wonder if I had lost my tether entirely. Maybe I was trapped in the otherworld indefinitely now. I dimly remembered Andy being attacked. Someone grabbing the pendant from around her neck. Aahil, maybe? Things were all jumbled and unclear to me, as if some magic suppressed my consciousness, made it hard to think. Had the jinn destroyed my anchor? Why? Did it even matter now? Perhaps I would be trapped here in this purgatory forever.  
I felt a strange sensation, something tugging at my essence, a magic that I didn't recognize. The sense of apathy that hung over me like a shroud began to lift as I was pulled toward the light, and memories tumbled over one another in my mind. 
Andy. What had happened? Was she okay? Aahil had attacked us….
I tried to resist the foreign magic, but I couldn't stop the pull that dragged me out of the in between space and into the light. 
I hovered in the air, trying to make sense of my new surroundings. For one brief moment, I feared this was what it felt like to move on to wherever ghosts finally went to rest. But no. I was in a room with a domed ceiling, surrounded by a group of unfamiliar witches. And one of them held the necklace with my anchoring charm on it. 
It hadn't been destroyed. It was worse. It had been stolen. 
Terror clawed its way through my psyche. No, no, no. The bestiary had finally been destroyed. I was free—or as free as a ghost angel tethered to the realm of the living could be. I couldn’t bear the thought of being trapped again. Of being used. 
Aahil had done this. He disappeared, then came back to attack us. He had done something to the others as well, though the memories were still a bit jumbled. 
Once upon a time, I thought myself a good judge of people's hearts. I was an angel, after all. So I deluded myself into thinking that I could see into the core of who someone was.
I should have known better—after all, that arrogant belief in my own abilities and superiority was the reason I ended up dead and bound to the bestiary in the first place. And now I had fallen for the same bullshit all over again. I thought there was something worth saving, deep inside Aahil's tortured soul. But I was wrong. He had betrayed us all. 
"She was right," someone muttered amongst the circle of witches. "It used to be an angel."
Someone here had figured out what I was and told the others. But who? It wasn't hard to figure out, if one knew what to look for in what was left of my aura, but they would have to think to even look for it first. And no one would ever think an angel could end up as a specter. 
"Ghost," the witch who held me intoned in a self-important voice with a soft Irish accent. "You are now property of the O'Leary coven. And we have a job for you."
What was left of my soul cried out in despair. Not again. I would rather fade entirely than be used like a messenger boy for a bunch of greedy witches. I refused to reply, puffing out of sight and into my non-corporeal form instead. I couldn't return to the in between. Their magic blocked me somehow. But I could still disappear from my sight. 
"Ghost!" the middle-aged witch with the cold eyes and the overinflated ego demanded. "Show yourself. Your new master commands it!"
If I had a body to make the right sounds with, I would have scoffed at him. Master. As if holding onto my anchor gave him some sort of power over me. But then I felt it—the slow, creeping burn of a compulsion spell. It was trying to latch onto me, but it couldn't quite stick because of my mostly-dead state. It would take a necromancer to make that spell work on me instantaneously the way the O'Learys wanted it to, and those were rare. 
I prayed to all the heavens and hells that these people hadn't managed to catch and compel Dyre, otherwise I might be in big trouble. 
"I told you," a woman's impatient voice spoke from nearby. "It takes finesse to control a ghost. Give me the anchor and some time to work with the spook. My family is known for their mediumship abilities."
I couldn't hold off that compulsion spell forever. It was taking a little bit of my power to keep it at bay. And if I kept slowly draining myself that way, I really might fade away for good. But no witch was going to control and direct me. It didn't matter who her cursed family was. 
There was arguing all around me, but I tuned it out as I focused my attention on trying to find a way back to the dark haven of the in between. Maybe if I got there, I could reach Ambrose somehow…if they hadn't captured him as well. 
My attention snapped back to the room around me when I sensed a new aura around my anchor charm. "Fine," the man who appeared to be the coven leader was saying. "But remember we are monitoring you, Lovell. We will know every time you access the ghost."
I focused my attention on the woman who had just been given my anchor. A Lovell witch. But not my Lovell. She must be Andy's sister. 
"Ghost," she called in a soft voice. "I know you're still here. I can sense you. I am Atropa Belladonna Lovell, and I request your service."
I made myself into ghost form again so I could speak with the witch. Her blue-gray eyes focused on me immediately, but I knew the others couldn't see or hear me this time, not unless they were holding my focus object, or unless they were mediums themselves. "Why are you here, working with the people who kidnapped you?" I demanded. "What do you want?"
She didn't look away from me as she spoke, but I got the feeling her words weren't for me at all. "Yes," she said evenly, giving me a smile like you would if you were comforting a small child. "That's right. I'm your new master now."
I hovered before her, perplexed. What in all the realms was going on here. It looked for all intents and purposes like this witch had joined the O'Leary coven. But…why was she lying about our conversation. "You're a traitor," I accused. "You've betrayed your sister and now you side with these tainted witches."
She shook her head. "No. Of course not. I would never deny you your revenge against the lowly, non-angelic creatures who populate this realm. In fact. I can help you get your revenge. All you need to do is help us with one little thing."
I drifted closer to her, not yet ready to play her game. "I don't trust you. I won't help you with anything. Return me to Oleander or you will regret it." It was an empty threat, and we both knew it. The compulsion spell was still chipping away at my slim magical reserves, and I was going to tire eventually."
She slipped my anchor into the pocket of her jeans and turned away from me to face the coven leader. "He'll do it," she said with a smug smile full of greed. "He'll help us navigate the angelic realm and get the object before the SA can get their filthy hands on it. But he will only work with me."
A very bad feeling rose up in my being, swirling through my essence. They wanted me to retrieve something from the angelic realm? Of course. I was of little use as a ghost. My previous witch captors had mostly used me for spying, since they couldn't figure out how to access my angel powers once I was dead. But a dead angel was still an angel. If these people were going to try to steal something from the Chorus realm, they were going to need an angel to guide them and negotiate for them. 
"I won't help you," I told the woman again. She ignored me. 
"Make sure you're ready by tomorrow morning," the coven leader told the Lovell witch in a firm tone. "Don't disappoint me."
She smiled, slow and evil. "Don't worry, William. I'll have the ghost ready and willing to obey our every command. So you can save the compulsion magic for the others. We don't want the coven drained over something as simple as this. We'll need that magic for bigger, better things."
He nodded. The meeting broke up and Atropa Belladonna headed out of the room and through a sleek modern mansion. I noticed the way the other witches watched her as she left—some with thoughtful looks, but most with suspicion, jealousy, or outright greed. If I had any doubt, the reactions of the other wiches would have proved it. She really was a Lovell. 
I had no choice but to follow along as she made her way up a grand staircase and to a rather simple suite of rooms. While I could travel away from the anchor charm, it used up more of my power. And I would rather this evil witch not know the extent of my abilities. I might be able to use her lack of knowledge against her in the future. 
Once we reached her room, she took my anchor charm out of her pocket and very obviously sat it on the bed. "Don't even think of peeping on me, ghost," she said in a haughty voice. Then she went into the bathroom and closed the door. 
I had no idea what she was up to, but I hated the way she ordered me around. So of course I followed her, drifting through the door to find the witch waiting for me with her arms crossed over her chest. She was older than Andy, and her coloring and build were different. But the look of impatience on her face still reminded me strongly of her sister. She muttered a privacy charm to keep anyone from being able to enter or listen in. Then she turned on the sink for added background noise. "Listen, I'll make this quick. You need to play along and do what I say if you want to go back to Andy."
I let out a huff of sound to indicate just how well I was buying into her little act. 
She ignored me and kept whispering. "I know how this looks. But I'm trying to help. Don't fuck up and miss your opportunity."
I solidified my form as much as I could, sending a cold shiver over the witch as I drifted into her space. "I could just possess you right now. Save us all the lies, Lovell."
If she was any other witch, it might be possible. But there was no way I could possess an unwilling Lovell. I had only been able to enter Andy's aura because she invited me. 
Atropa Belladonna called my bluff. "No you can't, angel boy. And I can't risk talking to you any longer. For all I know they've got cameras set up to watch me piss. Just use what's left of your brain tomorrow when we get to the angelic realm, okay? We need to get that artifact and make sure Andy is there to steal it from us.”
I didn't dignify her with an answer. I simply misted out of existence and put myself back inside my fingerbone anchor charm. She didn't try to stop me, but that didn't mean I was about to trust her. The woman was a Lovell. I might have faith in Andy, but this witch was an unknown who was clearly working for the enemy. There was nothing to say she wasn't as evil as the rest of her ancestors. There was no way in hell I would do what this woman wanted. It had to be an elaborate manipulation.
Maybe I would get lucky, and the angels would take one look at my pathetic form tomorrow and just send my soul on to the otherworld for good. It was probably the best I could hope for at this point. 
I will miss you, Andy, I thought to myself as I drifted off into darkness. 




Chapter 22

Dyre


I spent most of the day after our lovely little meeting re-stocking and double-checking all the potions, charms, and spells I would need to disguise myself and suppress Sunshine's presence during our mission the following morning. Meanwhile, Andy managed to somehow stop her fussing and spent the time practicing the defensive magic I had been teaching her over the last week or so.  
I kept my eyes on my own work and pretended to ignore her, but I snuck glances her way when she wasn't looking. She really was a fast learner. Usually she only had to see a spell done or read through the instructions one time before she was able to perform it herself—maybe not perfectly the first time, but she usually managed a good enough job for whatever spell she was casting to be effective. 
If she had real instruction from someone who knew how to actually teach, she would be a prodigy. But she was stuck with my grumpy ass. And Sunshine. It was concerning just how much pride the wraith took in teaching the earth witch new tricks. 
You can't possess her, I reminded him. I mean…you could. But I would like to continue living, which I can't do without you. And I'm pretty sure she'd hate you for eternity if you tried it.
Sunshine's reply to my mental conversation was laced with irritation, like he would smack me, if we had separate bodies. For the last time, mortal, I will not leave you. I do not wish you harm. There was a pause, during which I thought the dark presence inside me was pondering what to say. It was a weird sensation to have him consider his words. Usually he just said what he thought, with no filter and no concern for how it might sound to mortal ears. I do not wish to possess the witch. I simply…like her. I think that is this feeling. I would like to see her be able to use her full power to defend herself. And I know you would be sad if she died in this silly rescue attempt of hers.
I corked a potion vial and set it aside, trying to look like I was focused on my task and not carrying on a conversation with the thing that lived inside my head. You'd be sad, I muttered mentally. I would cut my losses and move on, like we should have done weeks ago. 
The dark presence inside me put out a feeling of sarcastic humor. Lies. Why won't you just ask the witch to touch your cock already, Dyre. I thought this was a thing mortals enjoyed.
I snorted out loud, and felt Andy's curious gaze directed at me. "You okay?" she asked, a little breathless from the last spell she had just attempted to cast. 
I looked up, keeping my expression neutral. "You botched the pronunciation at the end. And the finger placement is actually important in that spell."
She shook her head at me and went back to trying to crush the empty soda can in front of her using a force spell. Elementary stuff. 
I don't want anyone touching me anywhere, I replied dryly to the asshole in my head. You're the one with a hard-on for earth witches all of the sudden. 
Sunshine didn't reply. He didn't need to. We both knew my words were a lie. I craved touch so bad it hurt sometimes. But I had learned long ago—well before I was imprisoned in the bestiary—that no one wanted to touch a guy who looked like a walking corpse and radiated ancient death magic. Even sex workers weren't on board with that. Believe me, I'd been that desperate a few times over the years. It didn't end well. I certainly wasn't about to get my hopes up now, with someone I considered a friend. 
And…when the fuck had that happened. I didn't have friends. I had Sunshine. It was me and the wraith against the narrow-minded world. When had that started to change? 
I can hear everything you are thinking, you know, Sunny commented helpfully. 
I sighed. Just shut the fuck up. 
Casting one last glance over the table filled with potions and charms, I pushed back my chair and stood. I had done everything I could. Either this whole scheme would work, or it wouldn't. There was no point in fussing over it any longer. "I'm going to bed," I told Andy. "You should probably call it quits too, so you have time to rest your magic before we go to the angelic realm."
She crowed happily when she finally managed to flatten the can with the spell she had been practicing. Then she looked up with those dove grey eyes from where she was kneeling on the ground in front of me. Thanks to Sunny's bullshit, suddenly all I could think about was how good this witch looked on her knees. What would it be like, to have her lips wrapped around my cock? The thought of all that warmth made me shudder. 
Invite her to your room, Sunshine nearly purred in my head. 
I crossed my arms over my chest and willed my cock to behave as I gave Andy a bored look. "Very nice. You have a promising future in bottle recycling."
Her happy expression soured into a glare as she stood up and started picking up her mess. "Gee, thanks. What a supportive instructor you are."
I rolled my eyes and headed for the door. "What did you expect when you asked an abomination to play teacher? Sorry, I'm fresh out of gold stars, Lovell."
She huffed behind me, but I kept walking. I had almost reached my room when the shadows came alive, and Ambrose stepped out of the darkness to walk beside me. "You could have told her she was doing well," he commented. 
I scoffed. "Do I look like I give a fuck?"
I opened my bedroom door and went inside, fully intending to end the conversation by closing the door, but the boogeyman followed me right inside. "Hmm," he said, giving me a sly look laced with humor. "I think you look like you're in denial. A word of advice? Next time, reward her with a kiss." He waggled his black brows at me. 
I rolled my eyes. "Not you too. Goddess, does this witch have a magical pussy? Everyone is so dead-set on fucking her."
Ambrose strolled around my room, touching the few odds and ends I had managed to accumulate during my brief time at the Lovell mansion, while completely ignoring my question. "Wow, bit of a hoarder, are we?" he said, his mouth curving up and his red eyes twinkling with amusement as he fingered the little glass unicorn figure on the dresser, before moving on to stroke the iridescent black raven feather that rested next to it.
I huffed as I kicked off my shoes and turned back the bed. "Shut up."
I went to the bathroom to brush my teeth and wash my face, hoping the boogeyman would just get lost. I hated the way I always felt so…unsettled around him. It was a ridiculous sensation. I was clearly the stronger magic worker, with Sunny's power at my fingertips. And yet, for some reason, I always felt like prey when Ambrose looked at me. Like he was scheming something…or stalking me.
Unfortunately, when I finished getting ready for bed and returned to my bedroom, the boogeyman was still there. He had removed his suit jacket and rolled up the sleeves of his black dress shirt, revealing the smooth, pitch-black skin of his nicely shaped forearms as he sat on the edge of my bed. 
Goddess. Nicely shaped forearms? What the hell was wrong with me? 
Repressed urges, Sunshine supplied helpfully. I understand this can be a serious issue for puny mortals. You are all very strange. 
I ran a hand over my face, wishing I could just shut the wraith up for five fucking minutes. "Thanks. Very helpful."
Ambrose tilted his head, studying me with those eerie but captivating red-and-black eyes. "What was?" He asked, confusion pinching his brow. Then he grinned. "Oh. Not talking to me, were you?" He regarded me curiously. "Do you do that often? Have conversations with yourself? It must be strange, sharing a body like that."
I sighed and went to the dresser to get a t-shirt and some pajama pants. Andy had been kind enough to purchase some essentials for me, since I was stuck here playing school with her and helping her get her people back. "It's…well, for a long time I didn't have anyone else to talk to," I said simply. "And now he never shuts up."
Ambrose nodded, as if that all made perfect sense. "You made friends with the monster. Seems like the logical thing to do."
I rolled my eyes. How was that logical? "We're not friends. He's fucking annoying."
Except…I was pretty sure I would be dead or insane right now if it wasn't for Sunny keeping me together. He had avenged us both when we were merged, and I couldn't deny it had helped with the trauma a lot to finally be free of my tormentors in a very concise, final way. Then he had helped me deal with all this new and terrifying power. Helped me find myself again when we were both lost, when we were hated and hunted. And when we were trapped in the bestiary, his was the only voice I heard for decades. 
I care for you as well, in some strange way, Sunshine replied to my thoughts. 
I gave him a mental shove. Go to sleep. I need some time in my own head. 
And because we were friends, he did as I asked, quietly retreating as much as possible to give me the illusion of privacy in my own head. 
"And just what is he annoying you about currently?" Ambrose said, a smug smile lifting one corner of his black lips. "Would it happen to do with a certain green-haired witch you two have a crush on?"
I snorted. "He is obsessed with her. Not me. I know better than to waste my time thinking about stupid shit like sex or romance. And I’m a necromancer. I don’t do crushes."
It didn't seem like the boogeyman had any intention of going away anytime soon, so I turned my back to him and pulled my shirt off. If he didn't like the view of my nasty necromancer body, he could get the fuck out. 
I sucked in a breath when the boogeyman materialized right behind me. He drew his fingers down the prominent bumps of my spine and I shivered. "The wraith is starving you," he said softly. "I knew you were thin, but…Dyre…."
I shrugged away from his touch, yanking my t-shirt on. I wasn't in the mood to hear the pity in his deep voice. "Occupational hazard of being a necromancing abomination," I snapped. "So what?"
I snatched up the pajama pants and turned to go back to the bathroom where I could change in peace. But Ambrose stepped in front of me, reaching out to touch my shoulder. "I didn't mean to offend you," he said with a soft look that really didn't fit the nightmare image. "I was just surprised. Concerned. I hope now that you have the bond with Andy it will help lessen the drain?"
I shrugged. "Maybe." If I had any intention of letting Sunshine feed off Andy. Which wasn't going to happen.
We stared at each other as awkward silence stretched out between us. Then Ambrose tilted his head to the side, his eyes narrowing and the smirk returning to his face. "Why is it that you don't have time for sex or romance?"
I gaped at him for a beat, surprised at the sudden change in topic. "Um…I'm a necromancer," I replied slowly, as if I was talking to a moron. 
He arched his brows at me, still not moving out of my way. "And?"
"Are you kidding me right now?" I snapped. "You've fucking seen it. I'm a walking corpse inhabited by a soul-sucking wraith. What is your deal?" I wasn't in the mood for his teasing. Sunny's comments about Andy were annoying enough. Plus we were going off tomorrow on a mission that would probably end with me being exposed as a necromancer and hunted by the SA and the angels. And who knew how they'd react when they realized Ambrose was tagging along….
A soft touch to my cheek startled me out of my downward spiral of anxiety. Ambrose cupped my jaw and looked me in the eyes as his dark aura brushed mine. "You hate yourself, so you assume everyone else will too."
I scoffed, bitter laughter escaping me. "The fucking world hates me, boogeyman. I would think you could understand a little of how that feels. Who the hell wants to fuck a tainted monster?"
I tried to pull away from him and step around him, but he mirrored my movements, blocking my escape. His lips on mine were firm and demanding, refusing to let me hide. I stayed rigid, willing myself not to react, and he pulled away slowly to give me an unimpressed look. 
"You're right," he said with a wry tilt of those perfect lips. "I know a bit about being a monster myself. Which is why I couldn't care less what other people have to say."
I scrubbed a hand over my lips, trying to erase the tingle there. And the stupid yearning it caused. "I thought you were Andy's fuckbuddy now," I muttered. "What the hell was that for?"
He smiled, slow and hot. "Oh, I'm pretty sure you're hers too. You just haven't realized it yet."




Chapter 23

Dyre


I shook my head, bitterness stabbing though me like a knife to the heart. "Ha. There's nothing between me and the witch. It's just this lifebond bullshit messing with her head. She'd never tolerate me otherwise." 
Ambrose just raised a brow at me and wrapped an arm around my neck as he stepped closer. For some reason, I couldn't seem to move away. "I think you're wrong about that," he informed me. Then he shrugged. "But there's no magical lifebond between you and me." He swayed closer, his lean body brushing against my own as he tilted his chin up in invitation. "I told you this before. I kissed you because I wanted to, Dyre. Because despite how hard you try to keep people away, I see you. And I like what I see."
I scoffed, even though I would be blushing if I wasn't half dead. "If you like the sight of scrawny corpses so much, I'm a little worried for you."
He rolled his eyes. "Dyre?"
At my questioning look, he looped his other arm round my neck as well, pulling me down toward him, urging me to close that couple of inches between us. "Just shut up and kiss me back this time, you stubborn man."
I moved without making the conscious decision. One second, I was just standing there in shock. The next, I was dropping the clothes I held so I could grip Ambrose's hips and pull him closer, ducking my head to give him what he wanted. 
It had been a long time since I touched someone like this. His previous kisses didn't count. I had been too shocked and mistrustful to respond. But this…once I got started, I couldn’t stop. I couldn't bear to go back to the way things were—back to the real world, where I hadn't felt the touch of another living being in so long that I forgot how it felt. 
Despite his appearance and his affinity for shadows, the boogeyman was warm and alive in my arms.
Ambrose moaned into my mouth and rubbed against me like a cat, his lean form surprisingly solid under my hands. His magic rose up around me and I felt my own aura stir in response. It was like all my fears lifted and my anxiety floated away…. 
I pulled away long enough to meet his glowing red eyes. "What did you just do to me?"
He winked. "I may have taken a little sip. Nothing you'll miss, I promise."
I laughed, feeling lighter than I had in years. Somewhere deep in the recesses of my mind I felt Sunny's discomfort over my letting some other creature of darkness feed on us. And there was a part of me, too, that wanted to get defensive about it. But the absence of fear just felt too good to resist. Ambrose was right. I wouldn't miss the terror he had devoured. 
The boogeyman planted his hands on my chest and pushed, steering me back toward the bed. I plopped down, and his hands went to the hem of my shirt. I froze, gripping his wrists to keep him from removing the garment, and a whole new set of fears rose up, these feelings a bit too complex to be so easily wiped away. "I'm not…," I tried, suddenly at a loss for words. "I can't…."
Ambrose watched me for second before he nodded his head, sinking to his knees before me. "I understand. Leave your clothes on, if it makes you feel better." He gave me a wicked smirk. "I can still get to the important bits."
He tugged his wrists free of my grip, then leaned in to kiss me again, and this time I didn't stop him when he undid my fly. It was silly. He had already seen me shirtless. But somehow this was different. I couldn't stand to be so fully exposed again. Even though Ambrose was a monster himself, he was still whole. While I was a skeletal remnant of the man I used to be. 
"Stop thinking so hard," the boogeyman insisted between scorching kisses, as he eased my long-neglected cock free of my pants. 
I swallowed hard, hissing in pleasure when he gripped my bluish length and gave me a slow, firm stroke. "Less talking."
He smirked at me and bent his head, his tongue darting out to lick the underside of my cock from root to tip. He flashed a smile, and I had a moment of intense concern as I recalled that the creature in front of me had a mouthful of unnaturally sharp teeth. Then he was sucking my cock into his mouth, his lips running over my rigid length—very careful of the teeth. 
I sucked in a breath, trying to hold back and keep calm. But the sensations were too intense after so long being denied. I groaned and slid my fingers through Ambrose's loose black curls, gripping his hair and slowly thrusting into his mouth, reveling at contrast between his damp heat and my chilled skin. 
Ambrose moaned around my dick, sending vibrations all the way down into my balls as he took me deeper, until my cock bumped the back of his throat. He pulled off slowly, then glanced up at me through his dark lashes before sinking down again, pulling another strangled noise from me. He added a hand, gripping the base of my cock and twisting in an upward motion as he sucked the head, his other hand coming up to fondle my balls. 
That was all it took to have me arching into him and swallowing back a scream as I came so hard I saw stars. 
Ambrose pulled off my dick, sitting back and licking his lips as I tried to remember how to breathe again. "Goddess," I panted. 
He winked at me, then stood, and I couldn't help but stare at the bulge in his pants. My eyes darted up to meet his, to confirm what I was seeing—that he wasn't faking this attraction. That he hadn't changed his mind all of the sudden, like some had in the past, once they got their taste of the forbidden goods. But Ambrose's gaze was still full of heat. 
I reached for him, but he took my hands, stopping me from pulling him forward so I could return the favor. "How about you put your pajamas on now," the boogeyman said softly, stepping back to give me space. 
My chest tightened as he handed me my pajamas. Maybe I was wrong. He didn't want me after all. This was just some sort of game to him. Maybe he just enjoyed getting a reaction out of me but didn't want my tainted hands on him. Maybe all he had really wanted was an excuse to feed on my fear.
His expression softened as he looked at me. "I just don't want you to feel overwhelmed, sweetheart. No demands on my part—well, except for demanding that you let me make you feel good for a bit there." He gestured at the bathroom. "Get changed so we can cuddle."
I blinked up at him, completely taken aback by his weird kindness. "You're so strange," I said as I stood and went to do as I was told. My legs were wobbly, but I manned up, got changed, and made it back to bed without falling on my ass. 
I half expected Ambrose to be gone when I got back, that he would use the opportunity to disappear. But I was pleasantly surprised to find him waiting for me in my bed, wearing nothing but a pair of clingy black boxer briefs and a smile. 
I swallowed hard and stood by the bed feeling awkward. But Ambrose just rolled his eyes and gestured for me to join him. I still had no clue how any of this had happened, and I didn't know what to do with myself. Sunny was being uncharacteristically quiet, so I was all on my own. I slowly climbed into bed and let the boogeyman put his head on my skinny chest. He patted my concave belly in silence, as if trying to tell me it would all be okay. 
I was still skeptical. But it felt so good that I slowly felt myself found myself able to relax, even going so far as to curl my arm around his back. 
I had almost completely relaxed when my bedroom door slammed open and an agitated earth witch came rushing in. "Dyre!" Andy shouted, "have you seen Ambrose? You have to see…."
She trailed off as her eyes landed on me and Ambrose in my bed. Her eyes went round, she blinked a few times, then she shook herself, holding up a folded piece of paper. "Be cute later. I just got a message from a flying toad. My sister has Elijah and they're going to the angelic realm tomorrow to steal the artifact for the O'Learys!"
I sat up, disentangling myself from Ambrose, who shot me a smug little smirk before he sat up himself. "Let me see," I said, holding out my hand for the paper. 
Andy came over and handed it to me, then she crossed her arms over her chest and looked at Ambrose. The boogeyman shrugged. "Are you mad that I stole your necromancer?" he asked calmly.
I looked up from the note in a panic, part of me concerned that Andy really would be angry at us. But my stupid racing heart calmed when she just shook her head. "I knew you were going to get around to fucking sooner or later. It's not like I own you." She waved at me in exasperation. "The note. Read it!"
For once, I did what the witch commanded without argument.




Chapter 24

Andy


I stood in the middle of the Supernatural Alliance's basement portal room fidgeting with all my stupid gear. Dyre was nearby, his magic muted and wearing his unsettlingly  normal disguise. Ambrose had been left behind, again, which I knew he hated. But there was just no way we were going to get away with smuggling a boogeyman into the angelic realm. It was going to be hard enough disguising the necromancer at my side. Bis chittered in my ear as I adjusted the hem of my dark navy shirt over my dark navy cargo pants. If our matching clothing was all just a tiny shade darker, we'd look like robbers in one of those cheesy heist movies. What was even the point? It wasn't like the angels didn't know we were coming. We weren't sneaking in though dark alleys or something. 
I patted Bis's head. It had been a hell of an argument to get him okayed to come with me. I told everyone he was tied to Lovell magic and that I needed him to perform at my best, magically speaking, if anything happened. I didn't come right out and call him a familiar, but it was implied. 
The practice of using animals to store and channel excess magical energy had been outlawed decades ago—and for good reason—but I was an evil Lovell and the SA had begged me to join their side, so no one did more than give me a few nasty looks. Bis wasn't my familiar—as if I'd ever do that to him and risk frying his sweet little brain. He was just here so we could explain away any traces of weird energy or dark magic that might leak off from Dyre. 
There were so many ways this whole thing could go to hell. I should be taking bets right now. I'd be filthy stinking rich at the end—if I survived. 
Dyre's violet eyes were darker in his glamor. But they still pierced into me, pinning me in place with a warning, as if he knew exactly how much I was worrying right now. "Do you need help with your charm belt, sweetheart?" he said in that sickeningly nice, slightly high-pitched voice as he stepped closer and fiddled with my belt for no real reason. 
"What are you doing?" I huffed. 
He wrapped a long arm around my waist and did something to the back of my belt, making it look like he was adjusting it as he leaned in close enough to whisper in my ear. "Stop worrying, witch. If anything goes wrong, it's the SA's people who'll end up dead."
He straightened and gave me a brilliant fake smile, a bland brown strand of hair coming loose from his stupid, boring bun. "There we go! All better, my little round cinnamon roll."
I gritted my teeth together. "Thanks, my watermelon lollipop." We both knew I hated watermelon flavored candy.
The corners of his eyes crinkled with amusement as we each tried to make the other vomit. 
"This is a mission, not a date. Save the mushy lifemate crap for later," Jacki bit out, shoving between us so she could get to the center of the room and the spell circle that was carved into the concrete floor. "If you two can't focus, I will leave your asses here."
We were surrounded by the field mage's partners as she got to work activating the circle with some secret spell that I was pretty sure I wasn't supposed to see. "Turn around, just in case," she muttered, pointing to me and my witch mate. "Check your watches and make sure the compasses are calibrated while I get the portal open." 
I shook my head, but did as I was told, turning my back to the mage while she worked, my eyes on the stupid camera in the corner. The SA might want to use me, but they didn't want me to have any actual power. Jacki couldn't let me in on trade secrets with the higher-ups watching. I was a blackmailed tool, not an actual employee. And I would always be a Lovell. 
Dyre elbowed me in the side, and I glanced at him to find him holding his wrist up. He arched a brow at me. I rolled my eyes and lifted my damned watch, only then realizing that I could see Jacki perfectly in the reflection of my watch face. 
Her hazel eyes traveled over me, then flicked to the side to glance at Dyre—sorry Rae—as she worked slowly enough for us to see exactly what she was doing and how she did it. Just in case, she had said. Sneaky.
I really hoped we never needed to use the SA's portals on our own. That would imply that things had gone massively sideways. But Jacki was under the impression that her employers were willing to murder their underlings or send them out on death missions in an effort to obtain these magical artifacts and stay one step ahead of the O'Learys and their ilk. So…maybe she wasn't being paranoid. Maybe she really did expect us to have to come back without them. 
I lowered my watch with a sigh. I really hoped nothing happened to the SA team while we were in the angelic realm, if for no reason other than I was sure the SA would accuse me of killing them just so the institution could either keep me imprisoned here or so they could finally kill off the remaining Lovells once and for all. 
Why couldn't I have been born a Smith, or a Brown, or something? 
The portal opened with a flare of light, and Jacki gave us all a tight look. "Me and Amethyst are first, then Andy and Rae. Cloe and Holt, you guys bring up the rear. If the Lovells pull anything," she told her partners blandly, "deadly force."
I arched a brow at her orders, but she was just putting on a good show for her supervisor. I hoped. 
Dyre took my hand, lacing his long, bony fingers between mine. "Don't worry, muffin cakes, I'm right here."
I didn't look at him. I couldn't, or I'd either sneer in a very non-loving way or burst out laughing with all the pent-up tension inside me. Atropa Belladonna was my sister. This whole thing had started because we wanted to help rescue her. She had sent me a warning message to tell me what they were up to and that she'd have Elijah's charm with her. But for some reason, I just couldn't quite bring myself to trust her. I had no memory of my sister. But I had a shit-ton of valid examples of why no one should ever trust a Lovell witch. 
"Thank you, my little butterscotch pudding cup," I told Dyre through gritted teeth as Jacki and Amethyst disappeared through the portal and we took a step closer. As if Dyre's presence wasn't the whole reason I was worried in the first place. I didn't want him to be found out and hunted by the SA. I also heard what he was actually saying—that if they did figure out what he was, no one would live long once Sunny burned off the potions we had used to suppress him. I didn't want Dyre harmed. And after what I'd seen earlier, I was pretty sure Ambrose would kill me if I let anything happen to his new boyfriend. But I also didn't want to be responsible for a massacre. 
Squeezing Dyre's cold fingers with one hand, I lifted the other to steady Bis as we stepped through the portal to the angelic realm. 
I don't know what I was expecting. A chorus of angelic voices and a white light or something equally human-inspired, maybe? The sight that greeted us was far more mundane. The angels were, after all, just another supernatural race that lived on another plane. 
The portal was outside, rather than in a cold concrete basement like at the SA, so that was an improvement. We stood in the middle of what seemed like a parking lot or an open-air market or something. There were fields in the distance—filled with bluish, wheat-like grasses—and a city of light-colored brick stood within walking distance. I thought maybe this open space we were in was a communal gathering place, like for concerts or something. If angels had concerts. But then again, that sounded like too much fun for their uptight personas. 
A handful of tall, muscular men and women, all with long hair and glowing branch-like wings of pure energy, stood by with oddly shaped weapons, a few of which crackled with magic, like some combination between short sword and taser. There was a little brick building in front of the portal, and an angel guy with light brown hair down to his hips and a shiny wing-shaped badge on his shirt stood there. His arms were crossed over his chest and a judgy frown marred his face while he looked down his nose at Jacki and the rest of us as we came through the portal. 
"Supernatural Alliance of Magea," he intoned in a haughty voice, as he waved a hand, erecting a powerful ward around the portal we had just entered through. "You have been granted one hour to complete your business and return to your realm."
Jacki straightened her spine and glared right back, as if she ate assholes like him for breakfast. "We will leave when our business is concluded," she informed him firmly. "However long that takes. Per the Supernatural Alliance's agreement with the high chorus."
He narrowed his golden eyes at the scrappy little SA agent, and for a second there, I thought we were going to find ourselves in the middle of a fight before we even really got anywhere. But eventually, Mr. Uptight sighed and turned away, gesturing for us to follow. We did, and his people fell in behind us, all of them expressionless and silent. Geesh. They definitely didn't like visitors around here.
Our angelic guards led us out of the square and down a brick-paved path toward town. It was a bit of a jaunt, but no one complained. It made sense, I supposed, to keep your portals outside the town, if you were so paranoid about mixing with off-worlders. 
"You reek of dark magic," the angelic snob intoned after a few minutes, glancing back at our group to pin me with a glare. "I am surprised your people allow the Lovell line to continue, tainted as it is."
I smiled sweetly at him. But it was Jacki who replied. "We know how to make use of the resources we have," she said evenly, as if I wasn't standing right there. 
I rolled my eyes. I didn't say anything, though. We needed to meet with the high chorus and convince them to give us this artifact that the SA said would help us get my sister and the rest of my people back from the O'Learys. It wasn't like this was the first time someone hated me because of my family, and I was sure it wouldn't be the last. I'd survive. 
"When we reach The Cathedral, make sure you show the appropriate deference to the high chorus," our grumpy guide informed Jacki. "They want to maintain a good relationship with the Alliance and your world's government, but we can't tolerate any crass behavior."
I wondered if it would count as "crass behavior" if I flipped the angel off when he wasn't looking, maybe turned around and mooned him. I had an impressive moon. Dyre coughed softly beside me, and I glanced at him to find him smirking. I wondered if he could feel my impulses through the bond that connected us. Because I was sure I could feel his wry amusement. 
"Stop flirting," Cloe murmured, reaching down to squeeze my shoulder. "They aren't fans of 'primal whims' either."
I snorted, but kept my mouth shut. At least we had apparently beat the O'Learys here. Unless there were other portals. And no one seemed to realize that the black magic taint wasn't coming from me, but from the ancient evil that was currently slumbering under a shit-ton of potions inside of Dyre. All we had to do now was convince the angels to loan their valuable magic artifact to the SA. Piece of cake. 
Of course, that was when a building up ahead exploded. 




Chapter 25

Andy


"Well, fuck," I muttered, earning a  look from one of our escorts for my language. Then the magic was rushing at us, and there was no more time to worry about the angels. 
I recognized the power in an instant. The magic that sent the angels into the air almost tasted like my own. But it was better trained, wielded by someone who actually knew how to fight. The woman currently pounding down the road toward us looked like my mother, with that slim elegance that I had never possessed. But she was far more disheveled than my mother would have ever allowed anyone to see, if it were her. 
"Oleander Lovell," she shouted, sending out a burst of magic that knocked the lead angel right off his feet. "Join us or die."
I let out a short, dry laugh as I pulled my own magic closer, preparing a shield. "Oh, yeah, looks like she really needs our help, doesn't it? Captive my ass." I said to Dyre. Then I glared at my long-lost sister. "You were supposed to be a hostage, last I heard," I shouted. "Now you're working with those dumb asses?"
Her lips twisted into a sneer as she pulled the necklace out from under the collar of her shirt. Elijah's fingerbone anchoring charm dangled from her fingers. And in her other hand, she held a decorative box that leaked magic, even from under the suppression wards that had been placed on it. "Why wouldn't I join them, when they have all the power?"
I stepped toward her, instinctively sensing where Dyre moved behind me, whispering the spell to amplify magic between us and give him power that would register as earth witch, rather than necromancer. "Give me the charm," I demanded, ignoring the little bit of magical high that Dyre was causing as our shared magic ramped up. "Give Elijah back to me. Please."
She grinned. "Oh, you mean your little ghost slave? So handy, having angelic energy at your beck and call. Made it easy to slip through their wards and grab this." She waggled the box at me. "If you want your spook back, you'll have to fight me for them, little sister."
I growled, rushing at her, desperate to get my hands on Elijah's charm. The ghost himself materialized, looking more solid than he ever had, here in his own realm. Golden-haired and blue eyed, his handsome face was laced with sadness as he reached for me. "Ooh, yes," my sister crowed, "possessed by her own slave. What a marvelous idea."
I shuddered as Elijah's essence slid through me, his magic wrapping around my aura, fusing us together. I braced myself to kick him out, but the moment his thoughts merged with mine, I stumbled to a halt. Atropa was lying. She was only pretending to help the enemy so she could sabotage them. He wanted me to…trust my sister? 
I laughed, pressing the heel of my hand to my temple. "Oh, nice," I spat at the only other living Lovell. "Nice fucking try. You're controlling him too, aren't you?"
Elijah's soft, unvoiced pleas beat at my brain, urging me to work with them, to join in the game. But I shoved him out, forcibly ejecting the ghost from my aura and erecting stronger psychic shields. A scream of rage tore my attention from my sister and my eyes widened as I saw Niamh facing off with an angel. She was bleeding from a stab wound to her shoulder, her sharp little teeth flashing as she darted around her opponent with fae speed and grace. But she was attacking an angel, and there was more than one opponent. My fae was going to end up dead. 
"Stop!" I shouted. "Don't hurt her. She's being coerced!" But no one was listening to me.
An angel tumbled through the air—without the use of his wings—crashing into the angel that Niamh was fighting and sending them both tumbling to the ground in a heap. A deep roar had me whipping around to see Zhong, even more massive and intimidating than usual, in some sort of half-gargoyle shift. He picked up another angel, ignoring the energy that crawled over his skin from the angel's weapon, and threw yet another guy into the mele like lobbing a football. My sweet, shy gargoyle was gone, his yellow eyes filled with rage, his fangs bared and his giant bat wings spread. His claws raked another angel's torso, splattering golden blood as he roared again. 
They were lost to me, controlled by the O'Learys. Dyre had moved away from me, trying to help subdue Zhong and Niamh without fighting the angels or letting the angels kill our friends, all without giving himself away. "Look at me, you pathetic simpleton," my sister demanded.
I turned back to her as she lobbed a shimmering ball of red magic at me. Pain washed over me for an instant, crippling me before my own magic burned the spell away. 
"You bitch," I muttered, shaking off the magic. She had actually thrown a spell at me. A torture spell! Now I knew Elijah's urging had come from the O'Learys. Atropa was trying to hurt us. And unlike the others, there was no fog of confusion or glassy-eyed numbness in her expression—she wasn't being controlled, she was doing this of her own free will. I forced myself to ignore the others, to tune out the sounds of Niamh and Zhong being wounded by beings that were too strong for them to hold off for long. "I'm going to kill you for this," I promised my worthless relative. 
She grinned at me. "I'd really like to see you try, little girl."
Dyre stepped up beside me again, but I shoved him away. "Protect Niamh and Zhong," I snapped at him. "Don't let the angels kill them. It isn't their fault they're being controlled."
I sucked in a breath when I heard his voice in my head, clear as a bell. Don't get yourself killed, marshmallow. Then my fake lifemate was gone, moving far too fast for a normal witch. I just hoped everyone else was too busy fighting for their lives to notice his unnatural grace.
Turning my attention back to my sister, I launched myself at her. We traded blows so fast I could hardly keep up. Her magical training was lightyears beyond my own. But she didn't seem to be expecting me to have any training at all, so I got a few shots in. She also didn't seem to expect me to fight dirty, like the ignoble, non-elite disgrace to our lineage that I was. I slid in close enough to punch her in the face, grinning when her nose crunched and that precious Lovell blood flew everywhere. 
The box she held went flying out of her grip, but I ignored it. At the moment, I couldn't care less about some damned artifact. I needed that necklace. She hit me with a spell that made me feel like I was moving through ice water. It sent tendrils of sharp, bright, cold pain through my veins, but I pushed through it, drawing on the bond with Dyre to shove the magic back at her and create a shield around myself. I crashed into her lighter frame and we hit the ground, grappling with each other like a pair of kids on the playground as we both fought to get a grip on the charm she wore. 
Bis squealed in anger as he fell off my shoulder, but I didn't look his way. I had to put this bitch down before she pulled out some magic trick I didn't know about. I was mostly weathering her magical attacks by sheer luck at this point.
She was terrible at hand-to hand fighting. Not that I was some martial arts master or anything, but geesh…how had she been raised? Hadn't she ever had to wrestle in the dirt with a bully the way I had done countless times as a kid? I grappled with her, managing to get on top of her and make a grab for her wrists. She screamed when Bis landed on her face in a flurry of claws and hedgehog spines. My little guy was a ball of terrifying rodent rage as he shredded whatever flesh he could reach. 
I channeled every bit of my experience surviving orphanage brawls and back-alley attacks, and managed to get my hands around Atropa's throat while she was distracted with Bis. She tried to shock me with her magic, but my shield held, protecting me and Bis from her power. I might be the inferior magic user, but I was cheating in a big way, with my amplification spell and my connection to the sleeping wraith and all. It was only a trickle of the power he held, only what was able to leak through the suppression charms that kept him hidden. But it was enough. She tried to breathe, but I squeezed harder, pinning her with my heavier body as she squirmed under me. 
"Fucking yield!" I demanded. "Stand down, damn it!" I had never actually strangled anyone before. It was an awful sensation.
She grunted, drawing enough breath to gasp a "never!" But she was already going limp in my grasp. I glared into those eyes, so like my own and yet so different. Why? Why had she betrayed me this way? Why had she hidden from me all my life? Why hadn't she trusted me to save her? Was the lure of power and mayhem really so powerful for a Lovell that she just couldn't resist? 
Her fingers wrapped around my wrists, and I felt her pulling on her power for another spell. A last-ditch attempt that would burn up most of her magical power—and possibly overcome my shield. Her eyes narrowed and her lips moved, no sound escaping as I tried to choke her into unconsciousness. 
Take it.
I didn't stop to wonder if that was really what she had mouthed at me or if I was just being silly and desperate to believe that because she was my sister she couldn't possibly be as evil as the rest of our family. But I didn't have the time to asking for clarification. Her spell was building. Dyre was shouting my name, and my heart clenched at the thought of him, Niamh, or Zhong being wounded behind me. Suddenly, I felt my shield faltering, something interfering with my connection to Sunshine and Dyre. I sat up, releasing my sister's throat as I grabbed Elijah's charm and yanked it off the flimsy chain she wore. 
She shoved me off her and scrambled to her feet. "Retreat!" she yelled as she took off running, rather than spending her magic to fry me. "Take us back!" she yelled, calling on whatever connection she had to the O'Leary coven.
I pushed myself to my feet to see Niamh sprawled on the ground in a rapidly-spreading puddle of blood, her limbs splayed at an unnatural angle and one antler broken off. Zhong was at her side, roaring in fury, black blood dripping from his face and torso as a pair of angels held him down with ropes of sparking blue energy and another angel prepared to stab him through the heart. My sister threw a spell at the circle of angels, then slid between their legs when the magic confusion hit them. Her eyes met mine as she put one hand on each of my lovers and dragged them through the illegal portal that had just opened up behind them. 
Time slowed to a crawl, then sped up in a sudden leap that left me reeling. Atropa, Zhong, and Niamh were gone, leaving behind nothing but a patch of blood-soaked ground. I clutched Elijah's charm to my chest and let out a ragged sob as Bis limped over to me and patted my leg. 
I had my ghost back, but at what cost? 
"Andy," Elijah's hollow voice whispered at my side. "Thank you for saving me, Andy. I…" his ghostly voice whispered away as Dyre strode right through him. The necromancer-in-disguise hit his knees in front of me and drew me into a rough, hard hug. "I'm sorry," he whispered into my hair. "Fuck, I'm so sorry, Andy. I tried to stop them. The gargoyle was so strong, and there were too many angels to keep track of and…I tried to let Sunshine out, but…the potions…I wasn't fast enough. I'm so fucking sorry."
For a second or two, I couldn't imagine what he was apologizing for in that strangely raw, cracked voice. I just sat there as he tried to squeeze me to death with his wiry strength. My brain refused to let me figure it out. But then my eyes drifted over his shoulder and landed on the blood-soaked earth where the angels stood. 
Niamh. He meant Niamh. He was apologizing for not being able to save her life. 




Chapter 26

Andy


Elijah was…regal, as he glided in front of the stupid thrones occupied by the angelic high chorus. Maybe I was just being overemotional, since I was so damned happy to see him again. But just then, I could see how perfect, and beautiful, and coldly arrogant he must have been when he was alive. 
After the fight with my sister and my O'Leary-controlled lovers, we brought the artifact back to the high choir, rather than attempting to snatch it and run. I thought that was as big a gesture of goodwill as you could get, all things considered. But here we were, still trying to convince the asshats to let us borrow their dumb magical toy so we could stop people from starting a war. Begging them to do the decent thing and fucking help us. 
"Andy?" Dyre whispered my name as he touched my knee.  
I swatted him away. I didn't want his apologies. I didn't want to start crying in front of the Choir of Holy Bullshitters. I just wanted to get the stupid box and go home. 
"It is our duty as the upholders of light and goodness," Elijah said in a hollow voice that was all arrogance and preaching, "to aid in the fight against evil."
The archangel in charge of the high chorus arched a blond brow at the ghost. "It is our duty to determine what is for the greater good of all. It is not the business of a mere shade to interfere or to pretend to know the will of the divine creator. Your essence is no longer pure, brother Elijah. Your current state is unnatural. We are not interested in the opinions of one who should no longer exist."
I rolled my eyes and stood from where I had been seated alongside Dyre, Jacki, and the others on a little wooden bench, far away from the dais where the prissy angels sat. This crap had been going on for nearly an hour by this point. "He's an angel, just like the rest of you," I called out tiredly. "That didn't change when he died. Are you going to help us, or not? Because honestly, if you're just going to fuck around, I'd like to get back home so we can try to find some other way to stop a magical civil war that will wipe out entire races of people, thanks."
Jacki reached over and yanked on my arm, tugging me back down to my seat with a surprising amount of strength for someone so compact. "Shut up!" she hissed. 
I crossed my arms over my chest. "No. I'm sick of this shit." Every fiber of my being ached with a potent combination of physical pain, emotional anguish, and raw, unadulterated rage. My magic was an unstable force beneath my skin, amped up by my connection to Dyre and begging to be released into some dark spell that would exorcise the grief inside me. And my blood sugar was high because, of course it was. Like I so needed that extra issue to make me cranky and make my head throb right now. I punched numbers on my insulin pump, not looking at the angels as they yammered on.
"Lovell," the head angel snapped. "As the walking embodiment of a bloodline of pure evil, why should we hear your request? Why should we assist you in your quest for revenge?"
I rolled my eyes, tucked my pump back into my waistband, and stood again, yanking my arm out of Jacki's bruising grip when she tried to stop me. "Oh, come off it," I bit out, clumsily climbing over the row of wooden benches in front of me to get to the main floor.
I yanked my t-shirt straight, brushed my hair back out of my face, and stomped up to stand too close to their stupid thrones. "I'm not good or evil. No one really is. It's a sliding scale at best. And," I glanced at Elijah, then smiled sweetly for the chorus. "I have been living with a dead angel for a quite while now. I've learned a few things about you. For example, I know what a crock of shit your high-and-mighty purity act actually is. If you don't help us, people might just start to realize that the whole religious thing you've got going here is a lie meant to help you lord it over the other realms."
His brows drew down and he opened his mouth to reply, probably to threaten me into silence. But I held up a hand. "No. Nope. Don't even start, buddy. You can get rid of me, sure. You can try to get rid of Elijah. But do you honestly think we came here with no insurance? If we don't return, there are others who have the knowledge to bring your all-powerful ways to an annoying end. People with power in the governments of other planes. Sure, you might be able to put out that fire, but it's not really the best use of your resources. And once the idea is planted, I doubt the faith will ever be quite what it was before." I crossed my arms over my chest as I bluffed the hell out of this, making shit up as I went along. "So? The artifact? You gonna loan it to us or what?"
Jacki groaned from her seat behind me. I just arched a brow at the angels and tapped a foot, channeling my inner evil, give-no-fucks Lovell. 
The chorus members all exchanged a look. Then the head honcho said, "bring us the artifact."
And that's how I basically annoyed the high chorus of the angels into granting an extended loan to the SA because they really didn't want to deal with my bullshit any longer. Because, yeah, I'm awesome like that.
And also because I was one tiny thread away from becoming completely unhinged and I think they knew it. 
The angel who brought out the decorative box full of magic wore a grimace on his face, and he held the thing out in front of him like he was carrying a bomb. I noticed that the glowing, electric-looking energy that made up his wing branches was a bit dim. He narrowed his eyes at me, then turned to give the box to Jacki, since she was the official SA person in charge. Jacki flinched when she took the box, and her partners all moved closer to her. 
I shared a glance with Dyre. Jacki and her team really did expect the SA to send them out to die. From their reaction just now, I'd say the SA team expected the box to hold a bomb. But nothing happened. No flying Jacki bits. 
The field mage wasted more time making nice with the angels and thanking them for their cooperation before we were allowed to leave. Somehow, we made it back through the portal to the SA building without me losing it and murdering anyone, but it was a close thing.
The moment we made it back, there were more blue-suited, grim-faced SA agents standing by to whisk the box away. Dyre and I tried to leave, but we were detained. My shoulders were tense, and my magic was once more unsettled when we were asked to wait in a small interrogation room. I could practically hear the gears turning as Dyre tried to decide if it was time to start burning off the rest of Sunshine’s suppression magic so he could murder some SA agents and make us an army…. I patted his knee. “Down, pumpkin.”
He snorted, but his eyes were glued to the wall opposite us, which was clearly a one-way glass set up. I gave a cheery wave. They hadn’t shut and locked the door when they left. And Jacki was standing right outside. I wasn’t sure I completely trusted the field mage, but so far it seemed like she’d probably help us if we were under attack. Maybe. 
I clung to the numbness I had wrapped around myself to keep from thinking about the other things I had to be upset about. I stubbornly focused all of my attention on the current problem of getting out of the SA building without starting a war. 
Finally, the clacking of heels on concrete announced the arrival of Jacki’s supervisor, Director Strom. The woman came into the room, followed by two SA agents that I didn’t recognize, one of whom held the box we had retrieved from the angels. “Ah, Miss Lovell,” Director Strom said with a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. She looked as put-together and neat-as-a-pin as she had on the other occasions I had seen her, her dark navy pantsuit a classier version of the other SA uniforms. But something about her neatly packaged, professional, smiling exterior got on my nerves. 
“Director,” I replied in greeting. “Can we go home now, or were you going to coerce us into doing more dangerous shit first?” I was not in the mood to play word games with this woman. 
Her smile didn’t falter. In fact, she looked genuinely amused. Just not in that fun sort of way. Her smile had a smugness to it that I didn’t like. “Agent Valentine tells me we have you to thank for obtaining the artifact,” she said easily, as she came to stand opposite me and Dyre, a small metal table between us. “She says it was you who convinced the angels to loan us their prized possession.”
I snorted. “Sure. But mostly I was just sick of listening to them bullshit all day. Seems like that’s today’s theme though. Me sitting around listening to people who like to hear themselves talk.” I arched a brow and gave her a meaningful look. 
She chuckled and gestured for her agents to place the box on the table between us. “Since you’ve shown such initiative, and since you’ll be the ones using the artifact when we go after the O’Leary coven, I am placing this in your care.”
I just looked at her in surprise. What the hell?
“You’ll understand if we don’t want to keep something so powerful here. It’s the first place the O’Leary coven would think to look for it. And I understand they have already demonstrated that they are willing to risk losing their tools to get the artifact.”
I clenched my teeth together at the way she so callously referred to Niamh lying crumpled on the ground in a puddle of her own blood. None of this made any fucking sense, but I was done pretending to have my shit together. “And so are you,” I bit out. I was pretty sure she wouldn’t have shed a tear if Jacki or one of her partners had been killed today, and everyone in this room knew it. 
I stood, snatching up the creepy box and brushing past the haughty SA director and her goons. 
“We’ll be in touch about the rest of your mission,” Director Strom called after me. "Do take care of our prize. And, Lovell? My people have placed a locator spell on the artifact. If you attempt to sell it or use it on your own time, we'll know."
Who knew what she was thinking? Maybe it was another test. Maybe she wanted me to get curious and blow myself up with whatever was in the box so they could say it was an accident when I died. I lifted a hand and waved dismissively without looking back. What I really wanted to do was give her the middle finger, but I supposed we did need the SA to help us storm the O’Leary coven and get the rest of my people back legally. Best not to antagonize them too much. 
By the time we reached the public portal to return home, I had a pounding headache, and my vision was a little blurry. I shifted the box, tucking it under one arm so I could check my insulin pump. The monitor told me my blood sugar was perfect at the moment, which was surprising given the amount of stress I had been under all day. I huffed and tucked my pump back into my waistband, then rubbed my forehead. 
“Are you okay?” Dyre asked. His deep voice was unusually soft, almost a whisper. He was probably afraid to talk to me after I had snapped at him so many times. 
I rolled my eyes. “No. I’m not okay. But we’re not talking about feelings until I’m home, under the wards my evil ancestors erected to protect them from the fucking Supernatural Alliance.”
Dyre stopped me with a hand on my shoulder. “Andy. I meant physically. You don’t seem…well. And I feel a little strange myself.”
I finally stopped and looked up at him, noting the way he looked…dull, even for his mousy, disguised state. “I’m….” I blinked my bleary eyes and a wave of dizziness swept over me. “Yeah, no. I’m not okay. What the fuck?”
Dyre carefully pried the box full of magical artifact out from under my arm. “Maybe I should carry this until we get back home.”
I frowned. “Fucking SA.” There was something wonky with this angelic artifact, and they damned well knew it. That's why they sent it home with us.
Dyre nodded in agreement with my sentiment as we stepped through the portal and hurried back to the safety of the Lovell House of Horrors. 
“What the fuck is that?” Ambrose’s lightly accented voice inquired, the moment our feet hit Lovell soil. 
I stepped away from the portal, then turned and used my magic to put an extra lock on the portal, just in case. Or at least…I tried to. The power was sluggish to respond, and I swayed on my feet, feeling magically drained. “The hell?”
Dyre lifted his arm, wound up, and threw the box containing the magical artifact we had nearly died to obtain. I watched as the container soared over the courtyard wall and landed with a thump on the other side. Still inside the wards around the Lovell estate, but the fuck away from our immediate vicinity. “Now we know why they wanted us to keep it so badly,” the necromancer commented dryly. 
I shook my head. "If you ever decide to give up the evil necromancing gig, you'd have a hell of a career in baseball," I commented dryly. But Dyre's pitching skills aside…he was right. I already felt more connected to my magic with some distance from that damned box. I hastily finished the extra protections on the portal, then turned to the guys to find them awkwardly staring at each other. 
“Oh, for fuck’s sake. Hug, or makeout or something already.” I rolled my eyes and brushed past them. My chest ached so bad I felt like I might actually be having a heart attack. I couldn’t stand to look at them being all stupid and sappy right now. I blinked rapidly in an attempt to contain my tears. 
“Andy?” Ambrose caught my arm before I could get very far. “Oleander, what’s wrong?”
I tried to yank my arm away, but he was stronger than he looked. All I succeeded in doing was unbalancing myself.
Ambrose pulled on my arm, making me stumble into his embrace. I held out for half a second, refusing to let the pain in. But it was too much. I was too tired and too wrung-out to stop the flood of hot tears and the sobs that escaped me. Ambrose rubbed my back as he held me close. Who knew a boogeyman could be so comforting? 
“I can taste your terror and pain,” he whispered into my hair. “Tell me what’s happened.”
I could feel him working his magic on me. Feeding from me, devouring my pain-soaked remembered fear. I wanted to push him away, to tell him not to mess with my emotions. But this slight bit of relief felt too good. I buried my head in his shoulder and cried until I thought I would dry up and turn to dust. 
“The fae and the gargoyle were there with her sister,” Dyre said softly. He was beside us somewhere, but keeping his distance. “They had already stolen the artifact and it ended in a brawl between us and them. And we had the angels on our side.”
Ambrose’s arms tightened around me as he suddenly understood the context of my pain. “Who?”
I didn’t want to hear it, didn’t want to stand here while they discussed her death like talking about the weather. 
“Niamh,” Dyre whispered. “I tried to help. I tried to get the angels to understand that the fae and the gargoyle were being controlled, but they didn't care. I didn’t have access to Sunshine’s magic and…I failed.”
“You’re certain she’s gone?” Ambrose said just as softly. 
My heart beat loud in my chest as a weighted silence hung in the air between the two men. “I didn’t have full use of my magic,” Dyre said, as if that was an answer.
I lifted my head and rubbed at my eyes. “She’s dead,” I said flatly. “There’s no way she survived, not with that much blood loss and the way….” I hiccupped and fought for air. Not with the way she had been so broken, I was about to say, the unnatural angles of her body. But I couldn’t form the words.
“I was too distracted by the rest to be able to say for sure,” Dyre insisted. “I couldn’t feel…” he swallowed whatever he had been about to say. But I got the gist. He couldn’t sense if she was a corpse he could animate, or if she still had a living soul inside. A necromancer should know for certain whether someone was dead or not, easy as breathing. Except we had suppressed most of what made Dyre a necromancer. 
“It doesn’t matter,” I said, pushing myself away from Ambrose and wiping my sleeve across my face. “It doesn’t fucking matter, because there’s nothing we can do about it now. And we have the others to think about. They’re still fucking trapped in O’Leary land waiting to be the next casualty while we sit around here being useless.”
Ambrose stared at me with his eerie red-pupiled eyes. Then he looked at Dyre. His expression was grim, but he raised one black eyebrow at me in a meaningful look. I followed his gaze to the necromancer and found the guy glaring at the ground. Whatever Ambrose was trying to tell me about Dyre, I wasn’t getting it. Maybe he wanted some time alone with his new lover, or something? 
I turned away and headed inside. But I paused on the threshold when my brain came back online. “The artifact,” I said, turning back to find Ambrose with his hand on Dyre’s shoulder. “We can’t just leave the damned thing lying in the backyard.”
Dyre lifted his head and shrugged out from under Ambrose’s touch. “It has some sort of nullifying magic,” the necromancer said, frowning. “That has to be it. The SA sent it home with us because they wanted to see what it would do.”
I sighed. “They’re using us as guinea pigs. Just fucking great.”
“Can you ward it?” Ambrose asked, glancing between Dyre and me. “Contain it so it doesn’t affect anyone until you’re ready to use it?”
Dyre was already nodding. “Yeah. But we’ll need Sunny to overcome the effects of the artifact long enough to erect a barrier around it. That thing's old and strong.” He ran a hand through his currently brown hair, yanking it free from its messy bun. “Just give me a bit to get rid of the potions and crap. Then I’ll work on it.”
I frowned at him when I realized that he hadn’t met my eyes once since we got home. “I’ll help. Just let me know when you’re ready,” I said automatically.
He shrugged his bony shoulders and squeezed past me, headed toward the stairs. “Don’t worry about it. Sunny can handle it.”
I glared after him. Sunny can handle it? What the fuck happened to teaching me how to do magic? It seemed like I should know how to turn the damned artifact on and off at least, since we’d have to use it soon. “Fucker,” I muttered. 
I nearly jumped out of my skin when Ambrose spoke from right beside me. He had moved as silently as a shadow. “He thinks it’s his fault,” the boogeyman whispered. “He’s only trying to make it up to you.”
I snorted. “Yeah, well, he can’t.”
I expected some sort of argument from Dyre’s boyfriend. Instead, Ambrose just nodded. “I know. And I suspect he knows it too.”
Then he shook off his serious expression to slide me a wry look as he sketched a proper bow to me. “I’ll pop up and fill your bathtub, shall I, mistress witch?”
I sighed and looked down at my dusty, bloody, ripped clothing, scraped knees, and dirty hands. “Yeah, that’s probably a good place to start.” And if I locked the door, maybe I could cry in peace. 
The thought reminded me of all the times Elijah had intruded on my bath time, and my hand went to my pocket. My fingers curled around the fingerbone charm. It was hot to the touch, but Elijah had been silent this whole time. Maybe he was mourning as well. 




Chapter 27

Andy


A hot bath and a good cry didn't fix anything. I cried for Niamh. I cried for Zhong, Aahil, Hasumi, and the others. And eventually, I cried over the thing that was sapping away all of my willpower and determination—my complete inability to protect the first people in my life who had ever really mattered.  
I had spent my whole life fighting what I was, trying to escape the horrifying echoes of my evil inheritance. But nothing I ever did was good enough. No matter how far I ran, the Lovell taint always caught up with me—even leaving the magical world behind and living as a human hadn't saved me from it. I would always be hated; either mistrusted because I might do something evil, or constantly trying to stay one step ahead of the sickos who wanted to manipulate me into teaching them how to become as powerful as my family had always been. And now, the stupid black blood in my veins and the magic in my soul was hurting the very people I had tried to save. 
Locked up in the bestiary, trapped in limbo and forgotten on a dusty shelf somewhere—that had been a safer existence for all of them than this. Now that I had "freed" them, my found family was just being actively used again. Hurt…killed. All because I thought I could fix things. Because I thought maybe if I just tried hard enough, I could make up for being a filthy Lovell.
Eventually, when I had cried myself dry and was just sitting there in my big tub, going all pruned and wishing I had never been born, a whisper of otherworldly sensation drifted into my awareness. I opened my eyes to find Elijah hovering near the tub. His see-through features were still clearer than they had been back when he was attached to the bestiary—back before Dyre had given him a little boost and tied him to the charm that was now his anchor. But he was nowhere near as solid-looking as he had been in the angelic realm. 
"I'm sorry you're hurting," the ghost angel said in his hollow voice. "I wish I could make you feel better. I wish I could hold you and tell you it will be okay." He rippled, the ghostly version of a shrug. "But I can't do that. I can only tell you that I'm here, if you need to talk."
I sat up slightly and reached a hand toward him. "Come here."
He hovered uncertainly for a moment before moving closer, letting me trail my fingers through his foggy, almost-there torso. "Are you sure?" he whispered. "I didn't mean to frighten you or anger you before. It was me, the whole time. The O'Learys couldn't control me the same way they have been controlling the others."
He was worried that I was mad about him partially possessing me in the angel realm. "You're the one who should be mad," I said with a watery smile. "I didn't even give you a chance. I just tossed you out like I would any old wandering spirit I bumped into on the street."
His whispery laugh was music to my ears, and I was forced to admit that some part of me had assumed I'd never see him again. That I would never be able to get them all back. 
"I don't blame you," Elijah said softly. "I expected it, honestly. Smarter to be wary, rather than too accepting. Especially when it comes to corporeal possession."
I rolled my eyes. "Would you just come here already?" I demanded. 
He went all formless and misty before drifting over to hover just above me. "I missed you, Andy," his disembodied voice whispered. Then the ghost sank through my aura, melding with me in a way that wasn't quite total possession, but was…some strange merging of our minds and magic. I felt his presence like a slightly cool blanket draped over me and wrapped around my soul. 
"See," I said, dropping my head back to rest against the lip of the tub. "You can hug me after all."
I felt his wry amusement echo through me, alongside his relief and his simple, pure joy at being home. Not just here, in our actual home. But with me. He considered me his home. And not in that creepy body snatchers sort of way. Just…in a way that made me feel warm inside, despite his chilly aura and the rapidly cooling bath water. 
I lay like that for a while longer, letting myself just rest in the moment of peace. But eventually, I had to get out or freeze to death. I mustered my resources and hauled my butt out of the tub, taking Elijah along with me as I toweled off and threw on a comfy old bathrobe. 
"You aren't cursed," Elijah said as he flowed out of my body to coalesce before me when I went to get clean clothes out of my dresser. Clearly, he’d been listening in on my thoughts.
I huffed. "I am literally cursed," I reminded him, waving my insulin pump at him as a reminder before I hooked it back up to my body. "Duh." The curse that made me susceptible to human diseases was woven into my very DNA.
If a ghost could roll their eyes, I was pretty sure he would. The glowing blue holes where his eye sockets should be flared momentarily with a hint of his remaining magical essence. "I meant because you're a Lovell."
I almost kept it up by reminding him that the curse that made me susceptible to human illness was also literally targeted at me because I was a Lovell…but I didn't have the energy. "You could feel everything I was feeling just now, couldn't you?" The dangers of voluntary possession. 
He ran a misty appendage over my arm, making me shiver. "You are not a failure. You are not a monster simply because the people who birthed you were evil. You are not them. You are your own person." 
I scoffed as I pulled on underwear and some worn, comfy, sweatpants and a t-shirt. "I try to be," I told him honestly. "I'm not so sure you could call this succeeding, though. It seems like I'm tempted to do evil shit quite often these days." 
There was an aching hole in my heart that whispered Niamh's name, but I refused to acknowledge it, or I'd just start crying and hating myself all over again. And the self-pity was a waste of time. There were other people who were depending on me right now. 
"What matters is that you don't give into those impulses. You're not your parents, nor any Lovell who came before," Elijah said simply, somehow knowing exactly what I needed to hear at that moment. "The world might not understand you, but that doesn't matter, because you're strong enough and smart enough to make your own way in the world without anyone else's approval." He ran that ghostly hand over my head in benediction. "You've got a big heart under all those defenses, Oleander. And I think that's something your ancestors never had. It's why I trusted you to save us all, the moment I felt your presence near the bestiary. Precisely because you aren't like the others. There's good in you. So much good. And you don't suppress it, and shove it down or pretend it is a weakness."
I wiped at my eyes, which were somehow all watery again. "Damn it," I muttered. "Now I need to hug you, you sappy spook."
His hollow laughter rippled over me as I picked up his charm and threaded it onto a borrowed chain from my rarely-used jewelry box. When I slipped the necklace over my neck and tucked it under my t-shirt, Elijah drifted closer. "If you don't mind, I think I'll rest a while longer. The O'Learys had me and Bella running errands for them constantly the last few days while she tried to prove herself to them, and it's been a strain on my tether."
I welcomed the flash of anger that his words caused. I heard what he wasn't saying, loud and clear. The stupid O'Learys had almost destroyed Elijah by refusing to allow him to recharge. Ghosts only had a limited supply of leftover etheric energy. Those fuckers had almost used him up. And my black-hearted traitor of a sister had helped. "I'll kill her," I muttered. "With my bare hands, if I have to. I'll make my parents look like loving saints when I rip her apart."
"Andy," Elijah pleaded, patting my shoulder the best he could to get my attention. "Andy, listen to me."
I snapped my mouth shut and reeled in the rage, crossing my arms over my chest and arching an impatient brow at the ghost. 
"Bella really was there to help. She and the others came up with some sort of plan. She agreed to cooperate with the O'Learys so she would be in a position to sabotage them and give the rest of us a chance to escape. She convinced them that only a Lovell could control me, so they wouldn't mess anything up with my anchor. I didn't trust her at first, but…they made her send me out to spy and gather information. And since she was the strongest medium there, they believed what she told them—which was often just enough to get by, and usually missing important things, details they could have used against the Supernatural Alliance." He sighed a weird, ghostly sigh. "We found out about the artifact—it has a strong nullifying magic that could be used against the magnifying magic the O'Learys are using to control people—and Bella kept it from them. But they found out through some other source. So, she sent you a message and made sure she was there with me. She wanted to make sure you "stole" my charm and the nullifier. It was her way of freeing me and helping you beat the O'Learys. But she had to put up enough of a fight so the other witches wouldn't suspect her. So she could continue to work on freeing the others."
I huffed. "If that's true, then why didn't she just help free Niamh and Zhong and come back with us?" My mouth stumbled over Niamh's name, but we both ignored the fumble. 
"Because of Junaid and the others," Elijah said tiredly. "She won't leave her jinn there. And…well, she and the rest of our friends have been planning to get people out one at a time. They know you're coming for them, but they figured you could use all the help you could get."
I shook my head. "That sounds like a whole lot of 'what-ifs' and 'hopefully we don't end up dead' if you ask me."
He wavered a little bit, going even less visible than usual as he lost his mostly man-shaped form. "They're all doing the best they can with what little free will they have left," he whispered. "I need to sleep."
I nodded. "I won't let your charm out of my sight," I promised, knowing it must have been horrible to have his own free will snatched up by a stranger like that. Being tied to an object was the only way to keep him with me. But it had some definite downsides.
Elijah poofed out of existence and the inert bone of his charm grew warm against my chest, as it always did when it was holding his being inside. Raking my fingers through my damp waves, I pulled on some fluffy socks and padded out of the room in search of the boogeyman and the necromancer. Because I was a fucking Lovell, and I was determined to finally put my stupid heritage to good use. First, by helping create that containment ward on the artifact the SA had just tested on us. Then by utterly destroying an enemy coven. 
I wasn't evil. They just had it coming.




Chapter 28

Andy


I found Dyre and Ambrose in the slightly battered workroom. We had done our best to clean things up after it was destroyed, but it definitely wasn’t up to Lovell standards, with all the scratches and dents in the wood and the missing books and glass jars.  
The boogeyman was lounging in the wingback chair I had dragged up here for reading, his long legs draped over one armrest and his head tipped back over the other as he gazed at the ceiling with his brows drawn together, like he was puzzling out some particularly difficult riddle. Dyre was muttering to himself while he bent over a spellbook. And the stupid box of nullifying magic sat in the middle of a salt circle on the floor, ringed with candles. 
I stepped into the room and Ambrose sat up, his frown giving way to a grin. "Andy! Welcome!" He sat up and put his feet on the floor, spreading his arms with a flourish as he gestured around the room. "You're just in time for the party!"
I arched a brow at him while Dyre ignored us both, all his attention on his work. "Party?" I asked dryly. 
Ambrose nodded and stood, adjusting his black suit and brushing away imaginary lint from his jacket. "Yes! Didn't you get the invitation? We're throwing a Pity Party!"
I pressed my lips together. Ambrose's smile was brittle and sarcastic. And Dyre was still refusing to even look at us. The necromancer lifted a hand and flicked his wrist, and the candles around the artifact burst into flames. 
"For fuck's sake," Ambrose muttered, sending a murderous glare at Dyre that said the honeymoon phase of their relationship was definitely over. He turned back to me, and one corner of his mouth quirked up in a wry tilt. He shrugged his shoulders. "Well, you two kids have fun now. I'm feeling a bit peckish. Off to find something to eat." Then the tall, dark man took two steps and dispersed into shadows before disappearing completely. 
Peckish. He was going out to find someone to torment so he could feed off their nightmares. But a guy had to eat, I supposed. When had I started to just accept the questionable morals of the weirdos around me? 
"Trouble in paradise?" I asked Dyre as I crouched down to inspect the circle. 
"Don't touch that, witch," he replied in the creepy, multi-layered tone of voice that said Sunny was in charge. No wonder Ambrose was grumpy. He probably didn't like having to go through an intermediary to talk to his boo.
Goddess, they really were cute. In their own weird way.
I stood and went to see what the necromancer was reading. "Hey, Sunny," I said, pushing down my reaction to the wraith as much as I could. "How are you feeling?"
He lifted his head to look at me through the curtain of Dyre's long, damp hair. He hardly ever left his hair down, and it was strange how it softened his gaunt, angular features. It made him seem younger and more vulnerable, even as he stared at me with those ancient black eyes. "You wish to know about my feelings?" he said, straightening so he could look at me, rather than focusing on the spellbook. "You care about my wellbeing, witch? You are not merely asking about Dyre?"
I shrugged and scooted the spellbook closer so I could see what he was studying so intently. My fingertips tingled with dark energy the moment I touched the book. I shook my hand to get rid of the sensation while I read the instructions for how to completely drain someone's magic and life force. Ah, Lovell wisdom at its finest. 
"Yeah," I said distractedly. "I was worried that the way Dyre's been suppressing you might hurt you somehow. It seems like it wouldn't be pleasant to be stuffed down under potions and spells like that." I squinted at the spell that was outlined in the book. It called for some nasty ingredients—but then again, to a necromancer it all probably seemed pretty standard. "What are you planning on doing with this spell?"
He moved closer and I looked up, risking a crick in my neck, since he was so much taller than me. I tended to forget that, when it was just Dyre. His presence and his magic were intimidating, sure, but in a more subtle way. It was the darkness around him and the unconscious reaction when your magic senses told you there was something creepy nearby. But his emaciated looks and his starved state always made him seem smaller, somehow. When Sunshine was in charge, though, it felt like Dyre grew. Like he was infinitely bigger, somehow, even though they wore the same body. 
The being inside Dyre looked down at me with fathomless black eyes, his face unreadable. "I am well," he said after a nice, long bout of staring at me while my heart pounded out of my chest. "The spells put me in a sleep-like state. It is not so different than when I choose to slumber deep in the back of Dyre's consciousness to give him privacy. The only difference is that it is much harder to wake up. And I can't immediately sense when he needs me and intervene." He lifted a hand to brush the hair back from my face and I shuddered. But I would be lying if I said the reaction was one-hundred percent fear and loathing. "You need not worry for my wellbeing, Oleander Lovell."
I nodded. "Okay. That's good, I guess," I babbled, feeling jittery under that intense black stare. "Uh, can I talk to Dyre now?"
The wraith dropped his hand and stepped back a bit, giving me room to breathe. "My witch is upset," he said evenly. "That is why I am doing the research for him."
I licked my lips. "Cool. But that's kind of why I need to talk to him."
Sunshine tilted his head to study me, as if I was an interesting puzzle. "Do you wish to chastise him for failing to protect your fae lover? I would really rather you didn't. It is…uncomfortable sharing a body with my witch when he feels these feelings." He rubbed a hand over the center of his chest and frowned, like he had heartburn.
I arched my brows at him in surprise. "What? Why would I yell at him for that? It's not like he murdered her himself!" I crossed my arms under my breasts and glared up at the ancient monster who was wearing Dyre like a coat. "Send him out to talk to me right now. I'm not having this conversation with a mediator."
Sunshine narrowed his eyes at me. "Fine. But do not make him weep. I cannot stand it when he weeps."
I pressed my lips together to keep from barking a laugh at that interesting bit of information. "I promise not to make your witch cry," I said gravely. 
Sunshine blinked and the black leeched from his eyes, leaving me gazing up into Dyre's violet stare. "Hi," I said with a nervous grin.  I wasn't sure how much of the conversation he had heard. I knew they could share—that when one of them was driving, the other was usually watching and listening in on what happened. But from what both of them had said at times, it sounded like maybe one of them could take over completely sometimes, while the other retreated somewhere in their shared consciousness.
He blinked a couple of times and looked around, as if he really was absent for that whole interaction. "Where's Ambrose?"
I sighed. "Hunting. He got tired of trying to bait you into talking to him, I think. You should probably kiss and make up later."
Dyre grimaced and turned back to the book on the workbench. "Did you need something?"
I rolled my eyes and prayed for patience. No one made me want to smack them quite like the necromancer at my side. "Yes, I needed something," I ground out. "I need you to tell me how to help with this spell. You're supposed to be teaching me how to use my magic more effectively, in case you forgot. This whole rescue thing is kind of a team sport, you know."
He hunched his shoulders and flipped the grimoire shut with a thump. "I can do this on my own. Your magic lessons can wait."
I nudged him, bumping my shoulder against his arm. "It's not your fault that Niamh got hurt." Hurt. Because I was suddenly more determined than ever to pretend that was all it was, until proven otherwise. 
He let out a long sigh, then turned to me, raking his fingers through his blood-red hair as he pushed it back out of his face. "I should have been able to stop it." Then his slightly blue-tinged lips stretched into a snarl. "I'm too used to relying on Sunny. I should have been able to stop the angels all on my own, without his magic. I've gotten weak."
Oh. So that was what was bothering him. 
"You're not all-powerful, Dyre," I said dryly. "And you're not perfect. None of us are. Sometimes we fuck up. Sometimes we fail. Sometimes we overestimate our abilities. That's just life."
He scoffed. "Tell that to your fae."
That hurt. But I pushed through the pain to reach out and smack him on the arm. "Just stop, okay? I don't feel like doing the thing where we annoy each other just for fun right now. I don't blame you for what happened. I blame those damned O'Leary asshats. Now are you going to show me how to nullify the nullifer so we can get it close enough to fuck them up, or what?"
He finally relented and walked me through what he was doing. He had been looking through that creepy-assed spell because its effects were similar to what the nullifying artifact here seemed to do—only the artifact was much more powerful and less targeted. "We were looking at the ways to break the spell. So we can try to use that as a starting point for how to ward the artifact."
We. He really must be stressed out, if he was referring to himself as two people. I listened intently as Dyre outlined his ideas and explained the concepts of soul stealing—which was just a step sideways from what the Lovell's power-sapping spell did—and explained how to subtly alter the elements of the anti-spell to work for what we needed it to do. 
His big, slender hands danced in the air as he got into the theory of it all. He really was a good teacher when he actually tried, no matter how much he bitched about it. He had the ability to explain things in a way I could understand, even though I wasn't some ancient, dark-magic-wielding legend. And his love of magic theory and his excitement over taking apart and re-purposing spells lit up his face and made him more animated—made him look more alive than usual. He and Sunny had escaped his coven immediately after they forced the kid and the monster together. Had Dyre learned necromancy all on his own through trial and error? The thought was staggering.
When it was time, he pushed out a blanket of dark magic that was pure wraith power. It temporarily blocked us from the artifact's nullifying effects. I took his cold hand and opened my magic to him. He let me cast the ward, but he was there to nudge me and correct me here and there when I flubbed it. When it was all done, I felt a surge of magic that I knew was pulled from Sunny, twining around our casting and reinforcing it in a way regular witch magic just couldn’t match. 
As the spell settled and our magic levels returned to normal, Dyre gave my hand a squeeze. "We'll do better next time," he promised. "When we face the O'Leary coven, I won't suppress Sunny. We'll let him take care of it. They won't have the chance to even think of harming any more of your people."
I looked up at him in surprise, meeting his intense violet gaze. "What? You can't do that. The SA will be there. They'll know what you are. They'll kill you on the spot!"
He gave me a wry look, but his eyes were tinged with sadness. "They'll try to get rid of me, yes. But…I don't think you realize how powerful I am when I let Sunny really take over."
I shook my head. "Even if I was okay with you murdering everyone in sight, they'd still know you existed." There would be no explaining away that kind of carnage, and he'd leave behind a trace of his magic. "They'd hunt you with a vengeance. You'd be on the run again."
He surprised me when he reached out to touch my cheek. "It's okay. It wouldn't be the first time, and it won't be the last. You've been so…kind to us. It would be worth it to know you and your people were safe." His fingertips were cool against my skin, just the softest brush of a touch before he pulled back, as if he'd been burned. He cleared his throat and let go of my hand, turning away. "Besides, I'm sick of sitting around here being bored."
I grabbed his wrist before he could get away. My fingers rested against his prominent bones, covering the tracing of too-visible blue veins under his pale skin. "You said you were sick of running," I said softly. "Dyre, I'm not going to let you sacrifice yourself out of some stupid misplaced sense of guilt." I blinked back tears of futile, aching, rage. "I fucked up by being too complacent and letting them all be taken in the first place. And you're going to help me get them back. Then you're going to come home with us, because you're a part of this messed up family now too, whether you like it or not!"
He turned back to me and for once the cold, indifferent mask was gone, leaving behind nothing but vulnerability. I stared up into the face of a young witch who was in over his head, and had been for a very, very long time. "I want to stay," he blurted, the words tumbling out before he snapped his mouth shut. His sharp Adam's apple bobbled in his throat as if he was swallowing down whatever else he wanted to say. 
I impulsively stepped closer, releasing his wrist so I could wrap my arms around his narrow waist and hug him. "Then stay, you idiot."
He chuckled convulsively, like it just slipped out without his meaning it to. Then his long arms tentatively wrapped around me, and he hugged me back. "You're so warm," he whispered against the top of my head. "I forgot how warm people are. I think that's why Sunny's always wanting to touch you. You radiate life."
I tilted my head back, pulling away just enough to look up into his sad violet eyes. He looked embarrassed. As if he didn't quite know what to do, didn't know how to handle someone hugging him. But he also didn't let go or push me away. For once, his waspish words were gone, and he just looked…lost. 
I felt the connection between us like a living thing, a deep, thrumming sense of us that was created when we formed the temporary lifebond. I think that's the only reason I was able to finally understand just how lonely Dyre really was. 
"How long have you been a necromancer?" I asked softly. How long since his family forced an inhuman entity of darkness and pain inside the kid and made him into an abomination?
"Nearly a hundred years before the Lovells trapped me," he said, his eyes darting to the side. “And nearly a hundred years more if you count the decades I spent trapped in the book. 
Nearly two hundred years with only the wraith inside his head for companionship. No wonder the man was so desperately starved for affection. "And you haven't, uh, felt the warmth of another person all that time?" I grimaced as I used his words to allude to intimacy. Sex. I was asking if the poor guy ever got laid before he ended up here. 
He arched his red brows at me. "You really want to know?"
I nodded and he scrunched his long nose up in this weird way that was really just too damned cute. "I've tried to have relationships,” he said softly. “Although I suppose that's the wrong term for it. I've managed to get a few people drunk enough to fuck an abomination. They usually regretted it afterward, when reality set in and they realized what they had done."
He tried to pull away then, but I refused to let go of him. "People are dumb," I informed him. "I'm not drunk. I'm pretty sure Ambrose wasn't drunk when he ended up in your bed the other day. And he didn't look like he was regretting his life choices, since the two of you were all cuddled up like a couple of fluffy bunnies."
He snorted. "Fluffy…bunnies? A necromancer and a boogeyman?" Then he shook his head. "You're an idiot, Lovell. And Ambrose is…different."
I cocked my head at him, but it didn't take a rocket scientist to figure out why Ambrose was different. The man was a literal nightmare. He was made of darkness, with those eerie red eyes, and his mouthful of gray shark teeth. I could see how maybe being a necromancer didn't feel quite so awful, compared to that. 
"You're not a monster," I informed the redhead who was trying to untangle himself from my grip. "And neither is Ambrose." I tightened my arms around him and grinned. "You guys are so cute together. I'm happy for you."
He grunted and tried to pry my arms from around his waist. "Lovell."
I laughed. "Problems, necromancer? I thought you were supposed to be sooo powerful. Don't tell me you can't withstand one little bout of awkward hugging."
He chuckled. Then he gave up and stopped fighting. "You're killing me. Seriously. I might die from all the…whatever this is. It's sickening."
I finally released him, but neither of us stepped away. The bond between us was humming happily. And I wasn't in pain at the moment. It was selfish, but I wanted to forget why I shouldn't be flirting with the necromancer. I wanted to forget that there was a boatload of pain and worry waiting for me, not to mention a battle with an entire coven of witches with the questionable SA at my side. Licking my lips, I tilted my head back. "I think…I want you to help me with some magic," I said seriously. 
Dyre looked surprised at my sudden change in topic, but he just arched a brow and went with it, a bit of wariness flitting across his face. He might be awkward about affection, but he wasn't stupid. He knew better than to trust my innocent act. "Oh?"
I nodded. "Yes," I said gravely. "There's a bit of magic that earth witches excel at. I think we could craft an excellent spell, the two of us. With our earth magic."
He shook his head, his lips curving upward as he realized what I meant. "Sex magic?" he asked, lifting one brow. 
I grinned. "Mhm." I took his hand in mine, lacing our fingers together. "It would just be good planning," I said, shooting him a deviant glance. "We should use every tool at our disposal to prepare for the upcoming fight, don't you think?"
He chuckled, deep and rich, and I realized that I had never heard him really laugh like that before. "Andy, seriously. What are you doing right now?"
I rolled my eyes and tugged at his hand, pulling him toward the door. "Shut up. I'm suavely seducing you, you unholy terror. Just go along with it."
He laughed again, but eventually he very reluctantly let me pull him toward the hallway. I could feel him through our bond, and my heart ached at the longing there. At the sense of loneliness and yearning. He wanted me, I knew he did. There was always this edge of attraction between us that we both worked very hard to turn into animosity. And that kiss we'd shared before…yeah, we were both full of shit when we said it meant nothing. Even more that that, he wanted the connection. To not feel so alone.
But Dyre thought he was a monster. That he was unattractive, unwanted, and unworthy of honest affection. He also couldn't quite believe that he should trust anyone. He thought that everyone around him had ulterior motives. But deep under all that hurt, there was this tiny, heart wrenching glimmer of hope. I reached out for that little kernel of light and pulled it close, determined to fan it into a flame. 
He needed me. He needed warmth and affection, and proof that he was worth keeping around. And I needed him just as badly. I needed comfort, and to forget. But I also needed proof that it was all worth it, that undoing my family's curse and releasing him and the others wasn't pointless. That we all really did have something to live for besides pain and suffering. 
I pushed my bedroom door open and pulled the lanky necromancer inside, slightly terrified of the emotions that were swirling through me. He must have felt it too. I never expected Dyre to make the first move—I knew he was too certain that he was repulsive. But when I closed the door, I turned to find him right there, caging me in with his arms, pressing me back against the door with his lean body as his cool lips met mine. 
I was a such a goner. 
    




Chapter 29

Andy


I wrapped my arms around Dyre's neck and arched up into him, crushing my breasts against his chest as I drank in his cool, desperate kisses. Magic sparked between us, and I felt it in my  bones. I shivered as his dark-tinted earth magic called to my own, pulling my power to the surface to meet his, our auras twining around each other like we had done this a million times before. 
I hadn't been entirely joking about sex magic earlier. It was a primal art that could create its own charge—and a magic that earth witches in particular excelled at since our magic was already so in tune with the natural world. But usually, it took some work to activate it—intent and carefully crafted spells. It wasn't the kind of thing to just arise between two people like this. 
At least, that's what I had always thought until now. With Dyre, melding our magic was as easy as breathing. Right now, the primal magic was already building beneath my skin, driven higher by each press of our lips and tongues, by the way our bodies brushed against each other, even through our clothes. Dyre's hands threaded through my hair and tilted my head back for better access as he slanted his lips across mine, devouring me like he was starving. I clung to him just as desperately, everything in me calling out for some sort of completion to this spell that was being woven inside my body and, by extension, inside Dyre as well. 
His hand shook as he trailed his fingers down my throat, a cool touch dancing over my skin until he reached my breast, tentatively tracing the outer curve, before he suddenly cupped and squeezed. A groan escaped me at his strange combination of hesitant awe and needy fervor, but he kissed me again, swallowing the sound. My own hands slid down his chest to his waistband, and I scrabbled at the top button of his fly, needing him inside me before the magic consumed me. 
Cool fingers wrapped around my wrists and Dyre pulled back. I looked up to find him just the tiniest bit flushed, and breathing hard. It was a testament to his current emotional state that he was managing to almost blush when he usually looked so bloodless. He licked his lips, then looked down and away before he spoke. "Let me turn off the lights."
He released my wrists and turned to reach for the light switch, but I stopped him with a hand on his arm. "Why?" 
Of course, me being me, I immediately wondered if it was so he couldn't see me. Maybe he wanted to imagine I was someone else. Maybe it was because I was a woman? He had messed around with Ambrose…was I reading this all wrong? Maybe the lifebond between us was messing with his head and making him want things he wouldn’t normally be into?
But the way he hunched his shoulders and refused to look at me said it all. It wasn’t any of my silly fears that was bothering him. "It's…I'm not…." He lifted his free hand and ran it through his hair. "I don't want you to be repulsed by how I look."
I shook my head, shoving myself between him and the light switch and forcing him to meet my eyes. "Dyre, stop. You don't have anything to be ashamed of."
He let out a long breath. Then he drew his fingertips along the curve of my cheek. "You're so beautiful, Andy. So warm, and vibrant, and alive." He chuckled wryly, as he gaze dropped to glide over my more-than-generous padding. "So soft and—"
"Well fed?" I asked, with a smirk, cutting him off. "So you're a little skinny. I'm a little fat. I don't let that keep me from enjoying my body. And you're still a good-looking guy, Dyre, trust me." I winked. 
I wasn't lying. No, he didn’t look like other witches. And yes, he was skinny and half-starved from Sunshine's constant strain on his system. But he was still attractive, at least to me. I raked my eyes over him from head to toe, taking in his deep, blood-red hair that fell around his torso in waves, his deep violet eyes that were that much more vivid in his pale face. His skin was too white, with bluish undertones, but it was so soft—unnaturally perfect and cool to the touch. His bluish lips were chiseled and so sweet against mine. But more important than any of that was the sense of him—that indefinable feeling of his unique aura that was his soul—it was like looking at a missing piece of myself. Maybe it was the lifebond talking. But I didn't think that was all there was to it. Either way, I wanted this strange man as desperately as I'd ever wanted anything in my life. 
And I sucked at telling myself no.
"I won't make you do anything you're uncomfortable with," I breathed, nuzzling into the hand that cupped my cheek. "But I promise, you're perfect just the way you are. We all have flaws. It doesn't make you less."
He pressed his forehead to mine as he cupped my face in both hands, just breathing in the flow of magic and the spark of attraction between us. "Okay," he breathed, his deep voice husky. Then he kissed my forehead with surprising tenderness. "Okay. I trust you, Andy."
Those words squeezed my heart. Dyre didn't trust anyone. A necromancer couldn't afford to trust. They were always hated. Hunted. Trusting had gotten him trapped in the bestiary and relegated to forgotten slave when even his captors were too afraid to use him. 
But he trusted me. At least with this part of himself. And I saw it for the massive gesture that it was. 
I kissed him again, pressing into him, hoping he could feel my sincerity through our bond. Hoping he could feel how much I wanted him. Not just now. But that I wanted him to stay, not to run off and sacrifice himself to save the others. 
I pulled back long enough to yank my own shirt off over my head. Then I slid my hands under Dyre's long-sleeved black t-shirt, pressing my palms to his slightly concave stomach before sliding them upward to his chest and back down again. He was cool to the touch, but his skin was nearly hairless and as smooth as marble, granted supernatural perfection by the thing that lived inside him. 
"Sunny?" I asked between kisses, as I tried to catch my breath and slow myself down enough to think. 
"It's just me," he assured me as his lean abs tensed under my touch. "As much as it ever can be."
I bit my lip to keep from telling him that I didn't mind the audience. There was probably only so much he could take right now. He was baring himself to me, literally and figuratively. He probably didn't need to know that his new hook-up was into the thought of a Sunny-Dyre tag team and absolutely didn’t mind the thought of getting it on with ancient evil. Baby steps, Andy. 
I pushed his shirt up slowly, meeting his eyes to make sure he was okay with it. He looked down at me with such hope and fear warring in his violet gaze. Then he stepped back and yanked the shirt off himself, throwing it aside like he was angry at his own sappiness. My hands reached for him again, and I trailed my fingertips over his chest and torso, over every bump and dip. Over prominent collar bones and ribs, to the sharp jut of his hip bones just above his waistband. Faint, silvery lines wrapped around his sides, and I frowned, trailing a finger over them. 
He swallowed convulsively, then set his jaw in a determined way and slowly turned around. I sucked in a breath, my hands lifting automatically to trace the web of silvery lines, thicker here on his back and fading as they reached his sides. It looked like….
"Lash marks," he said softly. "For every time I was stubborn. Or when I wasn't learning fast enough to please my parents and tutors."
"Your family did this?" I asked as I traced a particularly thick mark over one shoulder blade, where the whip must have dug in extra deep—or where they had used something else. Something heavier. 
"Yes," he said simply, not moving as I inspected the history of abuse that was painted on his back. 
I knew his family had forced him into necromancy—literally held him down and shoved an ancient evil being of power inside him. I shouldn’t be surprised by the evidence that these people were truly horrible in every way. But still, my heart ached for him. Was my family the same? Would they have found some terrible way to use my supposedly deep well of magic, if they had lived long enough? Thank the goddess I never had to find out. 
Knowing that the Lovells were evil incarnate was somehow a different thing, less of a personal betrayal, than the story that was painted across the canvas of Dyre’s back, written in his flesh. 
I stepped closer, pressing my lips to one of the marks, wrapping my arms around his slender waist. "I'm sorry," I whispered, fighting tears. Then I got a hold of myself. Dyre didn't need my pity. He needed my understanding. My acceptance. "But it doesn't make you any less hot," I informed him, this time darting my tongue out to teasingly lick him.
He chuckled, the deep sound rumbling through me where I was pressed to his back, the wiry muscles of his stomach jumping under my hands. "Good to know."
He turned back around, and I let him. He still had a faint smile on his face, so my campaign of idiocy had worked. But his violet eyes were full of a wealth of emotions that I couldn't even begin to decipher. So, I didn't try to figure it all out. Instead, I reached behind myself and unhooked my bra, tossing that aside to join our shirts on the floor. Without stopping to let any more self-consciousness sneak into the room, I stripped out of my pants and underwear as well, leaving me standing naked before the necromancer. 
"No badass scars," I told him as I unhooked my insulin pump and set it aside. "But, you know, there's a plastic canula stuck in my skin right now to treat my human disease, and I might have to stop during sex to eat sugar. So…."
He chuckled and stepped close. "I think I can tolerate that. If I have to." His hand shook as he pushed my hair back from my face, then his intent eyes followed his touch, skimming lightly over my curves, both hands coming to rest on my hips. "How am I this lucky?" he breathed.
I huffed a laugh and went for his fly again. This time, he didn't stop me. The magic still hummed between us, and the intensity kicked up a notch as I dragged his zipper down. "Didn't you know?” I asked with an eyebrow wiggle. “Chicks dig the whole mysterious emo thing you’ve got going on."
He watched me with a smirk as I pushed his pants down, but I could see the nervousness that he was trying to hide. His cock sprang free, long and hard, and unsurprisingly a bit bluish in color, just like his lips and the hollows of his body that would normally be pink. He kicked his pants aside, and I grinned before sinking to my knees, one hand gripping his cock so I could guide it right to my mouth. 
Dyre let out a surprised huff as I took him in my mouth, his hands tangling in my hair when I swallowed him down. "Goddess," he breathed. "Why does everyone go straight for deep-throating? Don't you realize I haven't been touched in decades!"
I pulled off him with a saucy little pop of sound, and looked up at him with a smirk. "Oh? Are you saying Ambrose likes to suck cock as much as I do?"
He almost managed a blush again, but the color was all wrong, kind of a purplish dusting over his high cheekbones. "I'm not sure," he said breathlessly as I bent my head to him again. "Maybe it's just that I'm not used to anyone willingly touching me. I'll take notes. Compare and get back to you about who seems to enjoy it more."
I hummed around his rigid length, and he groaned. “Don’t do that, or this will all be over," he hissed. Then he urged me back to my feet. He kissed me hard, using his body to steer me toward the bed. "I want to be inside you," he murmured against my lips. "Tell me that's okay."
The back of my legs touched the bed and I fell backward, opening my arms in invitation. "Fuck yes!"
He laughed, but crawled onto the bed with me to give me more of those soul-stealing kisses, as if now that he had permission, he just couldn't get enough. I gloried in the way my magic hummed inside me when his cool skin slid against mine, every long, lean inch of him radiating sympathetic magic. His hand slid up the inside of my thigh, teasing lightly before he cupped my pussy, just as he nibbled at the edge of my jaw and lifted his head to whisper in my ear. "I'm probably going to be terrible at this," he admitted. "It's been…well, I was a teenager the last time I participated in more than a hurried hand job in an alley with a terrified peasant woman who wanted money and bragging rights for touching a freak."
I arched into his touch. "Don't care," I promised. "I need you, Dyre. I'm protected. So we can practice all night until we get it right."
He chuckled and kissed me again as his long fingers delved into my folds, stroking and teasing, and re-learning the lay of the land. It was…surprisingly sweet. I felt like I was his first. Even though I knew that wasn't really true. "Mmm," I murmured against his lips when he touched me just right. "That. More of that."
Dyre applied himself. He set about learning my body with a single-minded determination that was hotter than I ever would have thought possible. And all the while, the magic built between us, begging to be released. 
When I arched against him and bit his shoulder during my first orgasm, Dyre groaned, undulating those long fingers inside me even as I clenched them tight. Then I pulled him to me, hooking a leg around his hip and urging him to roll on top. He looked down at me with this unsettlingly worshipful expression as he pressed home, slowly, steadily sliding into my core, his sharp violet gaze locked on my face the entire time. When he was fully seated, we both shuddered in pleasure.
I slid my hands over his back, gently raking my nails over his skin to urge him on. "Move," I demanded. "Please, Dyre. Don't hold back."
He bent his head to press a kiss to my forehead before he pulled back. Then he thrust, slow and deep, that intense gaze still locked on mine. "Show me what you want," he breathed. "I want you to come with me, Andy."
He picked up the pace, and I met him thrust for thrust, urging him on. But honestly, he was doing just fine all on his own. My body and my soul responded to him like, well, magic. The pressure built up inside, until I was overwhelmed with a wash of pure, warm, magic. Orgasm crashed over me, and I grasped at Dyre in an attempt to stay anchored. It felt like I was about to be ripped from my body on the cresting wave of pleasure and power. 
"Andy!" Dyre's deep voice broke as he slammed home and pressed even deeper, spilling inside me, and I felt every hot, pulsing wave of his release.
We clung to each other as the pleasure and the magic reached its zenith, leaving us awash in a warm golden glow. When the euphoria began to recede, I felt boneless and perfect. And we both had a bit more magic stored in our reserves than when we started. 
My head lay pillowed on Dyre's arm as he stroked the sweat-damp hair back from my face and looked at me with his hidden heart in those deep violet eyes. "Not so bad after all?" he asked in a husky whisper, still trying to catch his breath. 
I gave him a mock-serious look. "It was okay," I said gravely. "But we definitely need more practice."
Dyre smiled and kissed my forehead before flopping down and pulling me closer against his side. "If you say so, Lovell."
I lifted a hand and sent a lazy wave of magic out to flip the light switch. Kinetic stuff wasn't usually my strong point. But I was so juiced up right now from sex magic that I felt like I could do anything. 
Dyre pressed another kiss to my head as we way in the dark. "Thank you," he whispered. "For not running away screaming."
I sighed. "If you want me to scream, you're going to have to work a lot harder next time." I patted his stomach, where I had draped my arm as I started to drift off to sleep. "But this was nice too. Screaming is overrated.” I paused as if I was having an epiphany. “I think I've developed a kink for deflowering inexperienced redheads."
He poked me in the ribs. "Shut it."
So I did. The smug grin was still on my face as I drifted off to sleep where—for the moment—my worries and the craptastic mess that was the real world couldn't touch me.




Chapter 30

Andy


I woke sometime in the night. I opened my eyes just enough to note the pale moonlight that filtered in through the stained-glass window of my bedroom, dappling the dark room in watery blues and greens. Yep, still nighttime then. A cool caress slid over my cheek, from my brow to my chin, as if tracing the outlines of my face as I slept. Right. Dyre. It was probably the slight contrast of his body temperature that woke me. Either that, or the presence of his necromancer magic. I was getting used to having other people in my bed, but Dyre had a presence that was hard to ignore. Sleeping next to him wasn’t uncomfortable, but it  was different—like sleeping outdoors at night, with the cool air just outside your cozy sleeping bag. 
I should do more camping, I thought blearily to myself, still not really awake. The last time I went camping had been magical. A witch belonged in nature. But the group wiccan gatherings I liked to attend always came with the added stress of people figuring out who I was and treating me like either a leper or a dark messiah. I closed my eyes again and felt a dopey smile cross my face as I turned into Dyre’s touch, which had moved downward to trace over my neck and collarbones. I reached down and pulled the covers up around us to pool the warmth. I had slept so hard I nearly forgot my own name, but I felt like I could still use a few more hours. 
I rolled up against Dyre’s lean body and his raging erection pressed against me. Oh. So that was why we were awake. I smiled again without opening my eyes as I nestled even closer, lazily pressing my hips to his. His hand fell lower when I rolled toward him, and it rested lightly against my breast, but he froze when I wiggled up against him, probably thinking I’d be mad that he woke me up, or something stupid like that. I leaned up to press a kiss to the underside of his angular jaw, my own hand stroking downward from his stomach to the waistband of his boxers before delving inside to grip the hard length of him. “It’s okay," I whispered against his chest. "I like sleepy, middle of the night sex too.”
His hand spasmed on my breast as I gripped him and gave him a playful stroke. Mmm, sleepy, early morning sex was the best. I loved the way my body felt all languid and sensitive. Dyre let out a little growl, then moved like lightning, pressing me onto my back as his lips met mine in a fierce, hard, devouring kiss.
Okay…so maybe only one of us was feeling all relaxed and languid. Dyre was clearly more awake than I was. I wondered how long he had been laying there, watching me sleep and wanting me to wake up, but not wanting to do something wrong by disturbing me. 
I chuckled into the kiss. His long, soft hair fell in a curtain around us, blocking out the moon’s dim light, the tendrils caressing my neck and shoulders like they had a mind of their own. Robbed of my vision, my other senses seemed heightened, and everywhere Dyre touched came alive. He kissed me like he would never get enough, like he had to drink his fill before the opportunity vanished. I kissed him right back, my body flushing with need at this new, hungry, demanding Dyre. His lips moved from my mouth, down my throat and to my breasts, interspersing open-mouthed kisses with sharp, toothy nips that were just the right combination of pleasure and pain. When he moved lower, he made a low, eerie growling sound in his throat again before he simply ripped my thin camisole right down the front. 
His mouth latched onto my nipple while one hand came up to cup and knead the other side. His tongue was even cooler against my skin than I remembered from earlier, and I arched up into the sensation, surprised at how much I loved the contrast between us. My hands threaded through his silky hair, and I gripped his head and held him to me, torn between wanting that talented tongue right where it was and wanting to demand that he move lower. A scrape of teeth across my hardened nipple had me gasping beneath him. 
He reared back at the sound, his eyes glittering and colorless in the dim moonlit room. “Did I hurt you, witch?”
I froze, my hands spasming slightly where they gripped his upper arms. Shit. That wasn’t Dyre’s voice. 
“Sunshine?” I breathed, the changes in him suddenly making a lot more sense. 
He touched my face again, drawing his cool fingertips over my cheek. “The sound you made just now. You are hurt?”
I shook my head dumbly, while my lady bits informed me that they were very happy about this development. Goddess. I was such a freak. “I’m fine,” I said in a ridiculously breathless voice. “I’m not hurt. It felt…really good.” Licking my lips, I reached out and slipped a hand behind his neck, urging him down to me. “Do it again?”
Sunshine lunged, plundering my mouth, pausing to sink his teeth into my lower lip—not too hard, but just enough to set me on fire. His teeth scraped along my neck, just a bit sharper than usual, and I moaned, lifting my hips to grind against him. 
He returned to worshipping my tits, clearly obsessed, alternating sides as he bit and licked. His single-minded focus turned me into a quivering mess beneath him. 
Then he slid a hand lower, teasing over my throbbing clit before he slid two long fingers inside me without warning, making me gasp and writhe again. “Those sounds,” he said in his eerie, echoing wraith voice. “I want more of them.”
Oh, hell, that was hot. I was such a goner. “Then maybe you should stop messing around and fuck me already,” I panted, wrapping a leg around his and squeezing. 
He didn’t hesitate, didn’t ask if I was sure, or treat me like he was unwanted and I was doing him a favor by making love to him—that was the first difference between him and Dyre. The other big, glaring difference was the way he lifted my other leg, positioned himself, and slammed home in one hard, sure stroke. Sunshine wasn’t about emotions and social niceties. He was, apparently, all about taking what he wanted. He braced himself on one hand above me, the other big hand gripping my hip as he fucked me into the mattress with this…primal, brutal animal need. 
I met his frantic thrusts, my tits bouncing and the bed slamming into the wall every time he plunged into me. He was pegging the deepest, most sensitive parts of me on every thrust, and it didn’t take long for me to see stars. I raked my nails down his back, hard, brutalizing him in return, feeling like I was about to turn inside out.
The magical connection was there with him as well, a cool, shimmering darkness like the night sky. It melded with my aura like a long-lost lover as he threw his head back and roared. He slammed home one last time, then shook above me as he came. 
I rode the aftershocks of my own orgasm, and he took the hint, thrusting a few more times as if he were truly awed and deeply curious about this whole physical pleasure thing and wanted to see just what kind of reactions he could wring out of me. The moonlight carved his sharp features into stark relief, and I registered the glint of black eyes and the feral, possessive look on his face as I came again. 
Sunshine stayed seated inside me, gazing down at me with those dark, fathomless eyes as I came down from my climax. He touched my face again, and I shuddered at the contrast between my overheated skin and his cool touch. 
He drew away as if he’d done something wrong. “I apologize.”
I didn’t have time to tell him it was okay—to reassure him that the shiver was one of pleasure, not horror—before he closed his eyes. His aura shifted to something more normal, and I knew I’d lost him. 
Dyre opened his eyes and looked down at me, his brow creasing in confusion. And, oh…no. 
Fuck. I had just assumed they were working together this whole time. That Dyre had let Sunny come out to play. But the dawning horror on his face said otherwise. 
The necromancer gasped when he realized he was still balls-deep inside me. Then he withdrew and rolled off me, running his hand through his hair with a word that I thought was a Latin curse. He was back a second later, hovering at my side, his hand reaching for my face but not touching, while he had a complete panic attack. 
“Andy. Goddess, Andy, are you okay? What did he…? Did he hurt you? Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck. I’m so sorry, sweetheart. I…fuck. Are you okay? Of course you’re not fucking okay. Tell me what to do!”
I sat up against the headboard and reached for him, pulling his shaking body into a hug. “Shh,” I soothed. “Dyre, stop. Just stop. I’m fine. But I don’t think you are.” I looked up at him as he pulled away slightly to look down at me. “You didn’t know what was going on, did you? I thought…I just assumed you were along for the ride. Shit, Dyre, I didn’t mean to, to…use your body without your consent!”
He shook his head, ran a hand through his hair again, then tugged at the long locks in frustration. “It wasn’t me. I wasn’t there. This has never happened before. He usually doesn’t care about stuff like sex. He calls it silly human nonsense.” His eyes glinted in the moonlight as he gave me an apologetic look. “But he’s…obsessed with you, Andy. I don’t know why," he babbled. "And when you asked him if he was okay earlier—he told me about it when I was back in control. He was so happy that you cared about him. But he doesn’t understand that you making sure he isn’t hurt isn’t the same thing as you loving him. He doesn’t understand emotions. Or right and wrong the way we see it. He’s wanted you for a long time now. He thinks you wanted him too, so he took what he wanted. He doesn’t understand.” He tugged at his hair again. “I really am a fucking monster. I never meant to hurt you like this, Andy, I swear.” 
He moved suddenly, tossing back the covers and flinging himself out of bed to search for his clothes. I reached over and flicked on the little bedside lamp so I could see him more clearly. “Dyre. What are you doing?”
He yanked his pants on and snatched up his shirt, his eyes wild and his expression pure, unadulterated rage. “Leaving,” he said flatly. “I doubt you want the vessel containing your rapist in the same room as you for one second longer than necessary.”
He spun toward the door, and I lurched out of bed myself, wrapping a sheet around myself so I wouldn’t have to yell at him while I was stark naked. Because he really needed to let me talk, damn it. 
But Dyre froze, and black magic danced around him when he turned back to me. Sunny stared out at me with ancient black eyes, and spoke with the layered voice of a hundred lost souls. “I don’t understand,” he said coming a few steps closer. “I did not force you. Dyre says I hurt you. He says you hate me now. That we will have to leave. I don’t understand. It’s not true. Is it?” The monster before me lifted his hands and pressed the balled-up fists to his temples. “I do not understand these stupid human emotions! He wants to put me in a cage now. To suppress me forever with those potions and charms he used to fool the SA. He says we are an abomination, and we can’t be trusted around others. He wants to leave. And we only just found him a home.” He clenched his eyes shut tight and bit out through clenched teeth. “I. Do. Not. Understand!”
Okay. So, this was what a nervous breakdown looked like for a necromancer who was possessed by a wraith. Cool. Every hair on my body was standing on end from the eerie dark magic that was crawling over my skin and filling the room with rage and pain as Sunny lost his damned mind. 
But I was a crazy Lovell, so of course I felt bad for the poor, confused ancient evil entity before me.
I crept forward and hastily stuffed the end of the sheet alongside my boob to keep my makeshift toga on. Then I reached up and gripped Sunshine’s hands, pulling them away from his temples before he could give Dyre brain damage with his supernatural strength. “Sunny,” I urged. “Hey. Look at me, please.”
He complied, his black gaze desperately meeting mine. “I’m a monster. He says we’re a monster and no one wants us now. He’s so angry. I thought…I thought we had reached an accord. He called me friend, in his mind, where no one could hear. But now he hates me. He wants us both to suffer. He says I hurt you.”
I licked my lips. “Look. He probably has really good reason to be angry at you for taking over and going for a drive with his body while he was sleeping. You used his body without him knowing, and not just for some light reading or something. You used it for sex. And that’s kind of a big deal to us mortals.”
He nodded. “I hurt my witch. Both of my witches.”
I shook my head. “You didn’t hurt me, Sunshine.” I narrowed my eyes and glared at him, as if I could see through the wraith to Dyre. “Do you hear me, necromancer? Nobody forced me to do anything. And you absolutely did not hurt me.” My expression softened and I touched Sunny’s face. “I knew it was you the whole time. Well, most of the time. Before we did anything irreversible. I enjoyed myself, Sunshine. I wanted you. Not just Dyre, but you too. I’m as much at fault as you are, for not stopping to ask questions. So, quit it with this monster bullshit. I don’t hate you. You aren’t going anywhere. You and me definitely need to talk at some point. But for now, will you please let me talk to Dyre?”
The wraith studied my face for a long moment. “You really are not hurt? Or…horrified?” 
I huffed a laugh. “I probably should be. But no. I’m entirely too crazy to be bothered by the idea of fucking an ancient evil being.”
He stared at me for a long moment, clearly torn about letting an angry Dyre back in control. “You won’t let him get rid of me? Or hurt himself? Or…leave?”
I shook my head. “I’ll do everything I can to make him understand. But you have to let me talk to Dyre.”
He sighed and touched my face one last time before his black eyes bled to violet and I was face-to-face with a seething witch. “That fucking asshole!” he snapped. “He fucking did it again! He shoved me out. What happened? Are you okay?”
I sighed. “I’m fine. If you’d just let me talk for five fucking seconds you’d realize that. Goddess. Chill the hell out.”
He snapped his mouth shut and stared at me with a mutinous expression. 
“I knew it was him,” I said firmly. “I’m not mad. I’m not hurt. You’re not a monster.” I gripped his wrist and tugged, turning back toward the bed. “It’s the middle of the damned night. Can we just go back to bed, maybe pretend this never happened?”
The question felt wrong. I didn’t want to pretend it never happened. That didn’t seem fair to Sunshine. And it was a blatant lie. I had enjoyed myself. I could still feel the all-consuming way he’d taken me, and I wanted more. But what I wanted even more than that was for Dyre to be okay. I didn’t want him to hate himself. I also didn’t want him to realize how messed up I was and freak out. I wanted to enjoy this one good thing for just a little while longer before I had to return to reality and deal with all the other painful shit that was going on in my life right now. 
He dug in his feet. “Andy. I’m not going to just crawl back into your bed after what just happened.”
I closed my eyes in a slow blink. Goddess damn it all. 
“Dyre—”
He pulled out of my grasp and yanked his shirt on. Then he gave me his usual cool, emotionless expression. “You go back to sleep. I’ll stay away, I promise. Let me help you get your people back, then I’ll go. You’re safe from both of us from here on out.”
Then the necromancer strode to the door, yanked it open, and left, pulling the door shut with a too-careful motion, when I knew he probably wanted to slam it so hard it shattered. 
I certainly would have slammed it. I wanted to break something right now. Maybe scream a little. Couldn’t anything in my life ever be simple? 
Sighing, I pulled on a pair of baggy sweats. I riffled through my drawer to find another tank top to sleep in, trying really hard not to remember how hot it had been when Sunny ripped the other one right off me. 
“Fuck my life,” I muttered as I climbed back under the covers. 
A misty chuckle drifted to me before Elijah’s disembodied voice spoke from the vicinity of the top of the dresser, where his anchoring charm was. “It seems you’re doing a good job of that without any help from a higher power.”
I sighed. “And of course you watched, didn't you? You pervert.”
His misty form coalesced beside me on the bed, hovering there as if he was lying next to me. “I promise I did not. But I can sense when you’re upset. And…apparently, I can sense the necromancer as well. I think it’s because he is the one who bound me and did the spell to strengthen my current form. I think I’m linked to his aura in some way.” He let out a hollow, gusty ghost sigh. “In any event. I sensed a large disturbance from both of you. I heard the argument at the end there.” His hollow voice took on a bit of fake-judgmental angel tone. “You’re a very kinky witch, Oleander Lovell.”
I rolled my eyes, but a smile was tugging at the corner of my mouth as I reached over to turn off the bedside lamp. “Says the pervert peeping Tom angel,” I muttered. 
Elijah made the hollow sound that passed as laughter before I rolled over and pulled the covers over my head. I'd just had sex with a necromancer and a wraith in one night. He wasn’t wrong. I really didn’t need any help fucking things up. I did that just fine all on my own. 




Chapter 31 

Andy


A masculine scream ripped me from sleep for the second time that night, leaving me disoriented, my chest cramping as adrenaline coursed through my body. I sat up and blinked at the fire that was spreading across my bedroom floor.  
Fucking fuck me sideways, what now?!
I lunged out of bed before I was even fully awake, dashing past the flames to snag Elijah’s charm off the top of my dresser before it could be damaged. I looped the necklace around my neck and tucked the charm under my shirt as I forced my tired, scrambled brain to remember the fire suppression spell I had created to stop Aahil from setting things on fire when he was mad. 
My magic came fast and eager, the heady force of it making me stumble and nearly take a header into the dresser. Goddess, what the hell? Oh, right. Sex magic and lifebonding with a necromancer. I was just a little bit juiced up right now. My spell shot out of me like I was aiming a rocket launcher. The flames went out immediately with a little whump of displaced air. I blinked in shock, then forced myself to focus on what the fire left behind. 
Aahil. 
I immediately put up a shield, the way Dyre and Sunshine had taught me. Then I touched Elijah’s charm. “Go find the others and warn them,” I told the ghost. If the O’Learys had found a way through our reinforced wards, then we were in serious trouble. Elijah didn’t materialize, but I felt his essence leave the fingerbone charm that rested between my breasts as he popped out to do what he was told. 
Aahil stared straight forward with blank, glittering golden eyes. Then he blinked and seemed to actually see me. He swayed on his feet, and I took stock of the blood that covered nearly every inch of his lithe, pretty body, staining his ragged harem pants and making his gold jewelry take on a dull, rusty color. I couldn’t tell if it was his blood or someone else’s. 
“Oleander?” he said, his beautiful, alluring voice cracked and broken. 
I dropped the shield. Something was wrong. Aahil wasn’t being controlled. His magic was erratic, but it was weak, and his aura was…tattered. I stepped closer. “Aahil?”
He let out a heart wrenching sob and fell to his knees. “They made me do it,” he whispered, his voice reedy and thin. “Children. They were just children.” He looked down at his hands, at the blood that covered him, and his whole body started shaking violently. “No. I won’t. I can’t. I didn’t….”
I almost reached him, but I wasn’t fast enough. He dug his claws into his own inner arm, painting the floor in a splatter of his own blood as he opened a vein. “Aahil!” 
I hit my knees in front of the jinn, reaching for him. I was surprised how easy it was to overpower him. He should be stronger than me. But the man before me was weak as a kitten. I slapped a hand over his wound and applied pressure, hoping he was still strong enough to heal before he bled out. “Aahil,” I said using the most commanding voice I could muster. “Stop it. You’re hurting yourself.”
He didn’t struggle out of my grasp like normal. He didn’t snap at me or tell me to do his bidding. He just looked at me with shocky, horrified golden eyes and begged. “Let me die. Please, Lovell? I’m so tired.”
I choked back a sob of my own. What the fuck had the O’Leary’s done? “You’re not going to die,” I said firmly, falling back to sit on my butt as I pulled the smaller guy awkwardly into my lap. I kept one hand on the gash in his arm, praying for the sluggish flow of hot blood to stop before it was too late. The other arm wrapped around his neck and held his face pressed to my shoulder, my hand stroking his hair. “You’re home, Aahil. I’m here. It’s okay. It’ll be okay.”
But I felt the way he shivered then went limp in my arms as he fainted, and I wasn’t sure if anything would ever be okay again. 
Elijah materialized in front of us a few seconds later, followed by Ambrose. I heard Dyre’s running footsteps down the hall before he burst into the room, still barefoot and sex-and-sleep rumpled. All of them were braced for another O’Leary attack.
“What happened?” Dyre demanded. 
I looked up over Aahil’s head and burst into tears. “They broke him.” 
I was used to feeling lost and being in over my head the majority of my life. But this was just too much. Seeing Aahil reduced to this fragile thing, like a candle just waiting for a stiff breeze to snuff it out. This was finally the thing that I just couldn’t handle. 
The others moved closer. “How did he get here?” Ambrose said as he sank down to crouch beside us. “I can’t sense foreign magic, but…are you sure he’s not being controlled? That it’s not just an act?”
I shook my head. “No. It’s him. Just him. The wards didn’t react to him this time, so he can’t be here to attack us. He must have found some way to escape the O’Learys’ mind control.” I swallowed hard and gripped Aahil tighter. “He said something about…children. I think…maybe they finally pushed him too hard, and he overpowered them and broke free?”
Elijah took on his most visible form, and I could see the faint outlines of his sad expression. “They were trying to get him free,” he said softly. “The others. They were worried about how the O’Learys were using him. And his mental state. They planned to get him out first, before anyone else. Before the O’Learys could do irreparable damage.”
I looked down at the top of Aahil’s silky dark head. “Well, they were too fucking late,” I snapped. The thought of them all trying to band together to save the most vulnerable among them, even though he was so hard to understand, so hard to love…it only made the tears fall faster. 
“He’s still alive,” Dyre said evenly as he crouched down next to us. “His lifeforce is weakened, but it’s still there, and not fading.” He reached out toward us, then hesitated. “Can I? I just want to cast a healing spell. But it uses black magic. It’s soul magic.  Sunshine's magic. But it won’t cost Aahil anything, I swear.”
I nodded immediately. “Do it.” I hated the way Dyre was hesitating, the guilt and shame in his voice when he asked if he could use Sunny’s magic to heal Aahil, as if the mention of the wraith might repulse me. Damn it, why did everything have to be so fucked up all at once? But I couldn’t spare time to worry about Dyre’s feelings right now. 
Aahil moaned as Dyre cast his spell, but the jinn didn’t wake up. I felt something under my hand and let go of Aahil’s arm to find that the deep, bleeding gash had closed up. “Thank you,” I said to the necromancer, my eyes still on Aahil’s face, on the way his features looked so delicate and soft this way, lacking all his fire and passion. 
“Here,” Ambrose said, shifting closer and wrapping an arm around Aahil’s back. “Let me take him to his room for you. We can get him cleaned up and you two can set some wards and such to help him recover from the magic drain.” His red eyes met mine and he gave me a sad smile. “He’s home now,” he said softly. “We’ll take care of him, Andy. He’s not going anywhere.”
I reluctantly released Aahil into Ambrose’s arms. I didn’t want to let him go, but the boogeyman was right. Aahil was petite, but I doubted I could carry the guy on my own. And I couldn’t just sit here on the floor crying all night. I had things to do. O’Learys to murder. 
Ambrose stood in a fluid motion, lifting the jinn like he weighed nothing. The perks of being a creature made of magic, rather than just a human-adjacent magic user. I followed him as he carried Aahil to the jinn’s room. A cool hand touched the small of my back, and a strong, tingling wave of magic filled me, pushed through our bond from Dyre and Sunshine to bolster me. 
“Wards,” Dyre said evenly as he withdrew his hand like he had just done something illegal by touching me. “We need a shit ton of personal wards around him. Between that and the ones we’ve reinforced around the house, there’s no way he can be taken from you again.”
I unclenched my teeth long enough to murmur a “Thank you.” Dyre was hardheaded and stubborn, and such a self-loathing mass of confusion. But I knew that he and Sunshine wouldn’t let me down. They knew how much the snarky, messy little jinn terror meant to me. And no matter what he thought of himself, I trusted the necromancer—and both the men living inside his body—to protect my heart.  




Chapter 32

Andy


I squinted at the page as I went over the list of spells again. It was late, but I knew that I wouldn't be able to just drift off to sleep, with all the crap that was rolling around in my head. I had serious worries over the confrontation with the O'Learys and getting my friends back home safe,  and concerns about the SA and their motives, since they had already put us in danger once without warning or explanation. Then there was Dyre and his reaction to what Sunny and I had done, and whether this would be the thing that made him run away just when I was realizing how much I needed him to stay. 
Then there was the ever-present, aching fear for Aahil.  It all danced around in my brain under the more all-encompassing general anxiety about the future. Even if we got everyone back home safe and none of my people decided I was too much trouble to stick around for…I had this sinking feeling that there wouldn't exactly be some perfect happily-ever-after in the cards for us. 
Dyre insisted that I practice the basic defensive spells he had shown me whenever I had time, so I figured I might as well use my sleeplessness in a productive way. The SA was planning to storm the O’Leary coven’s seat of power within the week. They were still gathering intel, according to Jacki, but we should hear from the SA any day now with marching orders. 
I felt jittery at the thought of engaging in an actual battle alongside the government police force that had executed my parents, and against a crazy-assed coven of black magic users. But at the same time…it couldn’t come quick enough for me. I needed to kick some asses and get my people back. 
Zhong, Hasumi, and…Niamh. Aahil said she was still alive. That the O’Learys had healed her just enough to keep their toy alive before tossing her back in their prison cell. I needed my people back at my side as soon as possible. I couldn’t stand the thought of them all returning to me drained, and hollow eyed, and haunted, the way Aahil had. 
I forced myself to focus on the list in front of me. Right. Shields. Rebound spells. Minor healing. The words and concepts were all starting to blur together….
That all faded from my awareness when I sensed the presence of a familiar fiery aura—even if it was still far too subdued. I looked up to find Aahil creeping through the workroom door. Not storming, or slinking, the way he normally would with his usual arrogance or catlike grace. Creeping. Quiet and on-guard, as if every step might result in some horrible catastrophe.
He had slept an entire day and night under the wards Dyre helped me craft to bolster his recovery. He woke up this morning, and was able to tell us that the others were okay. But he clammed up when we asked anything else. He wouldn’t talk about what had happened to him. He just sat there, hunched under a pile of blankets, looking lost while he held my hand, until Ambrose came with soup and crackers and hot tea and said he knew he couldn't cook like Zhong, but Aahil should probably eat something. 
We all still felt the absence of the others, even though there were four of us in the house now—five, if you counted Elijah, which I very much did. It still wouldn't feel right until the others were back, until Zhong was in the kitchen trying to take care of us all, and Niamh was in the back garden coaxing a jungle to life, and Hasumi was drifting around reminding us to feel, and to see the beauty in the way the sunlight reflected off a cheap crystal on the bookshelf…. This house had been empty most of my life. When I came here, there were nothing but me and the bitter ghosts of my ancestors to haunt the halls. It hadn't been that long since I started destroying the bestiary and freeing the creatures trapped within. And yet, the place already echoed with the loss of my friends. It made me even more determined to get them back. 
And to keep them with me from here on out, damn it.
I smiled softly at Aahil as he approached, taking in the strange sight of the sexy, slinky jinn in sweatpants and an oversized hoodie that hid his lithe, compact body and hung down past his hands. It was the most clothes I had ever seen him wear. He worried his bottom lip with his sharp teeth as he padded into the room, his graceful bare feet silent over the stone floor and rugs. “Are you busy?” he whispered, his golden-brown eyes touching on me then flitting away to study the bookshelves, the floor, literally anything else. 
I set the list of spells aside and mustered up a grin. “I’m not now. Thank the goddess. I was getting sick of studying that crap over and over again. Dyre’s the most boring old schoolmarm I’ve ever met.”
Aahil didn’t laugh or snark about my lacking abilities. He just slowly padded closer, like a wary stray cat who was convinced he was about to be chased away. He sank into a chair across from mine, pulling his feet up under him and curling up like a kid. The sight of his graceful bare toes curled against the velvet seat was obscenely vulnerable in some weird way. It made my chest ache. “It’s good,” he said awkwardly, his silky voice a whisper, still not really looking at me. “That you're learning to defend yourself.”
I shrugged. “I still suck at it. But I’m learning. And all teasing aside, Dyre really is a good teacher.”
Aahil huffed a little and picked at the cuff of his sweatshirt sleeve. “So I was right. You did slip and fall on necromancer dick while we were all off being enslaved.”
I arched my brows at him. That was an almost Aahil-worthy bit of bitterness, but it still fell flat. There was no real emotion behind the words. Like he was just going through the motions. 
“You care who I sleep with now?” I prodded, just to get a reaction that would remind me the jinn was still in there, somewhere.
The tiny bit of a sneer that had momentarily flitted across his features disappeared completely as he let out a sigh. “No. Not really. Why would I care? You don’t belong to me anymore.”
I cocked my head at him, considering, watching every little fidget and tell. The way he hunched his shoulders as he spoke. 
“Oh, is that what this is about?” I asked with a forced smirk. I rolled my eyes and pretended to be resigned and put-out. Standing, I moved closer to him and held out my arms. “Okay, let’s get this over with.”
He finally met my eyes, giving me a startled glance. “What?”
I huffed. “Put your bindings back on me. Mark me up so you can lord it over me and go on and on about how you own a Lovell.” I pretended to study my arms, turning them this way and that. “Right here, I think,” I said with a nod toward my forearms. “Can you make it look like lacy elbow gloves this time? If I’m going to be a jinn’s bitch, I think the markings should at least be pretty.” Last time the scars had looked like intricate white swirls that reminded me of flames. I had never told him that I secretly thought they were beautiful.
He wrapped his arms around his knees and curled up even more. “You’re mocking me. I thought you'd be above that.”
I sighed—a real one this time—and perched my ass on the armrest of the overstuffed chair he was sitting in. “I’m not mocking you,” I said seriously. “I just thought maybe you’d…I don’t know…feel more like yourself if you had a witch pet at your beck and call again?” I nudged my shoulder against his. “I miss it, you know. The connection to you. When your markings disappeared from my skin, I thought it was because you were mad at me. I didn’t realize it was because you were in trouble. And…it hurt. I was kind of getting used to the feel of you under my skin.”
He scoffed, the bitter sound carrying more emotion than he usually let show. “I released you because I thought that was what you wanted. You were so upset to learn about your sister. I went off to save the day because I thought I was all-powerful. I thought I could give you a gift. That I would walk in there and rescue your sister and maybe you’d forgive me for the lie that I couldn’t help keeping from you. I removed my marks because…I am…I was…stupidly fond of my pet. And forsaking that bond kept the O'Learys from getting to you through me.”
“I was pissed at you, at first,” I said honestly. “But I never wanted you to leave, Aahil. And the others explained to me what an oath between two jinn means. You literally couldn’t have told me about the existence of Atropa Belladonna Lovell even if you wanted to, could you?”
He shook his head, his expression forlorn. So much emotion on his face all of the sudden, and none of it the bitterness or rage I was used to. It was unsettling. A reminder of how different this Aahil was than the one who was taken from me. 
“I didn’t fully comprehend how much it would mean to you,” he admitted softly. “The oath was made with binding magic inherent in a promise between jinn. I couldn’t ever tell anyone about your sister's existence. But I also thought you hated your family so much that you would never even want to know about her in the first place. If I had understood you better, if I understood things like love, or family devotion, or whatever it is you feel—I might have been able to find a way to get around the magic. Possibly. But it just honestly never occurred to me that it was important, until I saw your face and realized my mistake. And then I felt like a fool. My worthless pride was wounded.”
I took that all in, amazed at the way he just…talked…that soft voice flat, but unflinchingly honest. It should be touching. I should be glad that he was actually talking to me, carrying on an actual, honest conversation. And in a way I was happy to know what he was thinking and feeling for once. But…it wasn’t the victory it should be. All his walls were down. All that fiercely maintained armor was stripped away. But this wasn’t a voluntary opening up—it was more like he simply didn’t care about anything anymore, even maintaining his hard-won boundaries. 
“I’m not mad at you,” I told him again. “Aahil, I’m just glad you’re back home. I freaking missed you. You have no idea.” I reached out and took his hand, still half expecting him to tell me off for touching him, like he used to. But he just let me hold his fire-warm fingers in my own. As if it didn’t matter to him whether I touched him or not. As if he wasn't really even here.
“Why would you want me back?” he said, his voice flat as he stared off into space. “I can’t mark you, I couldn’t bond you to me now, even if I wanted to. I’m nothing but a burned-out husk. There's nothing left between us, because there’s nothing left of me. I can’t access my full power. I can't stop thinking about the things they forced me to do. How powerless I was to stop it, yet again. I’m no use to you, Lovell.”
His eyes met mine and he pleaded with me. “I know jinn are hard to kill. But you and your necromancer have enough magic in you. Put me out of my misery. Please, witch.”
I tried not to imagine whether he had said those same words to my ancestors, when he was so tired and abused that his anger failed him. Dyre had helped me cast a spell on the jinn to prevent self-harm yesterday when we created the personal wards for him. We told Aahil we were doing it, of course, and at the time he had grudgingly agreed. But now, he was apparently regretting his decision. 
“No," I said evenly.
He deflated, resting his chin on his knees, his hand still lying limp in my grasp. “I’m of no use. I’m a burden to everyone around me now. Even to myself. Do you get some sick satisfaction from my suffering? Are you happy, now that you’re the one in power and I’m nothing but a weak doll kept alive for your amusement?”
“Oh, my goddess, Aahil, listen to yourself! You’re not this person. I know you feel…well, no. I don’t know how you feel, because I’ve never been tortured and abused the way you have. I’ve never been stripped of everything I am. But I do know that you’re strong—so much stronger than I would be in your place. You’re the fire and the desert wind, remember? You’re the lust, and the spark, and all that grand stuff you always spout when we lesser beings forget who we're dealing with.” At his soft scoff, I plowed on, more determined than ever. “You’re Aahil,” I informed him. “And that means that you’ll get through this and find your footing again. And you'll prove to yourself and everyone around you that no witch, or coven, or power in this whole damned world will ever fucking snuff out your fire. And in the meantime, I’ll be right here to give you whatever it is you need to figure it all out, okay?” I blinked back tears as I held his hand. "I've told you before, idiot, I see you. And I won't give up on you, whether you're throwing a tantrum to protect yourself like you used to, or whether you've given up on yourself like right now." 
He was silent for a long time. Then, finally, he whispered, “Why?”
I squeezed his hand. “Maybe it's just because I'm a stubborn Lovell who won't ever accept failure. But I think it's really because I’m a little bit in love with you, you asshole. I think I have been for a long time now. And I’m pretty sure you already knew that.”
He let out a long, weary sigh that seemed to come from his soul. “You’ll do whatever I need? Anything? Truly?”
I braced myself for some snarky, snotty, asshole demand. “Anything. Except help you hurt yourself. But other than that, just ask and it’s yours. You want to set some shit on fire, I’m there. You want to scream or punch something—hopefully not me—I’m there. I’ll bake for you. I’ll make some more charms. Get you some new man-whore clothes or shiny jewelry. Whatever you want.”
He turned his golden gaze on me and the raw, open vulnerability there cut deep. “Sleep with me? In my bed? I’m still so tired, but I can’t stand being alone. I just…I can't....” He swallowed convulsively, his gaze sliding away and a faint blush staining his high cheekbones. “Will you lie with me while I sleep, Oleander, and remind me who I am when I wake from the nightmares? Just that?”
Tears stung my eyes and I blinked rapidly to keep them from falling. “Yeah,” I said, standing and pulling the jinn up with me so I could lead him back to his room. “Yeah, I think I can do that.”
Even if his soft, needy request had just utterly shattered my poor heart. 




Chapter 33

Ambrose


It had always fascinated me, the way other—more mortal—creatures lived their lives. The way they went about their existence, the way they fought, and played, and  loved even when everything around them was falling apart. I had often wondered what it must be like, to be so passionate and alive, and I took every opportunity I had to enjoy just a little bit of that mortality. I sought out fun where I could, especially now, since my long captivity and all of the staring into the abyss that came with that whole experience. But sometimes it still struck me suddenly, in unguarded moments, just how precious those fleeting, intangible experiences really were. 
I stood just inside the jinn's borrowed bedroom, my eyes taking in the sight before me as my black little boogeyman heart squeezed with this strange combination of affection and pain. Of happiness and sadness. I think I understood, finally, the way mortal creatures seemed to be able to feel so many strange and contradictory things all at the same time. 
Andy was curled up around Aahil as they slept on the floor, in the center of his messy nest of cushions and blankets. They were tangled in sumptuous silk and velvet, in the jinn's carefully collected hoard of sensual excess. Andy's arms were wrapped around the jinn, holding tight even in her sleep, as if she would shelter him with her body, as if she was afraid he was about to be snatched away from her again. The jinn slept more peacefully than he had since his arrival, and I flicked away the tendrils of an encroaching nightmare. I didn't need to feed. And this poor man didn't need any more pain and suffering right now. He was already shattered. 
I slipped closer, crouching by their little nest to greedily drink in the way the jinn's sharp edges melted away in his sleep, leaving behind a beautiful, broken being of immense passion and fire. Even though he was nearly as ageless as I was, he still possessed an innate warmth that I found fascinating. The elemental creature was the heat of life, the walking embodiment of pleasure, and sensuality, and taking joy in all life had to offer. His long years in captivity and his most recent stint with the O’Leary witches had warped and twisted that. I truly hoped he could find his way back to himself. That maybe Andy really could hold him together the way she was so desperate to do. 
Seeing the spark inside this man snuffed out would be the loss of something bright and alive. It bothered me more than it should, given how little I had interacted with the jinn in the past. 
My eyes traveled to Oleander's sleeping face. I knew she must be so happy to have him back. But her brow was creased with worry, even in her sleep. My stunning witch. She fought so hard, took on so many burdens that weren't even hers to bear. It was difficult to watch. But it made me care for her even more. She would sacrifice every bit of her safety and sanity for us all. For the damaged, sometimes downright evil, creatures she had freed from her family's spellbook. She would burn down the world for us. So much passion and loyalty, from someone we hardly knew. The world was a senseless place full of stupid people, if they couldn't see how perfect this woman really was. How different from her ancestors, who knew only selfishness and greed. 
I wanted her to succeed. To prove to the world that she was Oleander Lovell, and she was the epitome of what every witch should aspire to be. I wanted her to save us all. Selfish. Absolutely so. But I wanted to be one of the ones she fought for. I wanted to stay by her side and watch how she loved them all. I needed to bask in her warmth and know I was no longer alone. 
And fuck if I didn't want her and my necromancer to figure out how perfectly they fit together, so I could get them both naked at the same time. But, sadly, there were bigger problems at hand. I reached over and touched Andy's shoulder, giving her a little shake. "Oleander. Darling, it's time to wake up."
She snorted softly in her sleep and ignored me. But the jinn startled awake as if I'd slapped him, his golden eyes snapping open, framed by thick, dark lashes, and filled with fear. I sat back on my heels as he lurched up to sitting and threw out a hand, setting me on fire. 
I hissed and went incorporeal to keep from being burned alive. Jinn fire—even from someone as depleted as Aahil currently was—was no laughing matter. It burned everything. "Peace, firefly," I said from the shadows. "I only came to wake Andy. I'm not here to harm you."
The jinn sucked in a breath and held it as Andy slowly sat up and blinked in my direction, her gray eyes full of confusion. "Ambrose? Are you okay?"
I re-claimed my solid form, this time standing at the foot of the bed as I patted the singed hem of my jacket, well away from the little jinn. We all pretended not to notice how he shook like a leaf, giving him space to get his breathing under control and hide his fear.
"Mmm, I’m a bit smoke-flavored now," I said with a wink at my witch, "but no harm done." I tilted my head and risked a glance at the jinn. He was now sitting cross-legged at Andy's side, apparently completely under control. But I didn't miss the way his knee pressed against hers. I met Andy's eyes again. "I hate to interrupt your snuggle time. But your field mage friend is here." I gave her an evil smile. "It seems it's time to ride off to war, my dear."
I dematerialized, but before I left the room, I saw Andy glance at Aahil with her heart in her eyes. "Try to get some more sleep, okay?" 
I misted out of the room before I could hear the argument that was sure to ensue. Re-forming downstairs in the entryway, I found Jacki and her people waiting. Dyre came down a moment later, fully in disguise mode, since I had warned him of our visitors before I went to wake Andy. He was good at pretending, but I could tell the necromancer was working really hard to keep a bland expression on his face, rather than glaring at the SA people for the unexpected visit. Jacki shifted her weight impatiently, crossing her arms over her chest and giving me a suspicious look. "Where's Lovell?"
I sketched an exaggerated bow at her, able to sense just how much my presence unnerved the woman. Her fear and unease were quite delicious. "My mistress is on her way," I said straightening and giving her my sweetest smile, pointed gray teeth and all. "When you arrived, she was a bit busy sacrificing babies and fucking goats to work her black Lovell magic, but I'm sure she'll be with us momentarily."
Dyre elbowed me in the ribs. "Maybe don't make jokes like that around the SA people, yeah?"
Jacki just rolled her eyes. "I know she's not a black magic practitioner. I can smell that sort of taint from a mile away. But I need to talk to her, now. Before it's time to leave."
Dyre didn't stiffen up at her claim about sensing black magic. He didn't flinch, or look away, or give any other tell that might indicate that he was the black magic she was talking about, and that she was very much failing to sense him. He was so good at masking his emotions that it was frightening sometimes, even to a nightmare like me. "Come on into the parlor," he said with a wave in the direction of the room off the entryway, where Andy usually put guests she didn't quite trust. "I'm sure she'll be right down."
They all took a seat—except the centaur, who remained standing by the door. I had so many questions about her relationship with the others. But none of them were fit for polite company. I was pondering the logistics of the team's clearly not-platonic relationship when Andy came striding into the room, still a bit sleep-rumpled, but wide awake, her gray eyes sharp and alert. 
I wasn't the least bit surprised when Aahil trailed in behind her. He had traded his baggy sweatshirt for a fitted black tee that hugged his compact dancer's body like a glove. His chin was up, and his expression was almost haughty. He was putting up a good front. Pretending for all he was worth. I doubted Jacki's people could tell anything was amiss. 
"You," Jacki said when her eyes landed on the jinn. "You're here!" Her eyes darted to Andy, and she arched her brows. "How did you get him back?"
Andy glanced at Aahil, probably wondering if he should really be here for this discussion. Then she looked at the rest of the room, squared her shoulders, and soldiered on. I took up a place in the corner, wrapping just the barest hint of shadow around me so they would all forget I was there. 
"Aahil escaped the O'Learys," Andy said evenly. "My sister apparently helped cause a distraction that let him have a split second of free will—just long enough to teleport the fuck out of a bad situation. We've been warding him ever since."
The fae-cross, Amethyst, narrowed her eyes at Andy. "And you didn't think this should be reported to the Alliance? Or at least to Jacki?"
Andy scoffed, moving across the room to flop onto an antique love seat across from where Jacki, Amethyst, and Holt sat in their assorted plush chairs. "No, I didn't. Because quite frankly, the SA doesn't own me, and it's none of their damned business. Plus, I was a little busy helping my friend recover from life-threatening magic drain. So fuck you."
I chuckled softly to myself. One thing Oleander Lovell would never be was diplomatic. Especially when it came to protecting those close to her. She smoothly avoided any mention of Aahil's traumatized condition when he arrived, and yet she made it very clear that his wellbeing came first. 
To her credit, Jacki just waved the entire discussion away. "Understandable. I would have done the same. But it’s good that he’s back, though. We could use the fire power. I came to tell you we'll be mobilizing in an hour. If anyone asks, I gave you the official summons…" she checked her watch. "Half an hour from now. Director Strom didn't want you to know too far in advance, just in case you decided to screw us over and join the O'Learys or something. But I wanted to give you a head's up a bit earlier so you can prepare anything that might take…extra time."
I watched the rest of the room as Jacki spoke. The field mage and her team were walking a dangerous line here. She knew there were things Andy was not sharing with the SA or with herself. She didn't know exactly what those things were, but she knew they were there. It must be difficult to toe that line. On one hand, Jacki was an SA employee, and she couldn't risk the higher-ups questioning her loyalty—not when she suspected them of killing other agents who were too vocal. But at the same time, she was willing to work with us and give us all the wiggle room she could as long as it didn't endanger her partners. Because she knew things were not what they seemed on either side of this power struggle. Smart girl. 
Along with their great capacity for love and loyalty, mortals also had a great capacity for deceit and trickery. It was what made the game of life so fun, I supposed. 
Andy glanced at Dyre. "Is that enough time? We’ll need what—half an hour to prepare?"
He nodded. "Everything's mostly prepped already." His charm-muted eyes flicked over to meet Jacki's gaze as he added innocently, "Then there's the nullifying artifact the SA sent home with us. You should let your supervisor know that the strangest thing happened. It nearly sapped my lifemate and I of our magical abilities. So odd that they didn't think to mention that to us when they insisted we take charge of the item. But I'm sure that was just an oversight. Luckily we were able to ward the thing before it did too much damage."
Jacki clenched her teeth for a time before she finally answered. "I suspected they had some sort of ulterior motive," she admitted. "But I didn't know exactly what the artifact did. I doubt anyone knew, other than Director Strom. And she probably only had vague information, hence the test. I'll make sure to report the result of her little experiment to her though." She arched a brow. "Obviously the artifact isn't as strong as the SA was hoping, if you two were able to contain it with simple earth witch magic."
Andy gave her the same look right back. "Either that, or because I'm a crazy powerful Lovell with a lifebond to another witch, I was just barely able to manage it and we almost died. Whichever explanation keeps your boss the fuck away from me."
Jacki sighed and ran a hand through her hair. "Whatever you did—and I do not want to know—you must have barely scraped by and been utterly drained for days and that is why you never mentioned your jinn coming home. It must have almost destroyed you all. Otherwise, there's no hope of this mission being successful. The O'Learys have an artifact that amplifies their power on a massive scale. The only way we can get around that is if this thing works. And if you're as much of a badass as Lovells are supposed to be."
I finally released my shadowy cloak as I stepped forward. "Oleander Lovell is indeed the most powerful witch her family lineage has ever produced. It is the only reason we all choose to shelter with her when we have been so badly treated by others in the magical community." I stared down at the SA drone, letting a bit of my magic reach out for her, sending fear dancing through the room. "But I strongly suggest you make sure our kindly host's magical prowess doesn't seem to be too much of a threat—or a temptation—to your superiors." I arched a brow. "She couldn't possibly, just as an example say, gather and control other powerful supernatural creatures to do her bidding, the way the O'Learys are doing."
Andy huffed. "What Ambrose said. Whatever story goes in your official report, it better not lead to the SA thinking that I need to be forced to work for them, or that I need to be put down like a rabid dog because I'm too powerful."
The unassuming SA male, Holt, snorted. "Sure, no problem. We'll just tell everyone you're powerful enough to help with this mission, but not that powerful so please forget you all exist after this. I'm sure the dickwads in charge will just merrily go along with that."
Jacki shot him a quelling glare. "We'll manage. Somehow. We've managed it so far." Then she looked at the rest of us. "I'm not going to say this will be an easy mission. I'm not even entirely sure I know the true motivations of everyone involved. So, I'm glad you'll have some extra firepower on your side." She nodded toward Aahil and smirked faintly at her own pun. But Andy wasn't in the mood to appreciate the humor. 
"He's not coming," Andy said in a tone that brooked no argument. "He's not fully recovered, and the O'Learys do not get another shot at imprisoning him."
Aahil narrowed his eyes, but he stayed silent until the SA people finally left.
I could feel the fear and desperation building inside the jinn, so I wasn't the least bit surprised when he snapped at Andy the moment the others were gone. "I'm going with you."
She looked down at him as he stood in front of her with his chin lifted and a little hint of that old, arrogant spark in his eyes. "No, you're not. This isn't up for discussion, Aahil."
He pushed into her face, a little lick of fire flaring to life along his shoulders and arms. "You need me. I can help. I might be fucking weak as a kitten, but I'm still a jinn. I'm still stronger than a bunch of witches on a power trip."
I sidled closer, torn between wanting to side with Andy and knowing that the jinn needed to feel like he wasn't useless. I knew what the jinn wasn't saying—that he wanted to be near Andy, that he was clinging to his sanity because of her, and he was afraid to be parted from his one source of security. Dyre gripped my shoulder and halted me, giving me a look that said this was between the other two. I knew that. But it was just so hard to always be a bystander. Especially when people were always so oblivious and dead-set against honesty. Look how hard I had to work to get Dyre to warm up to the idea of intimacy! It was exhausting watching them all struggle. I didn’t know how Hasumi had handled it. And I fervently wished the water weaver was here with their sway over emotions. Instead, all they had was one nosy boogeyman to help them.
"Staying safe doesn’t make you less strong, Aahil," Andy insisted, crossing her arms and glaring right back at the jinn. "Being weak for a second doesn't make you any less of a person. Goddess, do you even know how many times I've been knocked on my ass, drained, or just plain failed spectacularly at something? It won't kill you to just, for one fucking second, be normal."
I cocked my head at that. "It might," I said, ignoring the way Dyre sighed at my side, like he thought I was a complete idiot.
When Andy glanced at me, I gestured at Aahil. "He needs to know he's not broken. He needs to feel like he has some agency over the people who harmed him."
"What would you know about it, boogeyman?" the jinn snarled. But his posture was already collapsing in on itself, belying the fake haughty confidence he had worn moments before. He was already retreating to that place of despair, his bluster already exhausted. 
I met his defiant gaze and gave him what I hoped was an understanding look. "I know we are not…friends, precisely. But I don't wish you to suffer. I watch from the shadows. It's my lot in life, to always see the fears and insecurities of others and feed upon them. And so, I know a little bit about what drives people, about what they dream of in their darkest times. What they yearn for when they are in the grip of a nightmare." 
I shrugged. "But Andy is right too. There is no shame in weakness. There is no crime in being vulnerable or admitting that you are in pain. I think…perhaps this is what it means to have a family? That when you are not at your best, there are others who are willing to fill the gap. Perhaps you should let us support you, let us take this risk and let Andy have the peace of mind of knowing that you, for once, are not at risk."
They all stared at me like I had grown three heads. 
I glanced at Dyre to ask what I had said that was so wrong, but he just held up his hands and backed away. "Oh, no. Do not start in on me. I don’t want to fucking know all about my fears and insecurities, thank you."
I sighed. Of course. No one wanted to look their own terror in the face. 
"Look," Andy said into the awkward silence. "Aahil, I need to know you're here safe. Please? You're still hurting. Everybody in this fucking room knows that. It's not a secret. And it's nothing to be ashamed of. So just let me—let us—do this. Let me have the comfort of knowing that at least one person I care about is going to survive if this all goes to shit. Just give me that one thing. Please."
The jinn's eyes were glued to the floor, and he wrapped one arm around himself, unconsciously rubbing the opposite arm in an uncharacteristic show of discomfort. "Fine," he whispered. "Fine. You go save the world. I'll just…find something else to do. I don't need a bunch of sappy idiots to keep me company." Then the jinn used some of his still-depleted magic to vanish from the room. 
I glanced at Dyre and Andy. The necromancer was frowning. Andy's entire being radiated sadness. "It really is for his own good," I said into the silence. "I'm sure he knows that, deep down. Possibly."
Andy heaved a massive sigh. "We've got more important things to worry about than Aahil's hurt feelings," she said gruffly. "Let's go get changed and load up the spells and potions. Jacki said one hour."
I watched the awkward moment between Andy and Dyre where they both seemed to want to say something to each other but didn't. That had been going on for days now—ever since I returned from feeding in the middle of the night to find that Dyre wasn't in his own bed. 
I followed them from the room to prepare for war. I just hoped we all survived so I could see how they fixed the mess of emotions and entanglements that was this new life. 




Chapter 34

Andy


I anxiously ran my thumb over the slightly raised silver tracery of the brand on my wrist. The mark had been there when I woke up from my nap with Aahil. The jinn hadn’t said anything about it, but I could feel the whisper of his warm magic when I focused on the marking. He had linked us again. Despite what he said, I knew he was desperate for connection. And yet, here I was, on another continent.  
Everything was a mess, and I was hanging on by a thread. But I couldn’t focus on any of that now, because I was about to go off to fight with the Supernatural Alliance—as if I had any freaking business playing soldier. 
I shifted from foot to foot, buzzing with the overload of amplified energy that currently cycled between me and Dyre like a live electrical current. Even with Sunny dormant, I could still taste the flavor of the wraith’s magic twined with Dyre’s. No one else would sense it, suppressed as it was, but I was connected to the necromancer in a more intimate way, so I could feel him there, deep under the surface. 
Goddess, I hoped we all survived this.
I gave Dyre one last meaningful glare. He’d better not whip out the wraith and try to play martyr, or I’d kill him myself. 
We currently stood on a wooded Eire hilltop—in what would be the equivalent of Ireland if we were in the human realm—just outside the O’Leary coven’s wards. The SA definitely had tricks. They had managed to construct a portal large enough to transport me, Dyre, Jacki’s team, plus two other teams of SA goons, in secret, all the way across the Magea realm to another country. The amount of magic that took was nothing to sneeze at. But then again, the SA did employ—or, I suspected, bribe and blackmail—the strongest witches in the world. Plus a few other assorted paranormal types. 
The SA people moved around us, talking in hushed tones, their weapons, charms, and vials clinking faintly in the dark. Jacki was still in charge of the fieldwork, even though it was more than just her team here. In any other circumstances, I’d think maybe it was a promotion, or a badge of honor for her. But in this instance…I was pretty sure she was convinced we were all about to be sacrificed for some yet-to-be disclosed purpose. Not really much of an honor. Director Strom oversaw the whole operation from the safety of a tech van that had been warded and reinforced in every conceivable way, magical and mundane. 
Dyre touched my shoulder. “Ready?” he murmured. I knew he wasn’t just talking about whatever mess we were about to walk into. He was talking about the ancient magical artifact that was currently in a leather messenger bag, securely strapped across my body. Of course the SA director wanted me to carry the thing, in case it malfunctioned and there was some catastrophic fallout. One less Lovell for the world to worry about if I ended up exploding tonight. 
I nodded at Dyre's question. I had memorized the invocation to release the wards on the artifact. The plan was to let the SA people do their work, while I tried to get this artifact as close to their artifact as possible before I activated the nullifier and let them cancel each other out. Simple. Piece of cake. 
We were all going to die. 
“Really wish I had started doing some cardio and martial arts about five years ago,” I muttered as I stared off down the hill. 
Dyre surprised me when he leaned down to kiss my forehead. “Don’t worry. You’re not doing this alone.” Then he leaned to the side to whisper in my ear. “Getting our people back is the priority. The SA’s whole mission can go to hell, as long as we get them back.”
I nodded in response. During our briefing back at the SA building, Strom had stressed that she wanted as many of the enemy witches as possible captured alive and brought back for questioning. She was adamant on that point. Kill only when absolutely necessary, but capture them all. It made me feel a little better about working with these people, since they weren't just going to murder everyone on sight. But Dyre was right, I would do whatever it took to get my people back, and if some of the bad guys died or got away, I really did not fucking care. 
Besides, no one here really believed the O’Learys were going to just give up and come back with us peacefully. It was pretty much guaranteed that people were going to die tonight.
And the leader of this little band of assholes…he was probably going to die under a Lovell curse specifically, for what he’d done to Aahil and Niamh. I think I recalled a good one from one of the old family grimoires… something about melting flesh off bones. 
I try to be a better person than my ancestors, but hey, no one’s perfect, right?
“You two stick with me and my team,” Jacki said as she approached where I stood with Dyre. “Stay out of the way and let the trained professionals handle things until we have the O’Learys’ amplifying artifact in sight.” 
“And then we run like hell and save the day,” I parroted with a mock salute. 
She glared at me. “Lovell, try not to get killed, alright? I really don’t want Strom blaming me and taking it out on my team when her whole pet operation goes to shit.”
I rolled my eyes. “Well damn. And I had planned to die right off the bat. You ruin all my fun, Jacks.”
She shook her head at me. “Watch yourselves,” she murmured under her breath. I got the message loud and clear. Stick by Jacki and her people, because Dyre and I weren’t actually trained field agents, and because she didn’t really trust the rest of the SA. 
It felt like we waited forever before Strom finally gave the orders to move out. Jacki’s voice crackled through the earpiece in my ear. Tech wasn’t ever fully reliable in the magic realm. But the SA had managed to use some combination of tech and spells that worked well enough. “Form up,” Jacki said evenly. “Lovells in the middle, Cloe at our back. Let’s go!”
Then we were moving. Jacki’s team surrounded me and Dyre as we jogged down the hill and around to a side entrance. The door was where it was supposed to be, so at least the SA’s intel was accurate to some extent. When Strom had found out that Aahil was back, she had wanted to talk to him, milk him for insider information about the O’Leary estate. But I had made it clear that she wasn’t getting near him if she wanted our help. So we were relying on the SA’s information only. 
I was panting by the time we stopped under the shadows of an ornamental tree near our entrance point. I was not kidding about how out of shape I was. I was built for comfort. Not for…whatever the fuck this was. Dyre patted my back and whispered, “Okay there, cupcake?”
I flipped him off, knowing full well he could see me, with the half-moon in the sky and his necromancer night vision. 
“Quiet,” Jacki snapped softly. “Silence until we’re in.”
Then we were moving again. Jacki expertly cut a hole in the wards with a targeted laser beam of magic like I’d never seen before. Amethyst cast something to delay the alarms, while Holt muttered a spell to unlock the magical binding on the door. Then the unassuming guy jammed a tool into the seam between the door and the frame and wrenched, flinging the door open like he had superstrength. 
I had never seen Jacki and her people at work before. It was smooth and impressive. And it gave me a whole new respect for how much the SA knew, how many tools and tricks they had up their sleeves. Lovell or not, I’d be in trouble if the SA ever decided that they wanted me dead more than they wanted me working for them. 
I didn’t have long to worry about all that, though, because the second we stepped through the door, chaos erupted. 
The ostentatious inside of the O’Leary mansion was filled with witches who didn’t hesitate to lob spells at us that would kill or maim. The other SA teams hit the front entrance and a back entrance at the same time as we came in the side, and SA people in their dark navy uniforms spilled into the space occupied by witches in plain clothes. 
One of the O’Leary witches threw a concentrated bolt of magic at our group. Jacki waved a hand and the bolt rebounded right back at him, tore through his chest, and left him bleeding and twitching on the floor a foot from me, still crackling with electricity in a rapidly spreading pool of blood. 
“Shield up, Lovell!” Dyre snapped at me, tearing my attention away from the dead man at my feet. “Don’t go all sappy now.”
I sneered at him, but I cast the shield spell he had taught me as we moved forward, surrounded by Jacki’s people. The field mage was right. I wasn’t trained for this. I wouldn’t last a minute if I went up against one of the O’Learys. And not just because of my lacking magical skills. I wasn't hardened to the fallout the way Dyre and the SA agents apparently were. I gritted my teeth together and pushed aside the desperate thought that I shouldn’t even be here. Why was Strom so insistent on having us here? Just being a Lovell with a deep magic well wasn’t enough to matter right now. 
We forged a path through the main entryway and deeper into the mansion, spells flying and bodies piling up. Most of them were just dazed, but a few had suffered the rebound effect of Jacki’s spell from before, and when the magic that they had thrown our way hit them instead…well, it wasn’t pretty. One woman fell to the ground with neon green foam coming out of every orifice as she flopped like a beached fish. After that, I learned not to look for too long. 
Dyre held back at first. But eventually, he started lobbing spells right alongside Jacki’s team, not revealing the origins of his magic, but not exactly hiding his deadly skills. O’Learys fell like marionettes with their cords cut when Dyre’s spells hit them. I thought they were just unconscious, but who knew with him?
If he and Sunny weren't hiding what he was, the witch at my side would already have a small army of dead O’Learys under his control, easily multiplying our numbers into a horde. The thought was sobering. I had never been in a situation where I really thought about using the necromancer's true powers. But right now, I could see why it was tempting.
I was jostled endlessly. Holt, slammed into my shoulder when a particularly strong spell hit his shield and knocked him back, making me stumble into Amethyst. He was too focused on fighting to do more than cast a distracted look my way before flinging more magic at the guy who was attacking him. Amethyst shoved me away from her and into Dyre, and we both almost tripped and went down, but a pair of strong hands grabbed us both by our collars from above and set us back on our feet. Cloe. “Keep moving,” the centaur shouted, using her larger body to shield me and Dyre as she trotted behind us. 
“Straight ahead,” Jacki shouted, her voice only audible in the earpiece. The place was too loud with screams and bursting magic to hear her any other way. We all had tracking charms strapped to our wrists, and I glanced down to verify that the strong magical signature of the amplifier really was straight in front of us. 
We reached a pair of tall, ornate doors and Jacki kicked them in with a combination of magic and pure pent-up rage. A glance at her face told me she was a force to be reckoned with. But even so, the strength of that kick told me that I had badly underestimated the SA underling. 
The open doors revealed a massive, echoing space, and I glanced upward at the shimmering glass dome that covered some sort of atrium. I didn’t need the tracking charm on my wrist to tell me that we were close to the artifact now. I could feel the magic coming off it in waves. 
The noise from before suddenly cut off, and I glanced back over my shoulder to see that the doors had slammed closed, glowing with magic, locking us inside. 
“Ah, here she is!” a male voice called in a tone of grating happiness. “Oleander Lovell! Welcome to our coven.”
A spell burst against my shield and I leaned around Jacki to sneer at the man who had spoken. He was wearing cheesy black robes like some human-realm cosplayer, and in his hand he held a glowing sphere of magic that made my eyes hurt and my power center churn. 
The amplifying artifact. 
“Put down the orb and surrender,” Jacki called with authority. “You’re surrounded and your people are falling. Give up before we have to put you all down like rabid animals, O’Leary.”
Huh. I had kind of expected some formal nonsense about rights and “you’re under arrest” or something. Nope. Jacki just told it like it was. 
The man, who I assumed was the coven leader, just kept smiling, ignoring Jacki to stare right at me. “Come now, Lovell. Surely you aren’t working with these government dogs. The same ones who so cruelly murdered your parents. Step away from the SA mongrels and join us, and you won't be harmed.” He smirked and nodded slightly to the side without taking his eyes off my face. “I would so love to have a matched set.”
I watched as Atropa Belladonna Lovell stepped up to the man’s side. “Hello, sis,” she said with a nasty smirk that matched the coven leader's poisonous grin. “Glad you could finally join us.”
I glared at her as we all stood tense and ready. “Cut the shit. Where are my friends? I couldn’t give a fuck less about you and your new coven. Just give me back my people.”
She stared at me with no expression, her face so like our mother’s, cold and calculating. Her black hair was slicked back into an elegant twist, and her clothes were designer. She sure as shit didn’t look like a helpless prisoner to me. 
“Oh,” the man said in his simpering voice. “That’s right. I forgot. Of course you’d want to check on your little pets. I’ve sent the other creatures I've managed to gather out to greet your fellow agents. But I kept these back just for you.” He waved a hand and the orb he held glowed brighter. My breath caught as Zhong and Niamh strode through another door on the other side of the atrium. They were okay. They were both okay. Niamh wasn’t dead. She was stalking toward us with all her usual fae confidence and grace. 
But their eyes were glassy and glazed, my friends and lovers completely under this nasty little man’s control. The air off to the side shimmered, and Hasumi materialized, as ethereal as ever. But their soft beauty was overwhelmed by the strong magic around them. Magic that they usually kept banked. Their eyes were unfocused and glassy too. 
The man before me grinned. “Tell me when you’ve had enough, and I’ll allow you to join our cause,” he told me evenly. Then he gestured at us. “Make them hurt.”
Zhong and Niamh rushed us, and Jacki’s people struggled to fight off the raw strength of a gargoyle and the deadly combination of magic and skill of a fae hunter—without killing them. I clutched the strap on my messenger bag, feeling the weight of the artifact within, which was even now pushing at its bindings, its power whispering to me, begging to be free. I had to get closer. 
Atropa was launching spells at our little cluster of people, but I noticed that none of them seemed life threatening. Powerful, yes. Painful, likely. But not killing spells. Maybe Elijah was right, and she really was on our side. But if so, then why was she still letting the douche canoe beside her run the show? She could easily turn on him right now, from where she stood at his side. 
“Junaid,” Dyre said, so soft I barely heard him. “Where’s the other jinn?”
Ah. That was it. If she was as attached to the big blue jinn as he was to her, then she wouldn’t risk the O’Learys hurting him. And they were probably smart enough to know that and use it against her. Goddess damn it. 
I scanned the room again, trying not to let myself linger on the way Zhong and Niamh were taking wounds while the SA people fought them off. There were more witches in here, cloaked with magic and helping power the compulsion spell. I pulled on the power that flowed between me and Dyre, casting a spell to reveal them. “Ooh, big man,” I yelled, “making other people fight your battles for you? Are you so scared of us that you need your whole coven at your back?”
The coven leader lifted a bored brow at me. “You, of all people should know, Lovell, that a witch’s greatest strength is knowing when to use the right tools and ingredients to get the job done.”
Niamh screamed, and I glanced to the side. She wasn’t hurt, but she had ahold of Amethyst, and the two fae were frying each other with magic as they grappled. My fae raked her fingers across the other woman’s face, trying to gouge her eyes out. When Amethyst shielded her face, Niamh tore into the other fae's forearm with her viciously sharp canines. Amethyst punched her in the face, and Niamh rolled away, only to lunge to her feet and charge, her sharp antlers ripping a long gash in Amethyst’s shoulder as the fae-cross danced away. 
I tore my eyes from them when Dyre shouted. Holt and Cloe were tangled up with Zhong, trying to stay out of his reach as they cast spells his way. The gargoyle grabbed Holt by the wrist, yanked him around, gripped his elbow with the other hand and snapped the man’s arm like a twig. Holt screamed and went to his knees as Cloe spun and kicked Zhong in the chest with her back legs. My gargoyle flew across the room and hit the wall, shattering the reinforced glass with his heavy stone body, and collapsing in a rain of sparkles. 
Jacki must have nerves of steel. She didn’t get caught up worrying about her partners. She trusted them to handle themselves. Instead, she glanced between the coven leader and my sister, clearly trying to decide who to go for. “Go, Lovell,” she murmured into the earpiece. Lunging forward, she feinted toward the coven leader, hitting him with a dazzling flash of magic that had to be blinding up close. Then the field mage spun like a dancer and flung a knife at my sister. Atropa danced aside just in time, and shot back a burst of magic which just accidentally rebounded and hit the coven leader’s shield, weakening it. 
I wanted to tell Jacki that I was pretty sure Atropa was trying to help us, but I didn’t have the time, and I didn’t want the coven leader to turn on my sister if he overheard. Magic was building around us, wild and unstable, every discharge of energy amplified by the O'Leary's stupid artifact. 
“Go,” Dyre said, a big hand landing on my lower back and shoving me forward as he started throwing magic at the coven leader faster than my eyes could follow, distracting the man so I could get close. 
I dipped my hand into the messenger bag at my hip, the words to activate the nullifier on the tip of my tongue. But I froze when a wave of despair washed over me.
Pain and despondence brought me to my knees. This was all so pointless. Nothing we did would ever matter. There would always be one more evil asshole trying to manipulate and use the last remaining Lovell.
I sucked in a sobbing breath. I knew. I knew it was Hasumi doing this to us. Everyone around me had also collapsed, groaning and sobbing under the weight of their crushing emotions. But I couldn’t fight it. The elemental was just too powerful. And the O’Learys were pulling Hasumi’s strings, making the water weaver bring the full force of their magic to bear on us in a way I had never felt before. My water weaver was so gentle and sensitive. They would never condone torture like this. It would tear them apart. And yet, that was only one more bit of pain to add to the weight pressing down on me. One more pebble dropped into the bucket of agony and despair. 
Dyre’s bony hand took mine and squeezed. He was fighting it. But even he wasn’t strong enough—not with Sunshine suppressed—and we were all going to die. Another wave of anguish pressed in, squeezing me from all sides, like a giant fist crushing the life from me. It was good. I welcomed it. Wouldn’t it just be better to die?
I sucked in another sobbing breath as everyone around me started to choke and make gurgling sounds. I turned my head to see Dyre’s sad, disguise-muted eyes on mine as water streamed from his mouth and nose. They were drowning. Because the O’Learys had my water elemental, who could form water from the air around us, and there was nothing to stop them. I had nothing to combat this with. I was just as worthless as the rest of my family. 




Chapter 35

Andy


The thoughts in my brain just multiplied the heavy weight of despair that kept me immobile as the coven leader directed Hasumi to kill everyone except me. Me, he was going to find a use for. He would find a way to tap into the power in my noble witch blood, and I knew it wouldn’t be pleasant.  
But lost in my emotional prison, I forgot one very important detail. 
I did have another weapon at my disposal. A weapon that had trapped the water weaver once before. A trace of new fear curled around my wounded psyche, and I rejoiced, even as tears poured from my eyes. Ambrose had insisted that the SA wouldn’t notice him tagging along in this large a group, if he kept to the shadowy in between of the otherworld and blended into the chaos until he was needed. 
Turns out he was right. No one saw him coming. Especially the O’Leary asshat who thought he was in control. 
Slowly, the sounds around me changed. My pain shifted to true, righteous anger as Hasumi’s grip on my emotions eased. I pushed myself to my feet as everyone around me coughed and hacked up the remaining water from their lungs. Someone on Jacki’s team was whispering a rapid-fire chain of healing spells. 
Most of the O’Leary witches were now on the floor, screaming and clawing at their own heads as Ambrose tortured them with nightmares. Zhong and Niamh were lying in an unconscious heap off to the side. Hasumi still stood, but they swayed, eyes closed and face gone distant, lost in some wandering dream. 
“What the hell is this?” the O’Leary coven leader demanded holding up the amplifier. “My will is stronger! I demand that you obey me at once, you disgusting creatures!” 
I surged to my feet, Dyre close behind me. The necromancer shielded us both as I jogged over to the asshole who had started this all. “You’re such a douche canoe,” I told the O’Leary coven leader as I pulled the angelic artifact out of the messenger bag. “And I’m going to kick you right in your little pin dick for what you’ve done to my friends.” 
Dyre cast something that finally broke through the guy’s shields. Ambrose took solid form, standing right behind the O’Leary coven leader. One black hand was resting on the amplifier artifact as he used it to amp up the nightmare magic he possessed.  The O’Leary screamed and fell to his knees as the nightmare took him under.
I was pretty sure the witch wasn’t going to recover from whatever mental horror Ambrose had just inflicted.
I relaxed my hold on the nullifier. We didn’t need it. All this fuss about this powerful coven, and that stupid trip to the angelic realm…for nothing. The O’Leary dude toppled over onto his side on the floor, and the artifact he held tumbled from his fingers. I stood there for a second, staring down at the powerful, ancient, magic-amplifying artifact at my feet. The one witches all over the world would kill to possess. I could pick it up and waltz right out of here. The SA would never be able to stop me. Not with my Lovell magic all juiced up with the amplifier and surrounded by my allies. It was just the sort of thing my parents would have done to secure their supremacy and teach the world a lesson about crossing a Lovell.
Lifting my foot, I kicked the thing toward Jacki. “Let’s find Junaid and get the fuck out of here,” I bit out. The field mage scooped up the artifact and tucked it into a warded leather messenger bag that matched my own.
I turned away, but froze when I nearly plowed into my long-lost sister. 
“Oleander?” she said, and her voice was timid, lacking the haughty arrogance and jerkishness it had held every other time I’d heard her speak. “Andy….”
She stepped toward me, but I backed away and detoured around her. “Dyre, can you sense where Junaid is?”
“Below us,” my fake lifemate answered immediately. “Moderate wards. Moderate strength magic, now that the coven is subdued and they’ve lost their little magical crutch. We can break him out easily.”
Atropa jumped back in front of me again, this time with her eyes narrowed and her jaw set in a stubborn way that was surprisingly familiar. I was pretty sure I had caught a glimpse of that expression in the mirror a time or two. “No,” she insisted. “I know where he is and what magic they used to lock him up. I can get him out. You need to get out of here before the SA arrests you for working with the enemy.”
I rolled my eyes. “You mean so they don’t arrest you. I’m not the one who was in the viper’s den playing second fiddle to some psychopath with a death wish. In case you forgot, I’m here working with the SA.”
She arched a brow at me. “Fine. Be stupid and naive. I’m going to get Junaid.” Then she turned and jogged away, disappearing out the door on the far side of the atrium. 
I huffed. “Asshole.” But if she wanted to be stubborn and do things herself, fine. Like Dyre said earlier, our priority here was to get our own people out. And the estranged sister who may or may not be evil and who I really didn’t know anything about was not part of that. If she didn’t want our help, then I wasn’t going to risk anyone else. She was a Lovell, after all. And she was older than me; she had the benefit of years of training with the coven before we were orphaned by the SA. She could take care of herself.
Turning back, I found Niamh and Dyre supporting Zhong as they approached. Hasumi was drifting along behind them with that detached look on their face that said they were listening to something the rest of us couldn’t sense. I think they were also sending calming vibes to everyone in the vicinity, because I was way more relaxed than I should be right now.
I opened my mouth to tell them all how fucking glad I was to see them, but Jacki cut me off. 
“Come on,” she snapped. “Reunions later. The other teams have immobilized the rest of the coven and are sweeping for boobytraps. They lost the rest of their slaves when the compulsion spell broke, but there could be some witches lurking in the shadows still, waiting to get revenge. Keep alert, but hurry your asses back to the hill so we can wrap this up.”
We all did as she said, making our way through the destroyed manor house and past the other teams of SA, who were binding up witches and transporting them to the SA portal using both magic and good-old-fashioned walking, depending on the agent and their skill level. I hadn’t really done much of anything, in the end. But I still felt this strangely jubilant sensation, as if I had just helped win a war. 
Which was fair, I supposed, since the O’Leary coven and their allies had been trying to start one. 
When we reached the top of the hill, Strom was waiting for us. “You got the artifact?” she demanded, those sharp, cold eyes on Jacki. 
The field mage seemed to hesitate for a moment, as if she was considering whether she should actually give the thing to her boss. But eventually, she nodded and took the heavily warded messenger bag off her shoulder, holding it out by the straps. “It’s here. Be careful, though. With that much amplification, your powers could become unstable. I could feel it in the brief time I held it. That thing is dangerous.” 
That was probably part of the reason the O’Learys were so crazy. Being in close contact with that much unfiltered foreign magic had the potential to cause insanity. 
Strom nodded. “Good job, agent Valentine,” she said flatly. “You’ve served your purpose well.” She arched a brow at me. “And the nullifier?” 
I sighed and took my own messenger bag off my shoulder and held it out. “Here. Take the damned creepy thing.” I didn’t mention to her that we hadn’t even needed it. For some reason, I thought I should keep that little fact to myself. I wouldn’t want her getting any ideas about keeping us on her payroll after this. 
“Anderson,” she said with a sharp nod toward one of her goons. The SA agent reached out and took the bag from me. Good freaking riddance. 
“Oh,” Strom said, as if it was just a passing thought. “There’s a ward on it, isn’t there? We’ll need the release words.” Anderson held out a pad of paper and a pen. I jotted down the incantation, a simple spell that even a witch without wraith power could invoke. The high from moments ago was already fading, leaving me tired and jittery. At this point, I’d do just about anything to get this over with so we could be done with the SA for good and just go the fuck home already. 
Strom nodded, then strode toward the portal to return home. When she reached it, she paused and raised her hand to set off a little flare of red sparkles that lit up the entire hilltop. “Agents,” she shouted in a commanding voice. “Move!”
Then the SA director stepped through the portal without a backward glance.
What the hell was that all about?
Dyre grabbed my upper arm and yanked me to his side as he realized what I had just realized myself. We were surrounded by SA agents who were suddenly looking far more intent and menacing than they had a moment before. They moved in to circle us—keeping us away from the portal.
“What the hell is going on here, Anderson,” Jacki demanded. “I thought Strom dismissed this stupid fucking plan!” 
But the other agent was already revoking the ward on the nullifier. She rapidly muttered words that awoke the full potential of the artifact, and its power flared to life like a black hole popping into existence. 
Her dark eyes met mine and she smiled a cruel little smile as every bit of the magic around us began to drain away. “Sorry about this, Lovell,” she said flatly. “But you’re SA property now. Without your magic, we’re all on a level playing field, and you and your freaks are outnumbered and outgunned—quite literally. Put your hands behind your backs and let us cuff you, and we won’t have to use force.” She sighed at my mutinous look. “It’s not like you have anywhere else to go, Lovell. Not once word gets out about how you stole a powerful artifact from the angelic realm and attacked the poor O’Leary coven in your quest for power. The whole magical world will want your blood once they hear how you tried to re-start your parents’ war.”
I choked out a bitter laugh. Of course. I knew this whole thing was suspicious. But I had wanted my people back too badly to worry about why the SA was so insistent that I join them and come along on this mission. I wasn’t some superspy who immediately thought about things like conspiracy and intrigue, and I had a lot on my damned mind these days. I had let myself be neatly set up to take the blame when the SA put whatever spin they wanted to on this whole night. They had been planning this the whole time—taking the opportunity to either enslave me and my friends, or maybe hoping for an excuse to execute the last remaining Lovells. And of course, they would end up in possession of two powerful magical artifacts that they would say they had confiscated from me, in order to stop the evil Lovell from destroying the world. 
“Oh, fuck you right in your stupid face,” I muttered bitterly.
The magic drain came harder and faster than before, now that the nullifier was fully activated. I tried to hold on to the last bits of power, to draw it to me from the earth and the growing things around us, but it disappeared like water through a sieve. My connection to Dyre dwindled to barely a whisper.
A couple of SA people gasped in fear, near the outer edges of the group that surrounded us, but a second later, Ambrose fell from the air, landing in a heap a few feet away from me, next to Niamh and Zhong. He must have accidentally hit the upper edge of the sphere of influence cast by the artifact and lost his abilities. Niamh and Zhong were struggling to even stay upright without magic, since it was part of their being in a way that was different from witches. Ambrose was no different, as he shakily pushed to his feet, his body looking kind of…faded around the edges, as if he wasn't quite fully here, but couldn't move to the in between plane either. 
The SA people started closing in, and they were right; we were vastly outnumbered and they all had mundane weapons. There was no way we were going to fight our way out of this. 
It didn’t stop Dyre from trying, though. An agent reached for my arm, and Dyre sucker punched the idiot with surprising skill and force, knocking the guy back several steps. I suppose a guy didn’t spend decades harboring an ancient evil without fighting for his life a few times here and there. 
I did my best to brace myself for the violence to come. Because, yeah, the SA was going to win, but I wasn’t going to make it easy for the fuckers. Fury burned inside me. Jacki and her people were gone. They had just disappeared while we were distracted by the other SA people. They had run away and let their corrupt employer try to enslave us. 
Jacki knew what they were planning the whole time and never told us. So much for the tentative trust and grudging respect I had stupidly started to have for her.
A sharp pain burned at my wrist, and I looked down to see the tiny mark Aahil had given me flare briefly with magic before the artifact drained it away. “Stay here, Aahil,” a smooth, seductively velvet voice snarked from outside the circle of SA agents. “We don’t need your help, Aahil,” the jinn continued snidely. “Fucking witches. You all think you’re so smart.”
I almost crowed with joy at the sight of Aahil and the sound of his bitter sniping. He was still wearing his sweats and the baggy hoodie that was his armor against the world these days. But he was here. He had just used our connection to transport himself halfway around the world to find us. A roaring circle of jinn flames sprang to life around us, just outside of the artifact’s reach. 
The flames died down quickly as the artifact sucked in even the ambient magic outside its direct path. But the fire burned long enough set a couple of agents ablaze. Their screams brought a smile to my face. But eventually they stumbled closer to the artifact and the magic fire was extinguished. 
Aahil was grinning evilly. But he swayed with magical exhaustion, and his usually golden skin was pale. He still wasn't recovered from how the O'Learys had used him, and he had just burned up a lot of energy transporting himself to us. He flicked a hand toward the portal, which apparently stood just outside the reach of the artifact. A tower of flames suddenly flared up and blocked the exit. “Release the Lovell and her pets or you’re never going back home,” Aahil said in a bored tone that was so much like the old Aahil that it brought tears to my eyes. “You’ll all just be ash in the wind when I’m done with you.”
The others had shifted closer to me. While Anderson was distracted by Aahil, the last of Dyre’s disguise magic broke, leaving him standing there all terrifying and deathly, and clearly not the witch he had pretended to be. Someone in the crowd around us gasped, and I heard the word “abomination,” whispered in horrified tones. 
Shit. Fuck. We were surrounded. They knew what Dyre was. Gun safeties clicked off and the whole violent mob feeling ratcheted about ten notches higher. 
Aahil’s was taunting SA agents, trying to get them to move far enough away from the nullifier for him to set them on fire. But the jinn’s words cut off as he swayed again and fell to his knees. The flame by the portal went out as he expended the last bit of his already depleted magic. Agents edged closer, and when they didn’t burst into flames, they grabbed my jinn and dragged him forward, shoving him at the rest of us. 
Aahil stumbled, but caught his balance with every bit of fluid grace his lean dancer’s body possessed. He pivoted on one foot, whirled, and kicked agent Anderson right in the face.
Everything happened all at once then, too many moving parts for me to follow. Anderson bent and grabbed the artifact she had dropped before it could roll away. Someone popped off a gunshot. Aahil’s back was to me, and blood bloomed over the back of his hoodie, a rapidly growing dark stain on the gray fabric. I screamed. More shots went off as Niamh and Zhong started punching SA agents.
The SA people were distracted by the chaos. But I was riveted to the spot, because I could suddenly feel cold, eerie magic rippling over and through me. I spun to look behind me, every hair on my body standing on end.
Dyre’s eyes flashed from violet to black as what was left of Sunny’s dark magic surged to the forefront. I felt him pulling magic from me, the last traces of what was left in my very cells. It made black spots dance in my vision and my head spin, but I let him have it, shoving the last dregs of my power toward him through our bond. Then the wraith turned to Ambrose, gripped the man by his hair, and yanked him into a violent kiss. 
It took me a second to realize they weren’t actually using this oh-so-stellar opportunity to make out. When Sunny released Ambrose, the necromancer’s lips were covered in blood. Ambrose went to one knee, panting as Sunny did something that felt like him, and me, and Ambrose combined. He was drawing power from the boogeyman now too. 
Reaching out a hand, the necromancer closed his fist and yanked downward in a ripping motion. 
I gaped as a darkly glowing black tear appeared in reality. 
“Run.” Sunshine’s multi-layered dark voice commanded. His words propelled me into motion before my poor brain even had a chance to catch up and form conscious thought. Grabbing Aahil’s arm, I dragged the bleeding jinn with me through the…portal? Tear in space? Who the fuck knew what we were stepping into? But anything was better than staying here and letting the SA drain and imprison us. I saw the others coming after us out of the corner of my eye as we leapt into blackness. 




Chapter 36

Andy


We moved through a cold, clinging darkness filled with unseen horrors that reached for us with greedy hands. Every instinct I possessed was screaming that I shouldn’t be here. That this was wrong. I stumbled as my feet hit solid ground and light flared into existence around me once more. Then I just stood there panting for a while and trying not to vomit as my body got used to being real again and my brain struggled to start working. 
Home. We were home. Sunny’s creepy fucking shortcut had spit us out back at the Lovell mansion. I was gripping Aahil’s barely warm hand so hard I could feel his bones grind together. Zhong. Niamh. Ambrose. Dyre. Hasumi. My hand went to Elijah’s charm in panic, and the ghost materialized, looking unharmed. We were all here. All of us. We were all alive. 
Aahil sat suddenly, folding his legs under him to sit cross-legged on the sunburst in the middle of the marble floor. Shit. He had been shot! I hit my knees next to him, staggering a bit and sucking in a breath as my magic rushed back, now that I was away from the nullifying artifact. “Aahil,” I said frantically, pawing at him as I tried to get his hoodie off so I could see where he was hurt. 
The jinn weakly batted my hands away. “I’m not that weak,” he said flatly. “Magic’s back. It’s healing.”
If it was anyone else, I’d protest. But I knew that Aahil needed me to let him be strong, even if I also knew he was hurting more than he let on. Even if a part of me chose that moment to remind me he might still be suicidal and maybe he was lying. I sat back on my haunches and looked up at the arched ceiling with its over-the-top decorations and wards. Aahil was still breathing. I had other things to focus on at the moment.
The wards shimmered above us in my mind's eye. Wards that may possibly hold up to an SA attack for a while, but not forever. Warding the mansion hadn’t kept my parents alive. But I wasn’t a fucking criminal, and I wasn’t going to let the SA get rid of me so easily.
Anger flared bright inside me as I pushed myself to my feet, driven to protect everything I held dear. The SA would be coming for us. The whole damned magical world would be coming for us once the SA told them that I was a power-hungry Lovell who was out murdering entire covens and trying to restart the war. We weren’t safe here.
Ignoring the questions from the people around me, I pounded up the sweeping staircase and down the hall to my workroom. I didn’t want to become the SA’s victim. But I had more than just my own skin to worry about. No fucking way was someone else going to trap and use my new family ever again. Jars of dried herbs spilled, and crystals and books tumbled from shelves as I made a mad dash through the recently restocked room, grabbing whatever I thought I might need. I was a fucking Lovell. I supposedly had this super deep well of ancient ancestral magic inside me, and we Lovells were infamous for inventing new, awful magic on the fly. Well, it was about time I put my cursed legacy to good use. 
Ambrose and Elijah materialized in the room as I ransacked a cupboard for animal bones and anything else I thought might be useful. “Andy?” Elijah said in his hollow voice. “What are you doing?”
I stood and walked through him, shuddering at the cool brush of his aura against my own. “No time,” I bit out, my pockets stuffed full of various organic spell ingredients. 
Ambrose dematerialized as I left the room, and his shadowy, incorporeal presence followed me as I dashed back down the stairs with my armloads of shit. I dumped everything into a small, unused wastebasket in the hall and carried that with me as I headed to the kitchen for the bulk-sized bag of salt. 
Everyone took my frantic hoarding behavior in stride. 
“What are we going to do now?” Niamh was asking as I passed back through the entryway to thunder down the basement stairs. I didn’t hear Zhong’s reply, just the deep rumble of his voice.
“Lovell?” Dyre called from the top of the stairs. “Whatever you’re about to do better not end up making you explode into little witch bits. I’m not dealing with Sunny’s feelings when his precious witch explodes.” He paused. "And mind the step!"
I almost forgot to skip the bottom stairstep. Lurching, I stepped wide at the last second to avoid getting my leg bitten off by the boobytrap I hadn’t figured out how to disable yet. The stairstep growled at me in disappointment. Fucking Lovell Horror Show. This house was the worst.
I rooted around on the shelves in the back cellar until I found what I was looking for. Ha! I knew old granny’s eyeball would come in handy someday. 
Back up the stairs. I was panting by this time, but pure rage kept me moving. I dumped glass jars into my trashcan full of stuff and headed for the front door. “Stay in here!” I shouted. Then I ran. 
It took me longer than I liked to get everything set up. Running around the entire exterior of the huge-ass house with its unnecessary number of courtyards left me with sweat trickling between my boobs and my damp shirt sticking to my lower back. Fuck, I really needed to start exercising if I lived through the next hour or so. But there was not time to dwell on it. I could sense the time passing as if a timer was counting down in my head. The SA was coming. They’d know we were here. They were probably just preparing their plan of attack. 
Hurry, Andy. Hurry the fuck up before you lose everything you care about in the world. Salt circle set. Runes chalked on the walls of the house. Right. Now all I needed was insane amounts of magical power. And insane amounts of belief in my own crazy ideas. I didn’t stop to think too hard about what I was doing. If I did, I would never work.
Back inside. My mind was still whirling as I invented an entire fucking cascade of spells in my head on the fly. “Circle up,” I commanded, holding my arms out to either side as I stood at one point of the pentagram that was the center of the marble starburst on the floor. Nothing in the Lovell mansion was ever purely decorative. The elaborate floor designs were anchors where all the wards around the property were grounded. And I was about to warp the ever-loving shit out of them.
I flinched as I felt something powerful hit the outer wards, making the protections tremble. “The SA is here,” I announced as Dyre took one of my hands and Niamh took the other. Everyone formed up. Elijah even materialized in the center of us, lending his own presence in the only way he could. 
“Elijah,” I snapped. “Get out of the circle and go back inside your bone until I tell you it’s safe. I don’t want to risk draining you so much you lose your anchor. This spell is going to be…big.”
He didn’t protest, just did as I said. Everyone was as desperate as I was to not be sitting here with our thumbs up our asses when the SA inevitably broke through those wards. 
“I need your consent to use your magic,” I said, rapid fire, my eyes already closed as I planned my next move. 
They all murmured their assent, and I reached out for them, doing what any good little Lovell would do and using the tools at my disposal. Magic flared up around us, tasting of every one of my friends and lovers, as they loaned me their power, their magical essence. The SA was pounding on the wards with magic. They still had the nullifying artifact, and I knew that was probably coming next. The protections were going to fall. 
And in a few seconds, we wouldn’t need them anyway. 
So, I broke the wards that protected us, catching the magic that was stored in them and drawing it into me, using every bit of magic theory Dyre had managed to stuff into my brain over the past few weeks, combined with my Lovell penchant for fucking around with things, taking them apart and putting them back together in new and different ways. I hissed at the burn of the power, my synapses overloaded and my sense of myself rapidly dwindling. I had to release the magic I had just pulled from the others, or it would devour me, breaking apart everything that made me who I was. 
Sweat trickled down my brow as I pushed, forcing the magic to do things I had never done before. Grudgingly, painfully…it slowly started to work. Dyre swore when he realized what I was doing. Then he started helping, his magic no longer passive, his will working alongside my own, anticipating my actions and reading my intent the way only a lifebonded partner could. 
When things finally moved, they moved suddenly. My being, my whole world, expanded. Then everything hung suspended in the space between breath and heartbeat, before it all snapped back together with a jarring sharpness and a resounding click inside my soul. 
I stood there with my eyes closed, just breathing for a moment, as I came back down from the euphoria of working so much high magic. It should have killed me. We should all be in tiny pieces right now. 
“Holy hell,” Ambrose breathed, breaking the spell of silence that hung suspended around us. I opened my eyes to find the boogeyman staring at me with wide red eyes. He actually looked a little scared. Go me. I had just freaked out a boogeyman. 
“How?” he whispered. “It’s not possible.”
“What isn’t?” Niamh demanded, putting a hand to her head, probably reeling from the lack of connection to the earth of her home. “What just happened?" she muttered. "I feel…disconnected.”
Zhong’s yellow eyes studied my face as he pulled me closer to him, his big hands gripping my upper arms. “Master? Are you okay? You just completely stripped your magic. I've never seen a witch with such a depleted magical signature.”
I swayed in place, letting myself lean into his support. “Mhm. Still alive,” I managed. “Did it work?”
Dyre’s deep voice was filled with disbelief when he spoke. “Yes, Lovell,” he said slowly. “It worked. You moved the entire house and everything in it.”
Hasumi tilted their head, causing their silvery blond hair to ripple in a way that my overtaxed brain decided to fixate on. It was like sunlight dancing on water. “We’re in the angelic realm," the water weaver whispered. "But…not.”
“We’re somewhere in between,” Ambrose mused. “Almost in the otherworld, but…not.”
I grinned at them. “Pocket world, bitches. Let the SA—or anyone other power-hungry fucksticks—try to find us now!” I dimly registered my insulin pump sounding an alarm, right before I lost consciousness.




Chapter 37

Aahil


One would think that, one of these days, Oleander Lovell would learn not to overtax her magic in such stupid, reckless ways. But then again, I hardly had any right to complain about her behavior—I didn’t exactly have a record of careful, considered actions myself. And I currently had the pounding headache to prove it. 
When my silly witch passed out, the hulking brute of a gargoyle was right there to catch her and carry her to her room. In her home. Which currently existed in a pocket world anchored to the etheric edge of the angelic realm. The others gathered around and fussed over Andy, making excuses to touch her, to pat her arm, or brush their fingers through her wild, messy green hair. Niamh even kissed her cheek, looking remarkably sappy for such a supposedly fierce fae hunter. Andy’s ridiculous rodent hadn’t left her side since we got here either. He was currently curled up in a tight, spiny ball at the foot of her bed, sleeping just as hard as the witch was.
I stood back, hovering in the corner of her bedroom, my hands tucked into the pockets of my hoodie, where they wouldn’t be tempted to do anything disgusting…like pet the unconscious witch. But I wasn’t the only one who hung back from the circle of fussing. The necromancer leaned against the wall beside me, stuffing his own bony hands into his pockets. The man always looked half dead, but currently he looked even worse, his shoulders slumped, ruining the ramrod straight posture the skinny guy usually held himself with. 
“Did you ruin your magic as well?” I asked in a flat voice. Everything I did seemed flat these days. I didn’t even have it in me to taunt the walking corpse. He was an ancient evil thing wearing a witch’s skin, but he still probably hadn’t committed as many horrors as I had in my cursed existence. 
He turned his head, and I got a good look at his eyes. Fire and brimstone, that was fucking creepy. Hadn’t seen that particular trick before. One eye was a pretty shade of violet. The other was pure, fathomless black. “My magic is fine,” he said, his deep voice just as flat as mine. “Why aren’t you over there hovering over your witch? Isn’t she supposed to be your pet or something?”
I looked away from that eerie gaze. Nothing like a reminder that he was two beings in one body. Maybe he did have it worse off than me after all. “Why aren’t you?” I bit out in response, sudden irritation piercing the thick blanket of numbness that swaddled me these days. “You’re lifebonded to her, after all.”
He huffed. “Yeah, we are. But it was just a means to an end. We’ll be breaking the lifebond once she wakes up and her power has a chance to regenerate. That’s been the plan all along. We only did it to help get the rest of you back.”
I didn’t look at him. My eyes were on Andy as she slumbered away, oblivious to the way Zhong was actually crying over her. Hasumi patted the gargoyle’s shoulder and sent a wave of soothing feelings through the room. I gritted my teeth as the water weaver leaned in and pressed their forehead to Andy’s, probably sharing some sort of warm, fuzzy emotions with the unconscious witch. Gag.
“If it bothers you that much, why are you over here pouting?” the necromancer said softly, for my ears only. I opened my mouth to deny it, but he carried on, cutting me off. “Just let her heal you, the way she’s dying to do. You’re probably an okay guy, under all that pain, and bluster, and bullshit. Maybe.”
I rolled my eyes at him, but he straightened suddenly, pushing off the wall to stand upright, thankfully done trying to prod at me. I glanced at the tall redhead out of the corner of my eyes as the boogeyman approached where we stood. Ha. Dyre was over here trying to tell me how to live my life, but the necromancer was terrified of one little nightmare in a stuffy suit. I smirked when the two men stepped away, the boogeyman following the necromancer into the hallway to nag him about his feelings.
It seemed like I had missed a lot of new developments in my absence. 
Before too long, Zhong left to go bang around in the kitchen, muttering something about food and how he remembered something Andy had taught him about herbal restoratives. Something about soup and tea. I almost sneered at him. But then I remembered the way the granite man had let me sleep on his shoulder in our prison cell, watching over me when exhaustion and despair sapped my strength. I didn’t have it in me to throw daggers today. 
Niamh went next, saying she really should check the perimeter to see what we had brought with us into this little world of ours. We should all probably be panicking right now. No one knew if we could come and go from here, or whether we had anywhere to grow or obtain food. We didn’t know what the boundaries and rules of our new prison really were. I would almost welcome the raging, uncontrollable fury of my fire magic that used to flare up anytime I felt uncertain. But instead…only nothingness resided inside me. I couldn’t even bring myself to be worried about basic survival. I wasn’t being mind-fucked and forced to do things against my will at the moment. Nothing else really seemed to matter. 
Elijah materialized next to Niamh and informed her he would help her explore the boundaries of our new home. The ghost was more solid than I had ever seen him. He was still see-though, but you could now clearly see his sculpted features and the color of his wispy blond hair. His branch-like wings of light stretched out behind him faintly, and if you squinted, you could make out the outline of actual clothing, rather than just the vaguely person-shaped fog of his usual form. Being near his home realm must be doing something to bolster him. Either that or ghosts liked pocket worlds. Who the hell knew?
I had once thought myself worldly and experienced. Then I met Oleander Lovell. Now I learned new weird, stupid things all the time.
I watched as the ghost and the fae left the room.
Andy murmured something in her sleep and my fingers twitched with the stupid urge to go to her and touch her cheek. I curled my hands into fists inside the big pocket of my borrowed hoodie. I had become so needy. It was as if I was an infant and this witch was my favorite blanket, a source of useless comfort that I shouldn’t need. But I did. I needed every ounce of comfort she could give, with every bit of my being. 
I swallowed convulsively around the aching lump in my throat, fighting the stupid tears that sprung up. What if she had died casting that damned spell and left me alone? Witches were so much more fragile than jinn. And my witch was even worse, with her curse and her medical condition. It was maddening. 
Hasumi sat on the bed next to the sleeping witch, shifting back to lean against the headboard and settle in as if they planned to stay here indefinitely. Those turquoise eyes met mine and a soft, sad smile curled one corner of Hasumi’s perfect lips. “Come here, little flame.”
The old me would have told them to fuck off. Maybe set them on fire for trying to order me around. 
But this broken, useless thing I had become simply pulled his hands from his sweatshirt pocket and padded over to the bed, all of his focus on Andy and the desire to be closer to her. I tore my gaze away from the witch and looked at the water weaver. “You’re doing this,” I accused. “Making me feel things.”
Hasumi just shook their head, their ethereal features full of silent sadness at my state. “No. What you’re feeling right now is your own. The feelings are real, Aahil. I’m no more inclined to use my power to manipulate others than you are at the moment.” 
No, I supposed not. All of us had been forced to do things we didn’t want to do. The ache of that wound was still raw and bright. 
Hasumi lifted an arm. “Come here, little flame, and rest. I know you are just as exhausted as she is. You burned through your magic when it wasn’t fully recovered from the depletion you suffered at the hand of the O’Learys. Then you gave of your essence for Andy's spellwork. Come.”
I wanted to say no. I wanted to rile against the world and tell them I was fine. I was powerful and awe-inspiring and I had no time for weakness. But that was an old story. And it just…wasn’t true anymore. I didn’t have the strength to fight against the numbness that had taken hold. The truth was, I was weak right now. And so exhausted I could barely stay upright. I was sick of pretending otherwise.
I climbed onto the bed and curled up next to my witch, resting my head on the same pillow, not caring that my fingers laced through hers like a sap. Something inside me—some tight, painful, cowering thing that hid in the darkness—relaxed just a little at the contact. Hasumi started humming in that gorgeous, ethereal voice, their graceful fingers coming to thread through my hair, petting me like a dog as they sang their siren’s song of peace and healing. 
I should hate it, I thought distantly. I was no one’s pet. But it felt…nice. Hasumi was right; I was utterly worn out. At the end of my rope. It wasn’t long before I drifted off to sleep. 
I dreamed of the witch who had first enslaved me. The original Lovell, with her dove-gray eyes and her supple, willowy body. She lured me in, caught my attention and pulled me from my wandering. We made love the first time in her garden, surrounded by the heady scent of the rose bushes she loved so much. Every time, there were roses. Petals as soft as her skin, sprinkled over the silk sheets or floating in the steamy waters of her bath, distilled into oils that made our skin glisten as we came together. I was drawn to her over and over. Our auras had merged, as she gloried in the feel of my seduction magic—and as I, arrogant fool that I was, gloried in the knowledge that she was ensnared by my charms. 
I must have been so easy to capture and enslave. I had thought I finally understood what this love thing was that people always talked about. The feeling that inspired them to write poetry and compose music. But all too soon, I realized why the emotion also inspired people to commit violence. To murder or to take their own lives. 
Because the newfound feelings blooming in my chest were nothing more than a carefully laid trap. One that came with added benefits for my captor. I’m sure she enjoyed every high I gave her, every orgasm, every sensual pleasure, every drop of power and slavish devotion she lapped up from this pathetic elemental spirit. She had smiled as she stood over me the day all of her hard work finally came to fruition. As she bound my soul to a metal oil lamp just because the human fairytales amused her. I was shackled before I even knew what was happening. 
And all the while, the scent of roses clogged my nose and flooded my senses like poison. Rose was a flower of love, passion, and lust. It was perfect for spells of attraction. For love spells. 
I wasn’t usually susceptible to witch spells. But I had been a willing participant in my own demise. She was a Lovell, and she was deviously creative and inventive. The spells she cast were subtle, and they called to my innate nature. I probably did have some actual feelings for the witch, and that little bit of a weakness had let her spell take hold, helped her to twist and warp the magic that had started out as a love spell. The roses masked the more dangerous magic she was working; they were the curtain behind which she built a way to imprison a creature of fire and passion. 
The scent of roses flooded the room. It curled around my wrists and ankles like shackles holding me down. It twined around my throat and choked me. It flowed into nose and down to my lungs and robbed me of my will. It was the first time I was no longer my own person. It wouldn’t be the last. Again and again, the Lovells stole my magic. They compelled me. They used me, mind, body, and soul. Until I was nothing left but a hollowed-out shell filled with burning rage. 
Then the O’Learys came along and did it again. Only this time, they left me even emptier than before. Even the rage was used up. The bitterness and anger that had kept me alive was drained away. I was nothing. 
I fought against the shackles that held down my arms. It took everything in me to lift my hands far enough to claw at my throat. The scent of roses was suffocating me. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t think. I was dying. No. Worse than dying. I was being imprisoned again. 
“Aahil.” 
My eyes fluttered open, and I struggled to catch my breath. Someone was stroking my head and murmuring softly. But the smell of roses lingered in the room, driving me to madness. “Roses,” I said, sitting up in the bed, knowing my eyes must be wide and my expression wild. “You’re using roses on me. Just like her.” I tried to called up my fire, but it spluttered and smoked, refusing to obey my will. Was it exhaustion, or was I already enslaved?
“Roses?” Andy said slowly, pushing up to sit next to me, her gray eyes so like her ancestor’s. 
“Look,” Hasumi said, gesturing to the big glass vase on the nightstand. It was overflowing with roses of every color. “They weren’t here when we all fell asleep.”
“It’s just…a bouquet,” I whispered, trying to get my heart to stop pounding. Now I was afraid of flowers? Would the disgrace never end?
“Niamh must have brought them in while we were sleeping,” Andy said around a yawn. And yes, now that I was paying attention the faint hint of fae magic clearly lingered on the blooms. 
“Hmm,” Andy mused. “I must have managed to bring the courtyard with us, if she found roses.” Crawling awkwardly out from under the blankets, my witch grabbed the vase, strode to the door, and got rid of the gift from her lover, leaving the bouquet in the hallway. 
When she closed the bedroom door and crawled back in bed between me and Hasumi, I frowned. “You don’t want them?”
She shook her head and reached out to take my hand. “Not if they upset you. You were talking in your sleep. Something about roses and spells. I’m sorry if the scent caused a nightmare.”
She didn’t ask what I was dreaming about. She didn’t question why roses were a problem or what had happened to me. She didn't pry or poke around at the wound. She just held my hand and accepted that I wasn’t right. She took this in stride, the same way she had every outburst and cruel threat in the past. Oleander Lovell just…sat with me and witnessed my undoing without flinching or daring to pity me. 
I blinked at her as my eyes burned. As hot tears spilled unchecked down my cheeks. “Why?”
She used her free hand to brush her thumb under my eyes, wiping away the tears that were just replaced by more as my eyes leaked like a broken dam. “Why what? Oh, Aahil, it’s okay. Whatever you need is okay. Will you set me on fire if I hug you right now?”
I snorted in a bizarre combination of humor and horror. But I didn’t kill her when she wrapped her arms around me and held me to her soft, lush body. 
Another hand stroked over my head, and Hasmi leaned around Andy to gaze into my eyes. “Flame, let the tears fall. They will wash away some of what tarnishes your heart.”
I closed my eyes. Foolishness, all of it. And yet…and yet my arms curled around the curvy witch, and my face turned into Hasumi’s soft touch. 
“I thought I would die,” I said into the curve of Andy’s shoulder, feeling safe here, where I couldn’t see anyone’s expression. “Then I didn’t. They sent me after families. To terrify people in power into doing what they wanted. I deserve to die. I…I should be dead right now and I have no idea how to live with this broken thing I’ve become.”
Andy squeezed me tighter. She didn’t talk. She just held me. And again, I was struck by how solid and constant she was under all her snark and flippant attitude. Her magic reached out for mine and I resisted. I knew what happened when I was stupid enough to let a witch inside my defenses. 
But then all the fight went out of me. This wasn’t the original Lovell who made my life a living hell. This was Andy. The witch who was trying to give me a hand up out of the pit of despair that I found myself in. 
I pulled back enough to look her in the eyes, letting the sight of her soft, open face and the kindness in her eyes erase the memory of past Lovells. I had no idea how I was going to put myself back together. But I did know that I needed her like breathing. And I was too tired and worn down to pretend otherwise. 
I leaned in and pressed my lips to hers, fiercely at first, then with relief when she kissed me back, her soft lips gentling the kiss, turning it into something tender. There was no seduction. No jinn magic or lust spells involved. She simply kissed me like she was happy I was alive. Like she had feared she’d never feel my touch again. 
I recognized the feeling, because I felt the same way. 
When we came up for air, I pressed my forehead to hers for a moment before looking past her at the water weaver. “You.”
Hasumi smiled that soft, knowing smile, as if they were always several steps ahead and waiting for the rest of us slow imbeciles to catch up. “A little bit,” they said, admitting to using their magic. "Just enough to let you feel what you need to feel without panicking.”
I drew away from Andy and looked down at my own hands. Small, brown-skinned hands. They would be nothing special, if I were human. Especially with my claws hidden. But these hands had done things that would haunt me for a long time. “I’m still broken,” I whispered. “Too many shattered pieces to put back together again. Your magic can’t change that.”
Andy covered my hands with her own and squeezed, ruining my contemplation. “You’re not broken,” she said firmly. “You’re just…really badly bruised.” She sighed. “I know you’re not ready right now. But one day, when you want to, I’ll be here to listen, okay? You can tell me everything. And I mean everything that has happened to you, Aahil. And I’ll listen. I’ll be your witness and help you carry some of the weight. I promise. Just don’t shut me out. Don’t go back to pretending and putting up walls. I don’t think I could stand that again.”
I licked my lips. Talk about it? No. That wasn’t something that would ever happen. But it was a nice thought, the fantasy that maybe someone else could help me with the weight that was crushing me. 
Hasumi touched my face, their graceful fingers tracing my features from brow to chin. “You’re not so fragile, beautiful little flame,” they said seriously. “You just need the time and space to remember that.” They sighed. “I’m so sorry we couldn’t get you away sooner.”
I met those stunning turquoise eyes, and my suspicions were confirmed by the tender look there. Hasumi and the others had conspired to make sure I was the first to escape. They had been worried for me. They saw me breaking, even when I was too stubborn and scared to admit it myself, and they made sure to distract the O'Learys during that last job we were sent on. They gave me a narrow window of time that let me phase out and run back here alone. To Andy. 
“Why?” I asked again. It seemed to be the one word I knew these days, repeated over and over in dazed confusion, as if the answer would force the world suddenly make sense again. 
Why did Andy care if I live or died? Why did the others conspire to save me before themselves, when I had been so awful to them in the past? Why was the ethereal, perfect water weaver looking at me like they didn’t care that I was an unstable, useless ball of emotional damage? 
“Because you’re a living, breathing ember,” Hasumi said with a crooked smile. “And I’ve always been drawn to the flame.”
I huffed at that obtuse, poetic nonsense. “You have a fire kink,” I said dryly. 
Andy laughed. “I think we both have a you kink, Aahil. It has nothing to do with your magic. There’s fire in your soul even without that.” She winked. “You’re also hot as hell and you do this amazing thing with your tongue….”
I rolled my eyes. But I think Andy sensed my discomfort. I know Hasumi did, since that was what the irritating water elemental seemed to live for—poking around in other people’s feelings. 
“I’m sorry,” Andy said immediately, squeezing my hands again. “I’m not actually asking for sex. You don’t have to think about intimacy again until you’re ready. If ever. That isn’t why I want to keep you around. It isn’t why I kissed you just now, either.”
I freed my hands from her grip so I could rub them over my face. Now I was a fire elemental who couldn’t engage in lustful activities? How much more broken could I get? But…no. If I was being honest, I had no interest in playing the sensual paramour after everything I’d been through. After the way that particular talent had been used as a weapon without my consent. 
I lifted my head and met her concerned gray eyes. “I’m not going to fall apart if you make a sex joke, Lovell,” I informed her with as much haughtiness as I could muster. “Or if you want to kiss me so badly you just can’t control yourself.” I looked down at my hands, my brief surge of confidence failing me in that weird come-and-go way that it did these days. “I might actually welcome the comfort,” I said softly, horrified when I felt myself blush. “I am a sensual being, after all. And thanks to you all, I might be damaged, but I am not, in fact, dead.”
Hasumi’s sculpted lips caressed mine, drowning me in a welcome wash of cool, comforting emotions, calming the anxiety that swirled inside me. The water weaver pulled back enough to look me in the eyes. “Is this okay?”
I arched a brow. “The kissing, or the magic you’re using to make me feel less pathetic?”
Hasumi shrugged one elegant shoulder. “Both.”
I sighed. “I’m tired of feeling so…lost,” I admitted. “Can you keep me from hurting, please?”
Hasumi kissed me again, soft and sweet. “I will help regulate things,” they promised. “But it’s not a permanent solution. You have to feel the hurt in order to heal, little flame.”
I nodded. “I know. Just…maybe not today.”
“Definitely not today,” Andy said evenly. “We are done doing hard things for today. I declare a holiday from reality. Reality can go fuck itself with an unlubed, supersized dildo.”
I was surprised when a laugh escaped me. Then Hasumi was pulling me to them, graceful hands gliding over my body in a soft wash of comfort and affection as I was maneuvered to lie in between the water weaver and the witch. 
We traded long, leisurely kisses and comforting caresses as I drank them in. There was no expectation of anything more, nothing sexual in it. My jinn side relaxed into the familiar physical sensations, drawing comfort and power from just this, and I thought that maybe, someday…far in the distant future…I might be able to think about living again. 




Chapter 38

Andy


“Well, it’s official,” I said, slapping the newspaper down on the island countertop with a satisfying smack. “We’re wanted criminals with a massive bounty on our heads and we’re being hunted in both the Magea and Planus realms. The magical and the mundane worlds both want us locked up or dead.” 
Ambrose had managed to travel to Magea using his ability to move though the in between realm of nightmares and things that go bump in the dark. He came back with the newspaper, and a grim look that told me he probably shouldn’t risk any more trips like that in the future unless absolutely necessary. I had a feeling he’d almost been caught. But when I asked, he just waved it off with witty comments and shark-toothed grins. 
According to the newspaper and what Ambrose had managed to overhear in his travels, Bella was still out there somewhere, presumably with Junaid in tow, hiding from the SA. They had lumped her and her jinn in alongside me and my band of “dangerous criminals and threats to the safety of all beings, magical and otherwise.” I wondered what my sister was up to. How she was managing to stay hidden from the SA. But then again, she had done it for years before all of this went down. Surely, she’d be okay without my interference. 
Still, some small, tiny, miniscule part of me mourned the chance to get to know my only living relative. 
Niamh slid an arm around my waist and hugged me in against her side. “We’ll figure it out,” she said, managing to infuse a convincing amount of conviction into her voice, somehow. “The Alliance’s lies will crumble eventually.”
Because that’s what was going on here. The SA was spreading lies like wildfire. Stories and angles meant to make people fear me and my supposed army of slaves. According to the official SA report, I had amassed a small army of powerful supernatural beings using some sort of dark Lovell magic. Then I had attempted to lure other witches and covens into forming a rebellion the way my parents had. I was supposed to be a crazed witch supremacist who was only interested in subjugating other races of magic users and enslaving humans. According to them, I had murdered the entire O’Leary coven in cold blood because they refused to join in my evil plot to overthrow the SA and take over the government of the magical world. 
I knew how this kind of thing went. People were eager to hear whatever they wanted to hear, and they loved drama and horrible headlines. And since I was a filthy stinking Lovell, I must be off fucking goats and organizing black magic rituals that involved sacrificing babies or some shit. I had been fighting this same bullshit my entire life. Just on a smaller scale. 
“Yeah,” I lied. “We’ll figure it out.” 
I drew away from Niamh to go help Zhong with the pancakes. “But before we worry about any of that,” I continued, “we need to make sure this pocket world I’ve created is secure and we’ve got a way to provide for ourselves.” 
I didn’t say it out loud, but we all know what I was thinking. We were about to hunker down for a magical siege. And I had no idea how long it would last. The SA might find us. The angels might object to our presence on the periphery of their realm and blast us out of existence. Or, hell, my whole spell might crumble around us and banish us to purgatory or something. I had just pulled this whole rickety solution out of my ass on the spur of the moment. 
No one was eager to look down that shotgun barrel any sooner than we had to. So, although breakfast was delicious, I wasn’t exactly surprised when we all got distracted. 
It started when Zhong rubbed my shoulder with one big hand, and I let out an obscene sound. It wasn’t an act. It just felt that orgasmically good. My shoulders were so knotted up with stress that the muscles there felt like a lumpy bag of stones under my skin. And Zhong’s big hands were talented. 
My noises earned a lifted brow and a smoldering smirk from Ambrose, who sat across the table from me. And I realized that Niamh was now staring at me with wicked, glittering green eyes, her hand coming to rest on my thigh under the table as she looked at me like prey. 
Aahil let out a gusty sigh and stood, snatching up the plate with the remaining bacon on it and disappearing. Probably off to his room to get away from what was about to go down. Hasumi sent a soft smile my way before drifting off after the jinn. I felt guilty for about half a second, but I knew that Aahil wouldn’t want me pitying him or changing my behavior to make him feel better. And he and Hasumi were good together. The water weaver would soothe any hurt the jinn felt at being left out of the impending orgy that I felt coming on.
Dyre also shoved his chair back and stood, as if intending to flee. But Ambrose caught the necromancer’s wrist and yanked, dragging him down into a hungry kiss that made me flush with heat and need. The two of them were so darkly perfect together. I needed to get them to let me watch….
Zhong’s big finger under my chin tore my gaze away from the two men opposite me as he turned my head and claimed my lips. He tasted faintly of maple syrup and…home. I sank into the big guy’s sturdy warmth, running my tongue over one of his fangs and earning myself a low, rumbling grow. He pulled back to effortlessly scoot my chair around to face him, then yanked me out of it. 
I squeaked when the gargoyle stood, picking my big ass up like I weighed nothing. Niamh unapologetically shoved things out of the way, only pausing to make sure she didn’t spill the basket of cinnamon rolls. Then she was there, coming up behind me and yanking my shirt up and off while Zhong held me up with my legs wrapped around his thick waist. 
Elijah’s misty energy flowed out from the charm around my neck, and I opened myself to him, inviting him into my aura so he could participate in the only way that was possible. The ghost settled into my aura, where he could feel everything I felt, the pleasure flowing between us in a heady feedback loop.
Zhong pressed hot kisses along my neck and shoulder as he turned and lowered me to the table. I was usually a take charge kind of girl, but I was enjoying the manhandling, so I let him undo my pants, only lifting my hips a bit to allow him to yank my pants and underwear off in one rough, quick motion. 
I lay splayed out on the kitchen table like an offering while everyone around me was still fully clothed. But despite all the time I spent living in the human realm, I was a witch, not a human with all their hang-ups. Our bodies and our natural primal urges were nothing to be ashamed of. If my growing circle of lovers wanted to fuck me on the kitchen table, I wasn’t about to protest. 
Zhong’s big hands covered my breasts, squeezing, before he lowered his head to kiss and nip at the tender flesh. His big tongue laved my nipple and I groaned, gripping his curling horns to hold him close. He sucked my nipple into his hot mouth, the flat of his tongue still undulating against it, as he flicked his thumb over my other nipple in slow, sensual torture. 
Something hit the table, making it shake, and I turned my head to see that Ambrose had Dyre pinned, the boogeyman’s hand sliding over the front of Dyre’s pants to stroke him through the fabric while he kissed a line along the side of Dyre’s throat. I felt Elijah’s arousal echo my own, and grinned to myself. That whole purity and virtue thing that angels spouted really was nonsense. Elijah was every bit as curious and horny as I was. 
Dyre caught himself, bracing both hands on the table behind him, and I reached for him. The necromancer opened his eyes to glance my way when my hand touched his, and I sucked in a breath when I saw both Dyre and Sunny looking out at me through mismatched black and violet eyes. 
Niamh chose that moment to pull up a chair like this was a buffet and dive between my legs, nipping my inner thighs with her sharp teeth before she swiped her clever tongue through my folds. I groaned and tugged on Zhong’s horns, pulling the big guy up to press a hard kiss to his chiseled lips, all the sensations taking over, all the emotions inside me seeking release. 
Zhong’s yellow eyes were glowing faintly when he pulled away, filled with adoration and lust. “Tell me what you want, master?” he asked. And we were not going to examine the way that wording made me clench around the fingers Niamh thrust into my aching core. Elijah’s faint amusement at my reaction flitted through my awareness. 
Niamh swirled her tongue over my clit as she thrust with her fingers, and I lost the ability to speak for a while. But eventually, I managed to wave at Zhong weakly. “Clothes off.”
While he worked on that, I turned my head to take in the sight of Ambrose’s hand wrapped around Dyre’s straining cock. Everyone was still frustratingly clothed, but Dyre’s fly was open, and the necromancer almost looked flushed, with just the barest hint of pink coloring his pale cheekbones. His long, blood red ponytail dangled just within my reach with his head thrown back like that. I grinned wickedly as I reached up and pulled. 
He turned to me, back arched awkwardly, since Ambrose hadn’t let go of his dick. “I want to watch Ambrose suck your cock,” I demanded. “Fuck, Dyre you are so hot when you let go.”
He pulled away from Ambrose to kiss me, and the magic that danced between us was tinged with darkness and need. Niamh’s tongue lashed at my clit as I raced toward orgasm. Dyre pulled away without speaking, then turned to Ambrose with this dark intensity that I didn’t think was purely witch. He gripped the other man’s neck and pulled him into a hard kiss before urging him to his knees. 
Ambrose didn’t tease or take his time. He just sank down and swallowed Dyre’s cock like a pro. And now the sight of Dyre gripping Ambrose’s silky black hair and fucking his face like that was going to be burned into my memory forever. 
I reached down and gripped Niamh’s antlers as I lifted my hips, shouting her name as I came. 
I sat up and dragged the fae into a filthy kiss, my hands stroking from her lean hips to her pert breasts, before I got her pants open and thrust my hand inside. She rocked into my palm, chasing the pressure and friction as I kissed a path down the long column of her throat. The angle was awkward, so I cheated, pushing my magic into her aura, begging her to work a spell with me. 
Sex magic was most powerful between two witches. But it worked with others as well, and fae were particularly good partners, or so I’d heard. Made sense, since they were also nature worshipping creatures. Niamh opened up to me easily, and the pleasure rebounded between us, amplified as she rocked against my hand. Elijah was there the whole time, watching, feeling, urging me on so we could both drink down every last bit of Niamh’s pleasure. I bit down on the junction of her neck and shoulder as she shuddered in my arms, her hips bucking wildly, and arms wrapped around my neck as she came. 
Niamh pressed a kiss to my lips as she tried to catch her breath, but already Zhong was already lifting me, turning me, and placing me on my hands and knees on the center of the table. Ambrose grinned at me, rumpled and self-satisfied as he stroked himself through his pants. Dyre was collapsed in a chair, with that boneless look of a guy who just came so hard he lost brain cells. His mismatched eyes watched me with an intensity that set my soul on fire. 
Then Ambrose was there, bending to kiss me, sharing the faint taste of him and Dyre that combined into a heady sort of magic all its own. Zhong’s big hands stroked over my ass and I rocked back into his touch, urging him on.
Ambrose chuckled and stood, reading my mind as he pulled out his cock and pressed it to my lips. “You belong on a wild altar where we can worship you just like this every day, pretty witch,” he murmured, his dark voice like velvet as I swirled my tongue around the head of his leaking cock.
I winked at him and sucked his rock-hard dick into my mouth, bringing one hand up to stroke his base as I slowly slid down until he bumped the back of my throat. His hands cupped my face as he stared down into my eyes with so much emotion swirling between us. So much feeling that I had never expected to bloom so fast. 
Then Zhong slowly started easing inside me and the moment was broken, overshadowed by the stretch and press of the gargoyle’s truly monstrous dick. 
I moaned around Ambrose’s cock and the boogeyman’s red eyes drifted closed, his hands slipping up to tangle in my hair, not guiding me, but holding on for dear life. Zhong started thrusting deep inside me and I saw stars, whimpering and clawing at the table as I gave up and just let Ambrose set the pace. I came hard and fast, driven over the edge by the way Zhong filled me so completely that there wasn’t room for conscious thought.
As my walls clenched around Zhong, Ambrose lost his careful pace. The boogeyman’s red eyes met mine as he started fucking my mouth in earnest. I moaned to encourage him, then swallowed down the hot rush of his release when he convulsed above me. 
Zhong lost some of his careful, gentle veneer then, pulling me off Ambrose the second the boogeyman was finished and flipping me over. The gargoyle laid me on my back, then grabbed my thighs and yanked, pulling me to the edge of the table so he could sink back inside my still throbbing pussy and start fucking me with everything he had. My eyes drank in miles of smooth, marble-gray muscle. His big bat wings flared out behind him, and he bared his fangs as he spread my thighs wider. Then he slipped his hands under my ass and lifted me up a bit, pulling me into him with his gargoyle strength on every hard thrust. His skin started to feel almost as rocklike as it looked, and I swear his cock got even harder inside me.
I had never felt so thoroughly and perfectly used. Zhong’s giant cock bottomed out on every thrust, sending a jolt of sharp, bright pleasure-pain through me that had me throwing my head back and screaming as another orgasm hit me. He roared as he thrust home one last time and pumped me full of cum. 
Holy fuck, I was never going to recover from this. This was the new bar now. Nothing else would ever measure up.
When Zhong scooped me up off the table, his usual tenderness and care was back. He bundled me up in his arms and pressed a soft kiss to the top of my head. “You’re amazing, Andy.”
I patted his chest weakly. He was still the only one who was really undressed at all, his shirt missing, and pants undone and hanging low on his hips. And now it was starting to get awkward being the only naked one in the room. 
Someone threw my t-shirt at me. It landed on my head and covered my face. I left it there. “Thanks.”
I was surprised when Dyre followed up his helpful gesture by coming to wrangle me into the shirt. I let him dress me like a doll while I stared at him like he’d lost his mind. Then I realized it was probably Sunny in charge. The wraith would be practical like this. Plus he’d probably have something to say about his witch being on display. He struck me as the possessive type. 
But when he got my head and both my arms through the appropriate openings, his eyes met mine. Purely violet eyes. Just Dyre. He looked every bit as startled by his actions as I was. I smirked at him and leaned in to kiss the tip of his long, aristocratic nose. “Thanks for letting me watch your boyfriend suck your cock,” I told him, just to watch him get all uncomfortable. “You’re pretty hot for a creepy abomination.”
He ran a hand through his hair, which had come loose at some point and flowed around him like a shiny curtain of blood. Then he looked around like he was lost. “Yeah, whatever. Don’t expect a repeat performance.”
I frowned as he straightened his own clothes and walked out of the room. Ambrose handed me my pants and underwear with a commiserating look. “He still thinks he has no right because he and the wraith messed up.”
I yanked my clothes on and rolled my eyes. “Stubborn asshole.”
Ambrose hummed in agreement, but distracted me with a kiss that ended in a little nip of his sharp teeth against my bottom lip. “It’ll be okay, never fear beautiful. We’ll manage, together.”
I eventually shoved him away so I could go get cleaned up. Niamh joined me, linking our hands as we climbed the stairs. 
“What are we going to do?” I whispered to the fae hunter as reality started to claw its way back into my mind.
She squeezed my hand and tilted her head in thought. “Well, first you’re going to shower. I’ll help you. So you don’t injure yourself, of course.”
I snorted, not believing the innocent act for a single second. “Of course.”
“We’ll figure out the rest when we get around to it,” she added. “It’s not like the world will suddenly end just because we aren’t spending every second worrying about it.”
I nodded in agreement, the familiar old mix of resentment and resolve settling in my gut like usual. “You’re right. I’m going to take care of myself and my people. That’s all that matters to me right now. The magical world can fucking tear itself apart and self-destruct for all I care.”
And that…was exactly what it did.
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