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Chapter 1
Andy


Igot up to re-shelve the book I had been skimming, and to stretch my back and neck. I had spent far too long hunched over the dusty old book looking for insight and answers. Elijah and Bis worked nearby, the incorporeal ghost and the talking rodent a surprisingly efficient partnership. Bis had been learning to write with a small pencil nub, and he took notes and flipped pages with his dexterous little hands, while Elijah deciphered text and put it all together to guide their research.

Elijah was an angel, but when he was alive, he wasn’t particularly high ranking among his choir. He had bought into their bullshit most of his life. He had barely begun to question certain things about his people before he was killed and enslaved by evil Lovells. So even though we had an angel on our side… there was still a lot of research to be done. If we were going to storm the Angelic realm and obtain their magical relic, then we needed to know all the ins and outs of their pompous society—and any loopholes in their fictional rhetoric that might save our lives.

I had somehow managed to talk them into loaning me the nullifier on behalf of the SA before. But I was pretty certain I wouldn't be that lucky again. And stealing from angels was bound to be… problematic, to say the least.

Ridiculous blowhards though they might be, they were powerful—both magically and physically. And they would have the advantage of being in their own realm, while we'd be working with a disadvantage when it came to drawing on our magic. Although… this pocket world was attached to the angelic realm, so I had to wonder if maybe we were slowly becoming more attuned to angelic magic. I supposed we'd find out, one way or another.

“Momma? Here's the notes.”

I looked down to find Bis standing on his hind legs on the desk, holding out a piece of notebook paper that was filled with tiny, cramped writing. Hearing his little voice was still a wonder to me. And I was still adjusting to him calling me his mother. The weirdo. But I had always known Bis was more than just a pet. He had always seemed more intelligent than any rodent should be, and we had long communicated, in our lopsided way, as if he was a person. Because he absolutely was.

I took the paper, then scooped him up to nuzzle my nose against his furry cheek. “You're amazing,” I mumbled into his fur.

He squirmed and let out a weird noise that passed for rodent laughter as his little paws pushed at my face. “Momma. You're rumpling my fur!”

I puffed air into the fur on his side, careful to avoid the hedgehog spikes, then finally relented and placed him on my shoulder. Elijah drifted over, a soft ghostly chuckle escaping him. “You two are adorable.” He held out his see-through hand as if he was going to pat Bis on the head. “And you've been very helpful, Bis. Thank you.”

Bis shivered when the ghost's fingers grazed over his head, and Elijah withdrew before his hand could pass through our little friend. The others had told me that they didn't find Elijah's touch pleasant, the way I did. To them it was just cold and a bit creepy.

Apparently, I just responded differently to dead and creepy. That seemed on-brand for me.

“I'm happy to help you, Elijah,” Bis assured the ghost. “I know what it's like to not be able to do all the things that other people can do.” Like talk. Or run fast enough to keep up with our long-legged strides. Poor Bis. Human intelligence, caught in a diminutive form that most would have overlooked and kept caged.

And poor Elijah, too.

The ghost who drifted at my side looked more person-like than he used to, thanks to the extra bit of necromancer mojo Dyre had put into his anchoring charm, when we destroyed the bestiary and made Elijah a new home. And he could occasionally muster up enough energy to go poltergeist and rattle solid objects. But he was still a ghost. He couldn't touch. Couldn't feel. Couldn’t turn the pages of the books he wanted to read, or touch the face of the person he loved.

It had to be so… lonely didn't seem to really encapsulate it all. Empty? Cold?

Ambrose popped in briefly to tell me that lunch was ready and the others were gathering downstairs to eat, before pressing a kiss to my cheek and disappearing again. I scooped up the book I was currently reading and headed out of the library and down the hall toward the kitchen.

“There has to be a way,” I muttered, lost in thought as I crossed the threshold into the big, warm kitchen with my rodent son on my shoulder and an angelic ghost trailing behind me.

“A way to do what?” Niamh asked with an arched brow. “Or were you just talking to yourself again, like always?”

I stuck my tongue out at her. “I don't talk to myself.”

Zhong paused on his way to the table to ruffle my hair and give me a fond look. “Only a little bit, master. But it's cute.”

I rolled my eyes as he set a basket of bread in the center of the big antique dining table. “I was just thinking out loud,” I muttered.

I slid into a chair next to Hasumi, and the water weaver turned to regard me with their mesmerizing turquoise gaze. “It was more than just a passing fancy,” they said evenly. “There is sadness and determination suffusing your aura. Tell us what troubles you, Oleander.”

I shrugged, well used to being called out for my feelings by now. “I was just thinking that there has to be a way to get Elijah a body.”

The noises and bits of chatter from around the room died out as I got everyone's undivided attention. I took a roll out of the basket and plopped it on my plate. “What? He's one of us. He's the entire reason you are all free. If it wasn't for Elijah guiding me to that box of old junk, then popping out and demanding that I right my family's wrongs, you would all still be trapped in that damned bestiary. And yet he can't even read a freaking book without someone to turn the pages.”

I set the book I had carried with me down on the table with a little more force than I intended, and the thump sounded loud in the silence that had fallen around me.

“Andy,” Elijah said, his hollow voice full of emotion, even though it sounded so inhuman. “I'm touched. But as I told you when you created this new anchor charm for me,” he said, reaching out a ghostly finger to indicate the charm that hung at my throat, “my body was destroyed. It is long since gone. Even if you were able to create some miracle and restore life to one who had passed on… I have no vessel to return to.”

“It still sucks,” I groused, adding a serving of hearty stew to my bowl, prompting everyone else to silently get on with eating. “It seems like if I can accidentally make a whole-assed pocket world in the middle of nothing, I could find a way to at least make you solid, or something.”

His cool touch trailed over and through my shoulder—the one not occupied by Bis. “You've given me more of life than I ever dreamed could be possible again. Please don't feel sad on my behalf.”

So he said. But I knew that was bullshit. I could hear the yearning in his voice. I had felt the way he craved a physical body, in the moments when I shared my aura with him in our weird sort of half-possession. It just wasn't right that he was still trapped in his own personal hell, when the rest of the people around me had been freed.

Gradually, bits of conversation resumed as everyone dug into the meal Zhong had somehow managed to put together for us out of the odds and ends we had on hand. But it didn't last long.

“I could do it,” Dyre said, his deep voice once again halting all conversation and movement. His violet eyes were locked on mine, and he hadn't touched the food in front of him. “We could do it, the two of us. I'm almost certain.”

I stared at the necromancer. “Why the held didn't you say so before?” I demanded.

He arched one blood red brow, and the expression on his pale face said he was surprised I had to ask. “Because I assumed everyone involved would have objections to harvesting a fresh body.” His other brow rose to match its mate. “A very fresh body.”

“You can't mean—” Elijah began, but I spoke at the same time.

“How fresh?” I asked, narrowing my eyes at the necromancer on the other side of the table.

“Ensnared at the moment of death, as the soul leaves the body,” he said, unflinching, his gaze boring into mine. “In order to rehouse your angel's spirit, in theory, we'd need to kill someone and be prepared to perform the transference spell the moment the soul left the body.”

Silence.

“Does it have to be a specific body?” I asked, leaning forward. Elijah could be alive again! “Would just anyone work?”

“Andy!” Elijah's distraught voice brought me back to my senses, and I had to work really hard to reel in the part of me that had fallen into Lovell mode—all curiosity and wonder at the possibility of performing some strange new magic that others could never dream of…without really weighing any of the moral implications.

“You're not going to kill someone just to steal their body,” Niamh said flatly. “You're not that cruel.”

I avoided meeting her eyes as I stared down at my bowl of stew and tried to tell myself she was right. Of course I'd never kill an innocent person. I wasn't like the rest of my evil family, willing to do anything, justify any means for my own ends.

Was I?

“It's a moot point,” Dyre said, dispelling some of the tension in the room as he finally started loading up his plate. “It would require a willing soul. And your ghost is clearly too high and mighty to settle for a previously used home.”

Elijah made a strange moaning sound like a ghost from some cheesy human movie back in the Planus realm. “I would never condone killing someone simply so I could live!” He touched my shoulder again, making me shiver as he brushed up against my aura. “I know too well how precious and fleeting mortal life is. I would never rob another of that gift.”

I nodded in understanding. Of course. It was a horrible idea. And even if I couldn't feel the disapproval from everyone in the room right now, Elijah's opinion was all that mattered. If he didn't want to entertain such morbid thoughts, then that was his choice.

Some part of me knew, though, deep down inside, that if he wasn't so opposed, I might actually do it. I would do anything for the people in this room. And that was… beyond unsettling. That was how a person started down the road to evil. Maybe I needed to run a few checks on myself and make sure I wasn't cursed or corrupted or something.

I lifted my spoon to my mouth and my eyes landed on Aahil across the table. The jinn's expression was bland enough, but a little flare of fire magic lit up his golden eyes. His gaze met mine, and he tilted his head slightly. He glanced subtly at the others, then, when he was certain no one was paying attention to him, he slid a glance from Dyre to me… and winked.

Okay, so maybe at least one person understood my depravity. I was fairly certain Aahil wouldn't object to a random killing if it made me happy. In fact, part of him would probably enjoy it.

What was my life coming too?

As we ate, conversation gradually returned to safer topics. We discussed everything Elijah could tell us about angelic society, and the bits of limited information he and Bis had dug up in the library as we tried to plan our excursion to the angelic realm.

Usually, getting there would be a problem. The angels strictly controlled portal access to their realm. They wanted humans to believe that they were celestial beings sent by some deity or other to bring peace and order. It wouldn't do to have people randomly popping into “heaven” and discovering that it was just a realm filled with its own species of people, just like any other. It would upset the balance, and disrupt the steady stream of power and strength that the angels drew from the faith of all the enthralled races out there.

But somehow in my slap-dash panicked spellcasting I had managed to create this pocket world by latching onto the borders of the angelic realm. We were like a boil on heaven's ass. And I was pretty sure that was going to make it fairly easy to break into the angelic realm when the time came.

Then we'd just have to quote rules and regulations at them until they handed over the nullifier. Again. Piece of cake. Absolutely sound plan. No room for it all to fail spectacularly.

After we cleaned up, everyone drifted off, while I lingered at the table randomly doodling on my notepad, trying to figure out how we should proceed and which of the million possible holes in our plan would be the one to kill us all.

I didn't realize Dyre was still there until he spoke, his deep voice echoing in a way that said it wasn't just Dyre who spoke. I glanced up at him in surprise as he loomed over me. He reached out and his long, cool fingers cupped my cheek.

“An angel would be best,” they said evenly, mismatched eyes of black and violet regarding me without judgement. “You may want to consider that when you are planning our visit to the angelic realm. A host of the same species would be less… uncomfortable for the ghost to adjust to, in theory.”

I forced myself to draw a breath. “It's a horrible idea,” I said with as much conviction as I could muster. “You heard the others. You saw how they reacted. No one here would ever kill someone just to make this possible. And Elijah…” I closed my hand over the charm that was nestled between my breasts. It was empty at the moment, cool and hollow. I didn't sense Elijah in the room. He must have fled elsewhere for the moment.

The two beings who made up my necromancer boyfriend stared down at me. I wasn't sure how much of this conversation was Sunny and how much was Dyre. And that in itself was a little unsettling. I shouldn't be relieved that I wasn't the only one who seriously considered murder a viable option.

“Mortals have strange ideas about life and death. They draw strange lines that don't actually exist. It's only wise to consider all angles of any situation. To be prepared.” He shrugged. “Beings die. Every day. Every moment. Life is not permanent. But… that doesn't mean you have to be the one who takes their life.”

I swallowed, my throat suddenly dry. This was all too much. I wanted to help Elijah, yes. But I was afraid I was losing my moral compass entirely, if I was thinking more like a wraith than a witch.

“We aren't going to murder anyone, Sunny,” I said, hoping that was mostly the wraith talking. “So just calm down.”

Dyre blinked, and when he opened his eyes again, they were both violet, without a hint of wraith blackness. “I understand,” he said leaning down to press a kiss to my forehead. Then he pulled back enough to look me in the eyes again, cupping my cheeks in both hands. “But I also understand Sunny's perspective.” He brushed a kiss across my lips, a bare whisper of a touch, before staring into my eyes again. “If I was in your place, and if it was you trapped as a ghostly version of yourself yearning to live again, I would do everything in my power. I would kill to bring you back to my side. Gladly and without remorse.”

He kissed me again then, hard and fierce, as if he would drive his point home, when words couldn't manage to convey the depth of what he was saying. I kissed him back, gripping his upper arms and biting his bottom lip in retaliation when he finally pulled away. His eyes met mine once more, one black and one violet, both filled with raw determination and understanding.

“You're not a bad person. You're not a monster for thinking you might do anything to save the person you love,” they whispered. “Or, if you are a monster, then you are not alone. I've long ago stopped believing in heaven and hell, and I know things are never black and white. Do what you think is right. What Elijah wishes. But whatever you choose, know at least I will never judge you for it.”

The he straightened and strode out of the room, his back ramrod straight and his long red braid swinging with his confident stride. The unshakable confidence of an all-powerful immortal being living inside an all-powerful witch who could level a city, then raise its dead.

“Goddess,” I whispered to myself, as I rested my head in my hands and let out a heavy sigh. “I wish I had half that man's balls.”

Bis chirped a string of laughter, startling me, since I had completely overlooked the fact that he was still there, picking at a little plate of seeds and fruit Niamh had left out for him. I narrowed my eyes at him. “Glad you find my spiral into moral decay amusing.”

He just waved a paw at me and stuffed a raisin in his mouth, his cheeks bulging as he spoke. “You're afraid of turning into them. Your ancestors,” he said, swallowing his mouthful before giving me a serious skunk-rat-hedgehog look. “But you're not. You could never be like them, Andy. Even if you did do something awful like take a life, it wouldn't be for fun, or out of curiosity, or….” He waved his little paws, “because you were bored, or something.”

Sitting back, on his hind legs, he blinked up at me with his shiny black eyes. “You won't hurt anyone, if you can help it. I know you won't. But you might have to, someday. And it still won't make you like them. They never killed to protect. They never agonized over their decisions. They never did those awful things they did out of love, or because they thought they were making a sacrifice for the greater good. They simply wanted all the power they could gather, by any means necessary, so they could lord it over everyone else. I think you need to remember that.”

I huffed and ran a hand through my hair, not sure whether to laugh or cry. “Are you sure I'm the parent here? I think you disperse lectures and wisdom far more often than I do.”

He waved me away and picked up a peanut. “Kids can be wise too. Sometimes wiser than their parents.” And he followed that up with a distinctly old man sort of look. “Another thing to keep in mind when you're worrying about your family.”

I rolled my eyes. But he wasn't wrong.

I was wiser than my parents. Or at least, I was a hell of a lot more grounded in reality and morals. Dyre's confession had roused something inside me, something deep and feral. He was right. I would do any number of bad things in the name of love. But Bis was right, too. I wasn't selfish. If the time came when I had to hurt someone, it would be for better reasons than my ancestors.

I wasn't naive. I knew things were likely to get violent and dangerous with the SA and the cultists hounding us. There was a very high likelihood that people would die. Maybe by my hand. But Elijah was right. I wouldn't go out and rob someone of their life for my own selfish reasons.

I took a deep breath and tried to focus on more important matters. “What should I wear to really piss off the angels when we go knocking on their door?” I asked my furry son.

He shook his head. “Momma, you might not be a killer yourself. But I think you might have a death wish.”

I burst out laughing. He wasn't wrong.


Chapter 2
Elijah


Once upon a time, I was a blind young man who fully believed all the rhetoric and lies my people told about our race. Even the lies that we told each other. The ones propagated by the high chorus of elders.

I had only started to become aware of the deception shortly before my untimely death in the Planus realm. I grew up like any angel, thinking we were the superior creatures in all the realms. That we were the shining example that others should strive to emulate. That we were pure, and just, and always right, divinely guided, though the divine in this case was not the robed man in the sky as many Planus religions believed.

I had barely reached adulthood before I started to see the cracks in our society's lies. While the majority of angels truly believed, on some level, that they had a duty to uphold the ideals we strove to enforce in other realms, to continue the glamor that clouded judgement and made others think our heavenly judgement was something to follow without question… there were many who knew better.

I saw the hypocrisy. The signs of our impurity. The double standards in what we said others should do, and what we did ourselves here in our own realm, behind closed doors or within the safety of our choir. I stumbled upon sensuality and lust by accident, then shamed myself for feeling the feelings those states invoked. I heard impure words, and no one was struck down. I saw how not everyone in the angelic realm followed their own tenants… and once I was dead, I saw and understood even more, sent on spying missions for the Lovell witches who owned my specter.

It was all a grand scheme to place angels above the humans of Planus, and even some sects on in Magea, so the angels could draw energy and power from them. It was about power, influence, and ego. And those things, my people had in excess.

They employed all sorts of measures to maintain their mystery and allure, and one of the most effective tools was to remain aloof and cut off from those they controlled. Access to the realm was strictly controlled, portals were only available in certain locations, and permission to visit the angelic realm was doled out with extreme rarity and caution. Though of course, our higher choir members could access Planus and Magea any time they wished, in order to continue to inspire and awe the lesser beings there.

The last time we all set foot in the angelic realm, Andy had been given permission to enter because she was working for the Supernatural Alliance on a mission that the angels deemed at least somewhat important. Now, we had no invitation, and no guarantee that we would even be able to make it to our destination, let alone obtain the nullifier and make our way back home.

My people could be… well, stubborn was only half of it. They could be pricks. In fact, the members of the high chorus enjoyed being pricks, just for the sake of being pricks. It was quite likely that we were all going to end up blasted back to the pocket world, or sent through a portal into the void between worlds. And yet, here was Andy, her shoulders thrown back, spine straight, and lips pressed together in concentration as she tore a portal open and broke into angelus using nothing but raw power and determination.

When the spitting, hissing, barely stable portal sprang to life, she turned to the rest of us with a manic gleam in her dove gray eyes. She was wearing faded jeans with herb stains on them, along with a t-shirt that had seen better days and had the words hag mother take the wheel scrawled across it in direct challenge to the patriarchal religious ideology that the angels liked to encourage. Bis clung to her shoulder with his tiny backpack in place, and he nodded as she spoke, as if he seconded her words.

“Alright folks,” she said with a no-nonsense tone that made it sound like she wasn't the least bit concerned, “Let's go jump into the questionable hole between realms!”

There were a few long glances, but no one voiced any objection as they approached the portal. When the others hesitated, Aahil rolled his golden eyes and threw himself through the opening to another world without a backward glance.

Andy sucked in a deep breath and her smile wobbled for an instant before she grinned even wider, as if by pretending to be happy, she could convince everyone else that there was no cause for alarm.

We all knew she was terrified. And yet, no one was going to call her out for her bravado. I floated over to her and brushed my ghostly fingers through the warmth of her cheek before sending myself home to my anchoring charm. It would be safer here until we got through the portal. The last thing I wanted was for the unstable magic of the space between realms to sever my connection to my charm, and leave me floating in darkness of nowhere.

If I had a body, I'd shiver at the thought.

I watched and listened from my cozy home, fighting the urge to sleep in the warm darkness so I could make sure things went well on the outside.

The others followed Aahil through the portal. Andy went last, giving the swirling, wavery oval another look and a little surge of extra magic to sustain it before wrapping her hand around my charm, sheltering me at her bosom. Then she stepped through as well.

It wasn't the smooth transition that one would expect from a portal in any other realm. The pocket world interfered and reacted with Andy's magic in different ways. Magic crackled in the darkness around us like looming lightning searching for a place to strike, in the brief moment before we stepped out onto solid ground once more.

Andy's heartbeat skipped and jittered a little before settling back down. It wasn't just hard on their magic. It was hard on their bodies. But I was relieved to see that everyone had made it intact.

We stood on angelic soil, looking out across the rolling blueish grasses that grew in the fields at the outskirts of the capitol city. In seconds, angelic guards materialized out of nowhere, probably summoned here by the swell of unauthorized portal magic.

“It's her,” one of the angelic guards said in a commanding voice as they all leveled swords and spears coated in “holy” magic at our group. “The dark witch the alliance in Magea is searching for.”

I flowed out of my charm and materialized between Andy and the guards, my form just a bit stronger here in my home realm, enough to let the glowing branches of light that made up my wings unfurl behind me, marking me as one of them. Magic rose around us in a wave—earth magic, elemental magic, fae magic, and the swirling darkness of nightmares and death—as all of Andy's people prepared to defend her. But our witch just pushed her wavy green hair back from her face and crossed her arms over her chest.

“Oh, so I'm a 'dark witch' now, am I?” She glanced around at the others. “Sounds edgy. But you'd think the lying assholes at the supernatural alliance would come up with something better, wouldn't you?”

Her absolute lack of reaction to the threat the guards posed seemed to break up some of the tension. She cocked a hip and reached up to pat Biz on the head as she spoke, like this was just any other day for us. “Well? Take us to your stuck-up high chorus. We need to talk, and I'm kind of in a hurry here.”

The angels encircling our group seemed to engage in some silent communication, probably trying to decide whether they should just kill Andy and her followers on the spot like they would any uninvited, potentially hostile intruder. I pulled on what limited magic I had to make myself even more visible in the soft afternoon light.

“As a citizen of this realm, I have the right to request a meeting with the high chorus. Even if you see us all as criminals, I am still warranted a trial before my people.”

The head guard scoffed. “You're dead, Elijah. The rules don't apply to you.”

It took me a moment to realize why he called me by name. At first, I thought it was simply because they knew me as the evil Lovell witch's companion. But no… I knew this male. Slowly, the memory came back to me. I had known him as a child, several years younger than me when I was alive. We were from the same small town outside the capitol, and we attended schooling and training together.

His name escaped me. But I recalled him all the same. He had once looked up to me like a big brother. Now I was dead, had been for a very long time. And the little boy had become an adult, gone through the decades of training that it took to become a guardian of the realm, and looked at me like a tired elder, though the long angelic lifespan meant his face was still young and unlined. It was… unsettling.

“This is important,” I said, my voice softening with the weight of the memories of the life I'd lost. The years and the people that were taken from me. “Please take us to the High Chorus. We come in peace. But this is a matter that affects all the realms.”

I felt Andy's warm magic as she brushed her fingers through where my own fingers should be, as if she would take my hand. No doubt she could feel the sadness that threatened to overwhelm me. But I wouldn't let myself wallow. I wasn't the only person here who had lost decades—centuries, even—to the Lovells and their bestiary.

“I don't know if you all buy into the utter nonsense about angelic superiority and good versus evil,” I said to the angels around me, knowing my voice was haunting and hollow to the living, but speaking my truth anyway. “But I've seen evil, and Oleander Lovell isn't that. If anything, she is the only person who seems willing to stand up to the dark forces that threaten to subjugate the whole of Magea, and Planus after that.”

Andy stepped up beside me and spoke, her voice firm and her posture clearly stating that she was done wasting time. “The Supernatural Alliance and a cult of genocidal magic users are trying to take over the world. We're the resistance, I guess. And the angels can join the resistance, or you can all sit here on your asses, so assured of your superiority that darkness overtakes the other realms, and you lose any and all influence you ever held there.”

Her gray eyes were steely as she stared down the head guard. It was difficult to guess whether these guards with their flowing locks, and their glowing wings, and their holy swords truly believed all of the propaganda our society filled our minds with, or if they knew on some level that it was all about keeping power and control over the other realms.

The head guard's eyes flicked to the side, sliding away from Andy's angry gaze. “We will take you to the High Chorus,” he said tiredly. “But there's no guarantee they won't kill you on sight.”

So, he knew—or at least suspected—the games our rulers played. And that maybe everything wasn't as simple as good or evil.

Andy nodded once, curt and impatient. “Finally. For fuck's sake you all like to keep those sticks firmly inserted in your asses, don't you?” She gestured at the nearby road. “Well? Lead on, oh, Holy Stick Carriers.”

The guard looked like he was regretting his decision. But with a head shake and a look of resignation, he gestured for the others to round us up and march us into town.


Chapter 3
Andy


Visiting the angelic realm was giving me a serious sense of déjà vu. Same pompous glowing, god-like guards walking around with sticks up their asses, same too-perfect city with too-pale walls and no sense of fun, same boring council chambers with the Head Asshole and his brethren sitting up there on their dais while we stood down on a lowered floor meant to make us feel like insects.

And the argument was the same too.

We needed the nullifying artifact to fuck shit up back in Magea, and they refused to share their shiny toys.

“Do we really need to go through this all again?” I ground out when I was asked to repeat myself. I crossed my arms and glared up at the head honcho on his elevated stage, not the least bit impressed with his flowing locks, his frat-boy toga, or his glowing, branch-like wings.

He stared back, his sculpted face expressionless. But I could tell he was enjoying this. He was getting a rise out of making life difficult for the puny mortal witch and her posse of weirdos. In any other situation it might be amusing. But today, I failed to see the humor.

“The Supernatural Alliance of Magea has made it quite clear that any surviving Lovell witch is a threat to the order of things, and should be killed or captured on sight. You should be honored you still draw breath, Oleander Lovell, given your lineage and your family's penchant for attempted genocide and war mongering.”

I huffed. “Oh, come off it. If you believed the smoke the SA has been blowing up your ass, they'd still have the artifact and I'd already be dead. You know they're full of shit, don't pretend otherwise.”

Was that…? Yes, it was. For one second there, just for an instant, the pompous asshole's lips twitched, and his eyes narrowed. So, he wasn't quite as indifferent as he pretended to be. If nothing else, the SA had irritated the angels enough that they had taken back the artifact the SA previously “borrowed.”

“Chorus Master,” Elijah interjected, floating forward to address his leader. He was a pale, ghostly version of the others on the dais. But the hollow, echoing quality of his otherworldly voice brought a hush to the room. “We are all aware of the elaborate deception this realm thrives on. And we are not asking you to deviate from that. I could spout tenets at you all day, from holy books I know mean nothing to you. All we are asking is that you support the winning side in this conflict. For the best interests of everyone involved, including yourselves.”

One of the other angels opened their mouth, probably primed to deny Elijah's insinuations about their ruse with the humans. But Elijah didn't give him a chance to interject. “The Supernatural Alliance or the cult of witch supremacists… no matter which faction comes out on top—if they even are different factions at their dark hearts, which remains to be seen—the angelic realm stands to lose credence with half the population of Magea. And you'll lose your even greater source of power in the Planus realm, once the disease of this corruption spreads to the mortals there. They'll be too busy worshipping their new witch overlords to care what the angels have to say. But you can prevent this if you help us stop the civil war that is brewing. All you have to do is give us the artifact. We will do all the work and take on all the risks ourselves.”

“Ghost,” the leader of the chorus said, distaste lacing his words. “We are not so weak as to be beholden to this ragtag band of would-be… heroes.”

He did crack a smile then, but it was not the sweet, beneficent thing you'd expect from the humans' storybook angels. No, this smile was cruel, blooming across his face like poison. “Are you really that naive? Do you not realize how much power we draw from people of faith in times of war and upheaval? The dying prayer of a true believer is one of our strongest sources of power.” He spread his hands as if presenting us with some great, exciting revelation. “Why else would godlike beings such as ourselves allow such suffering to persist in the mortal realms?” He narrowed his eyes at our dead angel. “Pity you did not live long enough to fully understand our greatness, child.”

I just blinked at him, unable to form words. While I wasn't exactly surprised at his take on things, I was more than a little taken aback that he would just flat out admit that they were benefitting from the death and suffering of the delusional mortals who had fallen prey to their lies.

Something prodded me in the brain. A little tug at the deepest of my bonds to the others. With a mental eye roll, I opened myself up to Dyre and Sunny. We couldn't really carry on a conversation in our minds. But they could send me enough thoughts, emotions, and faint pictures for me to get the message. And what a message it was. The necromancer was all for killing everyone in this room and simply taking the nullifier. There was a chance we'd all die. But he was fairly confident he could reanimate enough powerful angels to even the odds.

I gave him a subtle head shake.

At my other side, Aahil watched me with narrowed eyes, clearly aware I was communicating with someone. He glanced at Dyre. My bond to Aahil tingled with warmth, and he arched a dark brow at me, one corner of his lips curling up in an evil, hungry little smirk.

No. Nope. There had to be a better way.

Goddess, my new family was every bit as bloodthirsty as my old one.

The head douchebag angel interrupted our silent conversation, drawing my attention back to wondering how the hell we were going to take the artifact if we weren't willing to straight-up murder these jackasses. “The squabbles of the lesser beings occupying other realms are no concern of ours. They will work things out themselves. And whatever the outcome, it will not affect our ability to maintain our power and authority here in our own realm.”

Basically, not his problem.

I shook my head at him. “You seem so sure of that, dude. But how do you know they aren't planning on coming for you once they're done with the other realms?” I put my hands on my hips and looked up at him with all the awful confidence a Lovell witch could muster. “If I got here all on my own, you'd better believe the SA and the cultists have ways of breaking into your realm. And trust me, they don't have the inconvenient moral compass that I follow. Much like you dumbasses, all they'll care about is power and how to steal it.”

Someone in the group up on the dais scoffed at me. They were just so sure of their own superiority. And so damned unwilling to give a single shit about the wellbeing of anyone other than their own people.

“Fuck this,” Aahil said from my side. Then he formed a fireball in his hand and lobbed it at the high chorus.

I sighed. I had really hoped to work this out diplomatically. But, sadly, diplomacy didn't seem to be our strong point.

The flames bounced off some sort of magical barrier and rained down around us. I had to give it to Aahil; he really had regained impressive control of his fire powers. The flames that fell around us didn't burn anyone in our group, but they rapidly destroyed the arcing rows of intricately carved wooden benches behind us, and the gaudy woven tapestries that adorned the walls. Ha. So there, angels.

Aahil's distraction allowed Ambrose to travel through the otherworld and slip through the choir's barrier, where he materialized behind the choir master and placed his ebony hands on the either side of the douche bag's head. The guy's mouth opened, his face scrunched in fury as he prepared to shout orders, but then his eyes rolled back in his head as nightmares swamped him.

Dark tendrils of terror leaked from Ambrose, affecting everyone on the dais. Unable to maintain their concentration, their magical barrier dropped.

Niamh and Zhong moved in to make sure the remaining chorus members didn't try anything. I stayed where I was, Biz on my shoulder making the flow of my magic even stronger, in the way only a bonded familiar could. I kept an eye on the situation, my earth magic ready to split the earth if things went south. Hasumi stood beside me, calm and placid as usual, their magic also waiting, at the ready.

Dyre paced forward, climbing the dais and looming over the head angel as a menacing black aura wreathed his tall, gaunt frame. The sharp angles of his face were cast in shadows, and his violet and black eyes burned as he held out his arms, hands spread wide. “Tell us where the artifact is and how to obtain it, or I will drain the soul from every angel in this room,” he said softly, his deep voice eerie and full of dark promise. He wanted this. The ancient darkness that lived inside my necromancer was always hungry. It wanted to feast on their souls and reanimate their corpses. Some part of Dyre wanted to lose himself to the dark power that he and the wraith shared.

I couldn't really blame the angels if they wet themselves.

Ambrose let up on the choir master long enough for Dyre's request to penetrate. The angel clamped his mouth shut, but Dyre slowly reached toward him, a death grin on his gaunt face. “I will start with you.”

The guy talked so fast it was hard to follow. He tried to squirm away from Dyre, but couldn't go anywhere with Ambrose behind his chair and Zhong and Niamh flanking him. Aahil paced a circle around the dais, his body dripping jinn flames, creating a barrier that none of the angels could pass. With the height of the flames, they couldn't simply fly over the ring of all-consuming fire. They were trapped and utterly at our mercy in a matter of seconds.

“Behind us,” the head jackass gasped. “The alcove behind us will open at my touch and the words 'god is good.' The artifact is in a case below.”

Aahil dropped the flames enough to allow access to the back wall.

I snorted at their stupid password. “And—”

I had been about to ask about booby traps. But I didn't get the words out before a massive explosion rocked the room.

The doors to the council chambers were blown off their hinges as people swarmed through. Witches. And they exuded that subtle sense of wrongness that said they practiced questionable magic. Magic that drew power from the suffering of others.

“Cultists,” I breathed.

At the same time, the choir master pushed to his feet, finding his courage as Ambrose sank back into the shadows and Dyre turned his attention to the problem behind him. “What is this? A trap!” He growled, his gaze landing on me with righteous fury. “You're working for the supremacists? You brought them here!”

“Like fuck I did!” I shouted back, dodging the lightning bolt of pure energy the enraged angel chucked my way. It bounced off the edge of my hastily erected shield and sizzled out of existence.

But we didn't have time to argue, because the room had descended into chaos.

Zhong's hand was around the angel's throat in an instant, and he slammed him back into a bookcase that lined one side of the back wall, his stone skin immune to the angel's electric bolts. I watched in horror as the cultists fell on the angels, striking to kill. One of the witches grinned at me, then vaulted onto the dais. Zipping to Zhong's side with magically enhanced speed, he grasped the choir master's hand and pulled a glowing short sword from his belt. The blade cut through the angel's wrist like a warm knife through butter, proving that it was enhanced with some kind of nasty spell.

As the angel screamed and folded in around his newly cauterized amputation, Zhong reached for the witch. But the smaller guy was too quick, dancing away and leaping over to the alcove, where he pressed the severed hand to the stone and muttered the stupid fucking password.

“Thanks for helping us out,” a woman said from behind me as the cultists fell on the angels, and my own people fell to defending the holy assholes.

How had this gone so bad, so fast?

I spun to face the laughing witch. I recognized her. The memory was distant, but I managed to put things together. “You work at the SA,” I said slowly, rotating to keep her in my line of vision as she paced around me. I wasn't very well trained. If I went up against a government trained witch, I was either going to lose… or I'd win by pulling on my deep magical well and doing something new and dangerous—either option was potentially deadly. But I had Hasumi at my back. The water weaver could drop her in an instant.

They were just waiting for her to tell us what the hell was going on here.

“You followed us into the realm,” I guessed. But how? We had come from the pocket world, not from the Magea or Planus realms. If they had latched onto our portal that would mean they knew where the pocket world was… and if that was the case, we no longer had a place to hide.

She scoffed. “Why would we follow a traitor and her dirty-blooded slaves? We were already here when you got here and interrupted our raid. But real witches are clever. We felt you coming, Lovell. And all we had to do was hide. To watch and wait and let you do the boring work for us.” She winked. “Thanks for locating the artifact for us. You saved us some tedium there.” A grin spread across her lips. “And now, we have a perfect scapegoat for the murder of the high chorus. Tsk, tsk, you really are an evil Lovell, aren't you?”

I growled. For fuck's sake, they were going to blame this whole fucking mess on me again. Just like the damned SA.

But wait…. “You were there. The night the SA tried to capture us after they took out the O'Leary coven. What are you doing with the cult?”

She rolled her eyes at me like I was slow and stupid. “Half the SA is made up of our order, nitwit. Why do you think they are failing at their mission so badly?” Giving me a sarcastic bow, she said, “Christine O'Leary, at your… well, not at your service, traitor. But at the service of our people and all of witch kind.”

I could see her weighing options as the fight raged around us. Kill me, or leave me here so she had someone to take the blame. Of course she chose to leave me alive to suffer in the aftermath. More misery that way. She turned away. And that's when Hasumi finally unleased their magic.

A blanket of calm settled over the entire room. I could think and move through it, and the others in our room seemed to be able to as well. But the cultists swayed where they stood, lost in some kind of euphoria. We had planned to use Hasumi's magic as a last resort, so the angels couldn't say we had used mind manipulation to get them to agree to giving us the artifact. Well, that had gone just stellar, now hadn't it?

Ambrose materialized beside Hasumi, his head cocked as he watched the water weaver work. “Not nearly as fun as sending them all into an eternal nightmare. But I suppose it will work.”

I stepped around a cultist and took in the scene around me. People were in various stages of fighting. A few bodies littered the floor, angels and witches alike. The doorway the cultists had opened behind the dais stood open, but smoke roiled out of it. I shook my head as Aahil emerged carrying a gilded box covered in wards. His grin was maniacal, and his body was wreathed in flames. Also not part of the plan. Apparently, we were terrible at plans.

His gold eyes met mine and he shrugged. “Booby trapped, of course. But they didn't account for teleportation and jinn fire.”

“Okay, let's… let's just get the fuck out of here,” I said, at a loss.

The angels thought I was in league with the cult. The cult was going to blame this all on me no matter what I did. I could stay and try to help, but honestly… they didn't deserve our help. The angels had chosen to ignore the problem and let the witch supremacists and the corrupt SA run amok on the planes they were supposedly watching over in all their holy glory. They could deal with the consequences of their inaction.

“Put them to sleep,” I told Hasumi. That was the only help they would get from me.

It would be best to try to get back to the original portal I had created, but that would mean traveling through the capitol building and the length of the city without being caught. We would definitely get caught now that an alarm had probably been raised. And being caught would mean needing to flex our power in a way that really would paint us as villains.

So, I let go of the power that was sustaining that portal, and concentrated on slowly, painfully ripping a new tear in the fabric of the realm from right here. I had to get through more magic and protections here. But the chorus members who fed the wards were currently downed, I was a Lovell with a link to several powerful beings, and I had rage on my side. I managed.

Aahil stepped through first, his precious cargo clutched in his hands, quickly followed by Niamh as she guarded his rear. The others followed rapidly after them, but I hung back, making sure everyone got out.

Elijah took refuge inside his anchoring charm once more. Dyre approached slowly, the black fading from his eyes until only violet remained. He glanced back over his shoulder, drawing my attention to an angel. One who had been stabbed by a cultist, and was lying off to the side in a puddle of blood.

He arched a red brow at me, and I hesitated, my mind in turmoil.

“We could help him,” I said, like a good person should. Even though I really didn't feel it.

Dyre shook his head. “No. We couldn't. He died exactly twenty-three seconds ago. And counting. Your first aid would be too late. It's only a corpse now. An… empty vessel.”

I swallowed hard. Dyre's ability to perceive life and death was apparently very accurate. I reached up and clasped the charm that hung around my neck, felt the surge of Elijah's power. He could hear us. Could see or at least sense some of what went on around him if he tried.

“Elijah,” I whispered. “Speak up now, or we're doing this.”

The charm remained silent and inert.

“Good enough for me,” I muttered, surging into action.

Dyre and I each grabbed an ankle, and we dragged the angel's corpse through the portal behind us.


Chapter 4
Dyre


The corpse guard I had previously animated paused in his patrol of the courtyard for mere seconds when we stumbled through Andy's unsteady portal between realms and into the pocket world. Recognizing his master's magic signature, he resumed his sedate shuffle.

Andy waved a hand, and the portal snapped shut with a sizzling sound like displaced electricity. We all waited for a few breathless moments, but it seemed no one had followed us home.

I dropped the ankle of the new corpse I had helped Andy drag home and glanced down to study it, now that I had a moment to do a more thorough inventory. The others were talking around me, arguing over what we planned to do, but I tuned them out.

Solving magical puzzles was one of my favorite activities. It was something I'd been trained for since I was a child—how to best put my creepy—but undeniably strong—magic to use. But what I was currently proposing was so far beyond anything I'd done before. Similar to animating a corpse using my necromancer talents… but different. So very different.

My creations weren't alive. They didn't have souls or a real, working consciousness. Sometimes I built upon an echo of left behind magic, if the corpse was fresh enough. But mostly, the animation magic was all my own. Well, mine and Sunny's. But that was pretty much one and the same after all this time.

However, anchoring an intact soul into a body was new for me. It was dangerous territory. The sort of black magic that the magical community would insist was impossible, and which would probably get me beheaded if anyone knew I could do it.

Could I do it?

Probably.

Anchoring Elijah's soul to the finger bone in his current anchoring charm had been mildly challenging, but not difficult. And what was a dead body, after all, besides an empty vessel waiting to be filled?

I pressed my lips together as I took stock of the body, ignoring the chatter around me. There was just the one stab wound. That shouldn't be too difficult to remedy. The flesh was still almost alive—humming a bit with the last leftover remnants of its previous inhabitant's magic. It always felt to me as if the newly dead bodies were yearning for a short window of time after their death, something in them open and begging for their soul to return. Maybe the last spark of neurons firing or consciousness fading. Who knows? But all I had to do was convince this vessel that the soul of our spook was the one it longed for.

There may be rejection. Sunny said in my mind. His thoughts cool and clinical. We've never returned a soul before. There is no guarantee this will work. I picked up on the rest of his meaning without the need for him to speak it to me.

There was no guarantee this wouldn't hurt or damage Elijah in some strange, unexpected way. He might even come completely untethered and die for real this time.

I pulled my attention from the brown-haired corpse on the ground and spoke, interrupting the argument Andy was currently having with the rest of her harem. “If we're going to do this, we need to get to it now. The window of opportunity is closing.”

Niamh, who had been right up in Andy's face growling and gesticulating like a madwoman, let out a frustrated snort, spun and stomped away. Apparently, the fae thought what we were about to do was “unnatural.”

I wasn't fazed. Everything about me was considered “unnatural” or “creepy.” I was used to being the abomination in the room. No one ever seemed to get that what I could do was natural to me. But none of that mattered just now. What mattered was that the barely tangible thing that made for an easy connection to the body at my feet was fading fast.

Andy glanced around at the loose circle of people in the courtyard. The gargoyle was silent, but his expression was strained, as if he didn't quite know which side to take. Aahil seemed more concerned with the nullifier he was carrying than the drama playing out before him. He huffed and sat down cross-legged on a stone bench to prod at the box that held his treasure. Hasumi seemed as tranquil as ever, watching us as if we were talking about the weather.

Ambrose appeared at my side, stepping through the in between to move from one side of the courtyard to the other in a faint wash of cool fear. His black and red gaze was sharp. Curious. But he didn't comment on what he thought about the current project or my questionable talents, which was more of a relief than I wanted to admit. I wasn't used to acceptance. But apparently, I still craved it.

“There's only one person's opinion that really matters,” Andy said firmly, crossing her arms under her breasts and casting a no-nonsense look around at the others before focusing on the ghost. “Elijah, this is your choice. It's your life. No one else can make the choice for you. And they can stick their opinions up their asses, either way.”

I smirked. She really was amazing. I knew she had doubts. But she knew Elijah wanted this more than he was willing to admit, and she wouldn't hesitate, if this was what he wanted to do.

The ghost did his weird version of hand wringing, merging his appendages together then pulling them apart and reforming them over and over again. “I…” His hollow voice was full of emotion. So much more than he usually displayed. “What would this entail?” His hovering form turned toward me, the glowing blue orbs of his eyes flaring with the lingering remnants of his power.

I drew in a breath, all of my eagerness over knowledge and solving new puzzles fading under the power of that ghostly gaze. Elijah was more than a puzzle to be solved. He deserved my honesty.

“I would anchor your soul to the body much like we anchored you to the charm Andy is wearing. But the process will be much more involved. And… I can't guarantee the outcome.” I stared into his gaze, unflinching and brutally honest. “I've never done this before. Technically, it shouldn't be possible. Oh, I'm fairly certain some necromancer somewhere in history has figured it out at some point.” I shrugged. “But they were probably executed and their existence wiped from memory. So, there's no handy guidebook or grimoire to tell us what to do. And… it's not something anyone else can ever know about.”

Andy reached for the ghost as if he were solid, but her fingers trailed through him. Her gray eyes met mine. “We could lose him for good, couldn't we?”

I nodded. “It's a distinct possibility, if the body rejects the new soul. It's also possible that he might feel pain, or suffer some other consequence. I really can't say for sure.”

Elijah had been integral to our freedom. He was the one who had found Andy and convinced her to free us all from the bestiary. If not for him, I might still be a witch's slave. I really didn't want to hurt him or make him disappear. But Andy was right, it was his choice. And I wasn't going to deny him the choice if it was at all within my power. I knew what I would choose in his place. But still, the decision was his.

Elijah spun in place, as if glancing around at everyone, at the courtyard, maybe the mansion that had become his home. Just thinking, or saying goodbye? I wasn't quite sure. Everyone was silent as the seconds ticked by.

I kept a bit of my attention on the corpse at my feet. We really did need to hurry this along. The beginnings of the decay process set in faster than anyone realized. With a typical walking dead, that didn't matter. There was no real consciousness there to be offended. But in this case… even I shuddered to think about having my soul anchored to a rotting corpse.

I sent out a tendril of my magic to slow the process, to preserve what I could of that last lingering spark… to give Elijah the time he needed.

Finally, the ghost turned to Andy.

“I have endured being stuck in this form—halfway between life and death—for far, far too long. I'm… tired.” He reached out a ghostly appendage and trailed it along Andy's cheek in the parody of a caress. “If I could fully live, if I could fully be part of your world, that would be my fondest dream. But if not… if we attempt this and fail… I want you to know that finally fading is not such a horrible thought to me, as it must be to you.”

Tears welled up in those big gray eyes, but Andy nodded. “I understand. This is why it has to be your choice.”

The ghost hid the weariness well. But now that he said it… I thought we could all feel the truth of his words. He was here for Andy. But he was also a soul that had existed long past its expiration date. I thought maybe “tired” didn't even begin to cover it. And that made me feel slightly better about the risk of untethering him.

“If there is discomfort or… unpleasantness,” I said softly. “Sunny will help me pull you from your new host. It will be… well, not painless—I can't guarantee that. But we won't let you linger in suffering if we fail. Drawing souls from the living is something my other half excels at.”

Elijah's ghostly form was distinct enough for me to see his nod of acknowledgement.

“I wish to try,” the dead angel said on a gusty whisper. “Please.”

I knew it took courage for him to admit what he truly wanted. To voice desires that may not be understood or accepted by the people around him. Niamh had called the idea unnatural. If there were any other angels here, they would certainly be judging him right about now. Probably preaching about holiness and purity, or some such bullshit. And as much as he had changed since his death, he probably still heard their voices in his head, the stubborn remnants of his upbringing.

I could sympathize. The old echoes of others' disapproval and judgement were something I often had to battle with myself. But we couldn't let that keep us from living.

“Let's get this body to the workroom before it's too late,” I said, stooping and grabbing an ankle again. It would be easier to animate it and walk it down there, but I didn't want to disturb the current state of the body, lest I ruin the anchor for Elijah. Some corpses resisted repeated animation, and I had a feeling an angel's body might be one of those. Best not to find out the hard way.

Andy stooped to help me, but we both stepped back when Zhong shoved us out of the way. Squatting down, the gargoyle effortlessly scooped up the corpse and stood, looking at me for direction.

“Lead the way, necromancer,” he rumbled out. Apparently, he had made up his mind which side of the fence he was on. Hopefully the others followed suit.

But if not, fuck them.

“Come on, Elijah,” I said evenly, gesturing for Zhong to head inside. “Let's go make you a new home.”

Andy's hand found mine as we moved inside, and the way she squeezed my fingers bloodless made me glad I didn't have the same moral compass that the rest of these idiots did. Because if what we were about to do actually worked, it would mean the world to the witch at my side. And that was all that really mattered.


Chapter 5
Elijah


Ilooked down, watching my… fingers… as I moved them, closing and opening them, rotating my hand to look at the back and the front. I hadn't had real, tangible hands in over a century.

I drew in a long, slow breath, held it, then silently counted to ten as I breathed out, the way Dyre had taught me. It felt strange. Air rushing through my nostrils, expanding my lungs and belly, then rushing out again. Sometimes I could hear my heartbeat. Feel the gentle—or not so gentle—thud, thud, thud, thud…. Panic attacks were not enjoyable. The breathing helped prevent that from happening again, the way it had a few days ago, when I first woke up.

“Elijah?” Andy's voice sounded different with ears. And a head for the sound to echo around in. I turned to look at her as she sat down beside me on the bed, stunned as usual by how her colors were different too. Everything was more vivid now. Brighter. More detailed. Her hair was so green. Her skin was so warm-toned and flushed with life.

I tore my attention away from the texture of the freckles across her nose, and tried not to get fixated on the intricate flecks of color in her gray eyes. “Yes?”

My voice was deep. Solid. No longer wavering and hollow. I tried to remember whether it was similar to my voice in my previous life, in my original body… but that was so long ago I couldn't be sure.

Andy rested her hand on my knee and gave it a squeeze. The sensation was strange. Everything was so strange. Soft cotton against my skin. Sweatpants. They hadn't existed the last time I owned a body. I had tried denim and cotton trousers since waking. But the feel of them was wrong, too much roughness against my new skin.

“How are you doing?” Andy asked, one corner of her mouth quirking upward in a wry look.

I realized my hands were still held in the air where I had been examining them. The posture must look ridiculous to a living person. I quickly dropped them, letting one rest on top of hers, sandwiching her fingers between my hand and the soft cotton sweatpants. “I am… well. I apologize for acting oddly.”

She huffed a laugh. “You have nothing to apologize for. I can't even begin to imagine what you're experiencing right now. I just… I worry about you, you know?”

I nodded. I did know. Dyre said the body had accepted my soul much easier than he had expected. There was no pain. A bit of tingling and numbness at first, but that faded as my soul became acquainted with its new vessel and the body… woke back up. But then things began to feel overwhelming. The necromancer was quite direct in warning me about the possibility of this whole experience driving me insane.

I wasn't technically alive. Dyre said I was more of what he would classify as a revenant. An animation, but different than his usual creations. It was likely that my life was tied to his now. That I would die again, for good this time, if Dyre expired.

But I couldn't be upset by any of that, because for the first time ever, I could feel the warm press of Andy's skin against mine. I could see with living eyes—or close enough. I could hear with living ears. I could experience life alongside the strange group of people I had come to love. Even if they still weren't sure of me.

A soft wash of magic caught my attention, and I glanced at the door on the opposite side of the room as Hasumi flowed into my new bedroom. The water weaver didn't walk, they glided. As if their feet barely touched the earth. It was something I hadn't fully appreciated in my ghost form, probably because I floated everywhere myself. But these days I walked. I strode. My steps were solid and so much heavier than before.

Hasumi didn't seem upset that I had just gotten distracted staring at their graceful feet in their soft soled shoes. I dragged my gaze upward. When I met their lovely turquoise eyes, the water weaver was smiling faintly. “Hello, Elijah.”

I smiled softly in return, sensing the gentle feeling of calm and wellbeing the water weaver was sending out. “Hello, Hasumi,” I said evenly. “Thank you, but really, I'm doing perfectly well. You don't need to trouble yourself.”

They had been checking in on me several times a day for the past few days, ever since I was resurrected. I didn't mind. I knew they were looking out for my wellbeing, checking on my mental state. But I also acknowledged that this was best for everyone around me.

I could feel my angelic magic returning day by day. Dyre said… he said that I could be quite dangerous if I were ever to become violent, given my angelic nature and the strong magic that he had used to bring me back to life. And the last thing I wanted was to get upset and become a danger to anyone. Especially not after I had worked so hard to help Andy save them all.

Hasumi sat down on the bed next to me, crossing their legs and planting one hand on the bed behind me, their arm brushing my wing as they turned a bit to face me. “You are doing perfectly well,” they said in their beautiful voice. Ghost hearing really hadn't done the sound justice. Hasumi was like a siren, luring you in when they spoke, making the world narrow to just them, and them alone. “But you don't have to try so hard to hide your feelings,” they continued, reaching out to touch my cheek with their free hand.

I felt my new skin flush at the attention. For some reason, Hasumi liked to touch me. Little, glancing caresses of those long fingers, like they were making sure I was still real. I definitely didn't mind. Being able to experience touch was a dream come true. But I wondered why they felt the need. Regardless, they seemed to sense how overstimulated I could become, and their touch was always a perfect balm, ghosting over my skin like they knew exactly how much was too much, but also how much I craved the contact.

Andy chuckled and I dragged my attention away from the physical sensations. Again. “Apologies,” I murmured, looking down at my foreign new hands once more.

She just squeezed my knee again, then turned toward me the way Hasumi was. I felt… enfolded between them. Held by their attention. I was so used to fading into the background, going unnoticed. Being the center of attention was as strange as everything else. But I quite liked it. At least like this.

The others… they were all still wary of me. Not that I could blame them. What we had done—what I had become—was unnatural. My people would call it blasphemous. But I couldn't find it in myself to regret being alive.

“Don't apologize,” Andy said, humor lacing her rich voice and her gray eyes twinkling. “Hasumi has that effect on all of us. Those hands are magic.”

I felt my cheeks heat up again. Blushing. Another strange sensation. I sighed. “I feel like a bumbling child.” Then I recalled what Hasumi had said about hiding my feelings. “I'm not trying to hide how I'm feeling. I simply… don't know what to feel.”

Hasumi nodded, their silver hair falling over one shoulder as they regarded me. They withdrew their touch, and I mourned the loss, then chided myself for being so needy. The water weaver smiled softly, probably sensing every emotion that passed through me at their actions. “It is natural,” they said gently. “Anyone would have difficulty identifying their feelings when they are feeling so much all at once.” Those turquoise eyes moved to meet Andy's gaze and Hasumi shrugged one graceful shoulder. “Everything feels new and bright to him. He is processing so much—physical sensations and emotion.”

They cupped my cheek again, forcing me to meet their stunning eyes. “There is no shame in that, Elijah. If anything, you are to be admired. Your composure and your resilience is surprising. But do not hesitate to ask for whatever you need to make things easier for you. I am here for you. As is Andy. As is Dyre; though it may be hard for you to read him, he really does care for your wellbeing. The others as well, though they are still processing all that has happened. You are not alone in this strange new life.”

I swallowed, my throat suddenly tight and my eyes stinging as tears welled up. Oh, no. Now I was going to cry. How unseemly. And yet… how new! “I'm sorry.”

I wasn't even sure what I was apologizing for. Being weak, I suppose. Angels didn't exactly shun all emotion. But they certainly encouraged stoicism, especially when others were around to witness our less than god-like show of emotions. It ruined the holy image they wanted to sell to others.

Hasumi's soft smile didn't waver as they brushed a thumb under my eye, wiping away the tear that had escaped. “Welcome back to being alive, Elijah. It is often a bit messy and difficult to navigate, even for the seasoned among us.”

Andy gently slid an arm around my waist, under my wings, and pressed her plush curves against my side in an awkward sideways hug. “You tell us what you need. Always. Fuck, I'm so glad this worked. I'm so glad you're here so I can squeeze the hell out of you!” she said, doing just that.

I chucked at her words. Always irreverent and sincere. My sweet, perfect witch. My arm came to rest over her shoulders, and I held her close, daring to press my lips against her soft green hair. I might be alive now, but I was walking around in a borrowed body. One that had been dead, however briefly. That could be rightfully off-putting to her. But Andy didn't seem to mind. She sighed a little and didn't pull away when I kissed the top of her head. And that small thing, too, was wondrous and new.

Hasumi patted my knee and drew away. “I'm glad to see you well, Elijah. Please, don't hesitate to ask for help. Anything you need. Anything at all.” And the emphasis in their voice let me know that they, as usual, saw more than they should. If I asked them to touch me again, would they? Would they pet me every time I craved the pleasure and reassurance of their soft touch?

Maybe Dyre's concerns were warranted. Perhaps I was just a tad mentally unstable. I held Andy tighter. I just couldn't seem to get enough of being touched. The witch was so… grounding. Her earth magic and her solid, unwavering love keeping me tethered when I felt as though I might float away and get lost in my thoughts and feelings, and the strangeness of this new body that was mine, but not mine at the same time.

My wing brushed Hasumi's shoulder and their aura reached out to mine, comforting and accepting. And in that moment, I was absolutely certain I had made the right decision. The only sin would have been to pass up the opportunity to experience this unconditional love.

A wash of magic announced a visitor as he materialized in the room. “There you are,” a sultry voice drawled from the doorway. I glanced up to find Aahil leaning against the doorframe, his golden eyes taking in the way we all sat huddled on the bed. Another new vision. His colors were so warm, so like his fiery magic. Reds, browns, and golds. Shimmering like flames. I had to focus hard to attend to his snide words.

“Not to pull you away from your shiny new toy, witch, but there's a letter for you from the outside.” He glanced between us all before his sharp, glittering gold gaze landed on mine. “You can fuck your corpse later.”

Then Aahil disappeared in a shower of sparks.

Not everyone was as accepting as Andy and Hasumi.

Andy sighed, shaking her head as she sat up. “Ignore the little asshole,” she advised me. “It's what I always do when he's in a snit.”

Hasumi tilted their head, their gaze going distant for a moment before they spoke. “Everyone expresses fear differently,” they said softly. “He is jealous of our attention. But it's more than that shallow surface emotion. Aahil knows all too well what it is like to need support and attention that one feels might be a weakness.”

I nodded as I took that in. I had witnessed the jinn's heart-rending struggles with who he had been and his concept of who he should be. I had seen him nearly destroy himself and everyone around him in the process of learning how to be whole again after the torment the witches had put him through. I didn't begrudge him some hard feelings if he was afraid I was going to steal away his safety net. Andy and Hasumi had kept the beautiful, wounded man alive. Of course he would feel threatened by their focus on me.

“I'm fine. Really,” I said again. It seemed to be my new mantra these days.

Andy stood and headed to the door, Hasumi and I following in her wake. “You're not,” our witch said pragmatically. “But you will be. And don't worry, there's enough of us to go around, so Aahil can just suck it up.”

Hasumi was shorter than I was, their body slighter and more willowy, but their hand found the small of my back as I left the room, and I felt bolstered by their quiet strength. Andy slowed and her fingers twined with mine as she took my hand.

I was not alone in this. I would figure it all out, for her. For them. I wasn't about to waste this second chance at life. At family.

This was where I differed from Aahil. I might not exactly know what I felt or how to sort through my emotions at the moment, but I had no compunction about accepting help, or expressing my gratitude for the blessings in my life.

“Thank you,” I said softly to the two people who looked after my wellbeing.

We came across Dyre in the hallway as he headed toward the stairs, probably summoned by the jinn or the boogeyman to attend to the letter as well. His violet eyes swept over my body, assessing, seeing things no one else could see as he checked his work.

When his gaze met mine, I nodded to him and repeated my words. I had lost much of my faith in any sort of higher power. But when I spoke, the words were both a sentiment and a prayer. “Thank you.”

His stark features softened just a bit, and he gave me a small, lopsided smile, making the eerie man seem far younger and more vulnerable, and revealing how genuinely pleased he was that I was still alive.

Then we all headed down the stairs to attend to whatever new emergency awaited us. It seemed even a little thing like resurrection couldn't stop the villains of the world from their work.


Chapter 6
Andy


Iwas coming to realize that my sister was, just maybe, a bit of a weirdo. She insisted in sending me information and communication in thinly veiled code. I highly doubted that would stop the SA or the cult shitheads from figuring out what we were up to if they ever managed to intercept her letters, but whatever.

The current letter that arrived for me via the magic mail service she was using to send me things was a pamphlet about some daft Christian religious branch. It extolled the importance of seeking guidance from the angels, and the dangers of falling for the lies of the fallen angel Satan, yadda, yadda, yadda. Clearly, she was aware we had snatched the nullifier from the angelic realm. And that a whole bunch of angels had ended up dead or incapacitated.

There was some mention of cults and false idols in the preachy ramble as well, so I had to assume she knew the witch supremacists were responsible for the carnage, not me. Maybe she was trying to verify that I did indeed have the artifact, and the cult hadn't actually run off with it.

I sighed. When we met up last time, she had stuffed a handwritten note into my pocket that used her blood in the ink, so only a blood relative could read it. It turned out to be instructions for how to reach her via our crazy mail delivery system if I ever needed to. Looked like it was time to try the spell.

Using the little notepad I kept on the kitchen counter for grocery lists, I scribbled out a note to my one crazy remaining relative. I had no patience for attempting any sort of code. I just kept things as vague as I could.

I've got it. Not the one who broke things.

Then I shook my head and added to the note. I didn't want to be involved in my sibling's stupid war and rebellion plans. But I think we all knew I was going to end up eyeball deep in the shit before this was all over. I was already involved, like it or not. I could at least use the artifacts to do some sort of good, I supposed. But we needed a place to practice with the powerful magical relics. And I wasn't going to go amplifying and nullifying massive amounts of magic using unfamiliar devices inside the already barely stable pocket world that was our only save haven.

A vacation would be nice. Somewhere to get away from everything and just let go.

Hopefully she got the point. We needed somewhere to play around with our new toys. Somewhere outside the pocket world, but where the SA and the cult wouldn't be able to find us. I placed the folded note on the center of the kitchen table and waved a hand over it, activating the familial magic that the spell required, linking the ancestral home to my sister. The note disappeared in a wash of magic, and I wiped my palms on my jeans. That spell packed quite a wallop. Made my fingers tingle and my palms itch.

Letter sent, I turned to the others. “Well, now we wait, I guess.”

There was really no reason for us all to be crammed into the kitchen like this. But I refused to leave them out of anything to do with this whole mess. It was their lives at stake. They should know everything that went down. And usually they had opinions, welcome or not. But today, everyone was uncharacteristically quiet. I think they all felt the same sort of foreboding anticipation that I did. We were only a few small steps away from getting involved in some sort of actual physical confrontation with the crazies out there in the real world. And I wasn't sure what was going to happen when we did.

Zhong was the first one to break the silence. He shuffled over and dropped a kiss on my forehead before moving to the fridge. “I'll get lunch started.”

“I'm going out to the back courtyard,” Niamh said evenly. I could just see her preparing for battle already. She had targets set up out there for her bow, and that look in her eyes said she was ready to hunt.

Ambrose winked at me, always the one to act like everything was some big joke and the world wasn't falling apart around us. “I think I'll stay here and help Zhong. It's been a while since I took a turn in the kitchen.” He darted in and kissed the edge of Dyre's jaw before ambling off to ask Zhong what they were making today, leaving the necromancer glaring after him to cover his embarrassment.

I smirked at Dyre's discomfort over the boogeyman's show of affection. Dyre caught that and glared at me even harder than he had been glowering at Ambrose. Then he shook it all off and turned to Elijah, who was standing near the doorway, a bit apart from the others.

“You need to start using your magic,” he informed the newly animated angel. “You can't keep holding back and being afraid of your own aura.”

I arched my brows at this. What was he going on about? But Elijah's gaze slid to the side as he rubbed the back of his neck. “I know.”

I had only caught ghostly glimpses of the old Elijah. He had been barely more than a misty wisp of faded magic when I first met him. Nothing more than a ghost with a little extra magical… juice, to my medium abilities. The longer he spent around us, the more I'd caught a peek at an almost human projection. But after Dyre helped us transfer his anchor from the bestiary to the new anchoring charm so we could destroy the book… well, Dyre had given him a little extra boost, and you could clearly see a good deal of the handsome man Elijah had once been.

But that glimpse of him had been taller and leaner than the body he wore now. Broader through the shoulders. His features had been fairer and more chiseled, where now they were blunter. The body Elijah currently inhabited was a bit shorter than I thought the ghost should be. Elijah's new face had round cheeks and a square jaw. His eyes were brown, where they should be brilliant blue. And I was pretty sure Elijah had been fair-haired, rather than this dark brown color.

Even though I knew Elijah as a ghost with hardly any form at all, somehow, this still seemed weird. Like talking to a stranger.

“What do you mean?” I asked Dyre, forcing myself to pay attention to more important things than what the guy looked like. I dipped my head to make Elijah meet my gaze. “Is there something wrong with your magic?”

Elijah sighed and straightened. “I have no idea. I'm just a bit… hesitant to find out.”

“You were a powerful angel,” Dyre said, crossing his arms over his chest and looking down his long nose at his newest creation. “It's easy to guess as much given how strong your ghost was and how long you have clung to this plane. But I felt it, when I transferred your soul spark into that body. This corpse was once a member of the high chorus. But your spark was much larger than his, stronger.”

Okay. News.

Elijah huffed out a sigh. “Yes, and I've barely gotten control of this body. What if my magic burns away whatever remnants of the previous owner have been making this all work?”

“Then the body will be all yours,” Dyre said easily.

But I could see Elijah's doubts. “Are you certain? You said you've never done this before. Never created a… revenant.”

Dyre's lean cheek flexed as he clenched his jaw, and his voice was deeper and less mortal when he spoke, a bit of ancient wraith bleeding through. “You choose to doubt my skills now, spook? After I've already re-anchored you twice and given you new life?”

No doubt, the necromancer duo were the experts in this area. But I could also understand Elijah's fears. I don't think I'd want to be experimenting with my life that way either. I kept my mouth shut, though. It really wasn't my decision, and I wasn't about to encourage Elijah to do something that might end up killing him for good this time.

To my surprise, it was Aahil who broke the silent staring competition between Dyre and Elijah. “Did you lose your balls in the transition between dead and alive?” the jinn demanded in an exasperated tone.

We all turned to stare at him, and he waved a graceful hand dismissively, his gold eyes on Elijah. “Have you somehow failed to notice how good these idiots are at holding people together? If they kept me from killing myself or becoming permanent flames, I'm sure they can handle one stupid revenant.”

I shook my head at him. That little asshole…

But Elijah was actually nodding. “Of course,” he said, completely ignoring Aahil's annoying tone. “You're right. I have faith in everyone here. It's just that I find myself strangely afraid of dying, now that I'm alive again.”

Aahil rolled his eyes. “Since when has that stopped anyone in this cursed house of crazies from doing anything.”

Elijah let out a surprised laugh. “Well… never, I suppose. Though I assumed you were all just braver than most.” He glanced around at me, Aahil, Dyre, and Hasumi.

I barked a disbelieving laugh. “Brave? Do you even know how much time I spend wanting to run away, cry, or just fucking give up?”

Elijah's expression softened as his gaze met mine. “I do, actually,” he said softly. “Which is why I've always thought I could never be that strong.”

“Everyone is scared of themselves sometimes,” Ambrose piped up from across the room as he got out the cutting board and a knife. “Even boogeymen and scary necromancers. We are all just really good at pretending we're not.”

“Well?” Dyre said impatiently, one blood red brow lifted. “Are we going to stand around here all day being sappy, or are we going to go outside and see what an angel can do?”

Elijah sighed, but he did finally nod agreement.

Dyre looked strangely proud. The dynamic between these two was decidedly… weird these days.

“Side courtyard,” Aahil said, as if he was in charge. “Less chance of fae hurling pointy sticks our way.” Then he dematerialized. Probably off to the courtyard.

Hasumi smiled softly at Elijah and disappeared as well.

The rest of us made our way out there by walking, like the losers we were. Some days I really wished I could teleport.


Chapter 7
Dyre


Ihad long ago become resigned to the terrible and interesting things my magic could do. Before I was forced into the bond with Sunshine, I was a blood witch by birth. My family made me hone my magic toward the most dangerous and horrifying uses, though I tried to resist as much as I could.

And once I became a necromancer, well, the first decade or so was dicey. Sometimes Sunny would get fed up with my mortal sensibilities and test the boundaries of our fragile truce in order to feed. Sometimes our combined power would get away from me and I'd raise the dead without meaning to—usually in the most inconvenient situations. And sometimes… sometimes my rage and despair would get the best of me, and I'd use our power out of bitterness and spite, for no other reason than to frighten or cow those who would scorn or hunt me.

But I had never made a revenant before.

Yes, I knew it was technically possible. I had read rare, ancient accounts of such things. And I had always been fairly certain I had enough talent to do it. But why bother? Even in my more spiteful moments, it never occurred to me to cram a living soul into a corpse.

I had always been more intent on creating mindless horrors that would follow my commands unthinkingly. Who wanted a slave with opinions and needs?

You were never that pragmatic, nor that callous, Sunshine popped up, interrupting my thoughts. Even when they are nothing but empty, shuffling skin and bones, some part of you still hates what we can do. And you were especially repulsed by the power my presence offered back then. Don't pretend otherwise.

I huffed quietly to myself. He was right, of course.

But sometimes… sometimes I was able to look at things with a less emotional point of view and actually enjoy what we could do.

And now we had an actual reason to be proud of ourselves. Others might judge us or call what we had done an abomination or a violation of nature. But where did our power come from, exactly, if not from nature? Wasn't death and the power that flowed through our veins just as natural as any other magic? Niamh, for example, could force flowers to bloom and plants to burn through their life cycle on a whim. Wasn't that just as unnatural?

I wasn't going to feel bad about this new creation.

Elijah turned to me as we reached the courtyard, seeking me out unerringly, turning toward me without needing to look to verify where I stood. I rolled my shoulders back imperceptibly. I didn't know if he had noticed it yet, how closely we were bonded now. I could sense him without trying as well, always aware of that fine thread of power that linked me to the newly alive angel.

He was mine. Technically, I could pull that string. I could use it to dominate him and make him do my bidding. I wasn't certain he understood all the ramifications of being a necromancer's creation. But I hesitated to bring it up. I would never use our bond the way another necromancer might. And… I enjoyed having someone look at me the way Elijah did these days. As if rather than being the source of their nightmares, I was the source of their hope.

Mortals really are strange, silly creatures. Sunny commented dryly. But I shrugged it off. Strange was hardly the worst thing I'd been called in my long, cursed life.

“What should I do?” The angel asked, taking in a deep breath and squaring his shoulders. Making himself face his fears.

The others quietly spread out around the edges of the courtyard to watch, finding seats on benches or in the lush green grass that was nurtured by Andy's witch magic and Niamh's fae influence. But I kept my eyes on Elijah. He was an angel. All the other religious nonsense might be complete bullshit, but there was a single thread of truth to it. His kind were more adept at sensing soul energy.

He was probably keenly aware of the last lingering remnants of soul that clung to his new body. He was afraid if he called on his magic in any meaningful way, it would consume the last remaining spark of life granted to that body by its previous resident. It was a valid fear. That was exactly what would happen. But what he didn't understand was that I wouldn't let this casting fail. This might be a new endeavor for me, but I had a good sense of the boundaries of my own capabilities.

Elijah's soul couldn't leave that body now if it tried. The window of possible rejection had passed. Now that he was firmly seated there, the only release would be if I willed it. That body was his until it was destroyed—and even then, I could probably piece it back together. The only other escape was if I died myself. But that was unlikely to happen any time soon, with Sunshine riding along with me.

“Call your magic,” I told the other man. My voice carried authority. I felt it quiver down the thread that connected us, master to servant. Necromancy was my element. Working my magic was the one area where I felt complete and utter confidence.

A tiny shiver lifted through the angel, as he felt the command in my words. His brown eyes widened, and the tips of his golden wings sparkled as magic rippled through the glowing, branch-like appendages. He knew. He felt that connection between us and the power I had over him. And yet the angel didn't react with horror or fear. He just sort of… leaned into the connection.

He felt supported, I realized with a sort of shocked fascination. He felt… safe because I was here.

It is a novel sensation, Sunshine commented, his curiosity piqued, and I completely agreed. We weren't used to instilling faith in people. But I tried not to let my surprise show. I simply nodded my head at the angel, urging him to get on with it.

Closing his eyes, Elijah held his arms loosely at his sides, palms rotated outward, slow, deep breaths lifting his chest. He looked so alive. And he was. Mostly. It was such a strange change from my usual creations.

I could feel Andy and the others around us, their eyes following our every movement. They were afraid of losing the ghost. Idiots. As if I'd ever let that happen. Moving around Elijah, I slipped an arm between his angelic wings and rested my hand on top of his shoulder, well aware of the odd pair we must make—him the embodiment of light and life, and me the gaunt reminder of darkness and death.

I didn't need to touch him to monitor the magic inside him. The bond between us let me know how my creation fared. But I sensed that he would benefit from the physical show of support. Somehow. It was all very strange.

And you are absolutely not enjoying it at all, Sunshine commented.

Shut up, I shot back. I'm concentrating.

Elijah reached for his magic, for the fullness of who he had once been. At first, it was a slow trickle. He was still afraid of what it might do to this new form. But I squeezed his shoulder, and leaned in to speak softly next to his ear. “More,” I demanded. “The old soul will simply be freed. Stop being afraid, Elijah. We're here if anything goes wrong. I'll sense it. You're safe.” I gave a little mental tug at our bond. “Let go.”

That little shudder again. Nearly imperceptible if you weren't paying attention. But I was paying attention, and I felt him lean into my touch. Then, angelic power flooded our bond.

Elijah sucked in a surprised breath. And somewhere behind me I dimly registered Andy shooting to her feet in concern. But I was grinning like a madman as I felt things settle into place. Elijah had just put himself back together, recalled the lost, worn-away remnants of his soul. And it was beautiful.

I was bathed in light as his wings lengthened, glowing brighter, the floating tendrils of energy arching around me. The bond between us hummed as his aura grew, as his angelic soul filled in every last nook and cranny of its new home. Now. Now the connection was solid. Elijah was irrevocably woven into this body. He was as alive as a revenant could possibly be. And no trace of the body's previous soul remained.

“Perfect,” I murmured near his ear, delighted when he shivered again, those strange wings brushing my cold skin and leaving behind a faint tingle of warmth.

I was so blinded by what I was sensing, that it took a moment for my eyes to register what I was actually seeing. Elijah turned to face me, but my hand rested forgotten on his shoulder as I peered into the glowing blue eyes that had been brown just moments before.

“Thank you,” he said, his voice richer and deeper than it had been since his resurrection. “I can never repay what you've done for me, Dyre.”

I dropped my hand from his shoulder and cleared my throat, stepping back as the others moved closer. “It's nothing,” I muttered, like an ass.

Oh, no, Sunshine complained inside my skull. Not another one. How many of these strange infatuations can you have?

I ground my teeth together as I silently snapped at the wraith. I'm not infatuated with anyone. Especially not the corpse I just reanimated. For fuck's sake, Sunny. You suck at reading emotions.

All I got in reply was a mental snort of disbelief.

I ignored him and focused on what was going on around me. Elijah's thread was still humming in my consciousness. Andy rushed him, reaching for his hands as she raked her eyes over him, probably assessing his aura and looking for damage. I crossed my arms over my chest and waited. I could see the state of Elijah's health far more accurately than any earth witch. But of course Andy would fuss over him.

I felt one corner of my lips turn upward at the thought. Fine, so I am infatuated with her. I told the wraith in my head. And this means so much to her. That's why it's so important to me.

He didn't comment.

“You look different,” Andy was saying to the angel. “That's so weird. How is your physical body changing? Is it an illusion?” She turned to me for answers.

I looked Elijah over once more. It was subtle. The eyes were most obvious. They had changed color completely and were now a glowing, ethereal blue that matched the flavor of the angel's power. But I thought his hair might be just a shade lighter than it had been. And I was fairly certain that gaze had been even with my collar earlier, not in line with my chin….

I shrugged, feeling everyone's eyes on me and hating that I owed them a truthful explanation. Because they were going to hate how I knew the answers.

“I expected that might happen,” I said evenly, glancing at Andy to meet her curious gray eyes. “It's not an illusion. Some beings… alter the body of their host when their soul takes over.” Sunshine had been nice enough to leave my physical appearance mostly unchanged, but wraiths weren't exactly keen on physical forms.

I had seen and heard of other instances where that wasn't the case.

I could sense the curiosity and horrified questions as the others stared at me. “Wendigo,” Hasumi murmured, their light voice taking some of the heaviness from the moment. “I've encountered a few over the years. Their emotions consume them. Their emptiness and desperation becomes a hunger they can't control. And it… shapes them. Molds them into the monster they become.”

I nodded. “Yeah, there are a few creatures like that in nature. And… I've read a few accounts of necromancers and other powerful witch-descendants creating monsters when they attempt to reanimate things they shouldn't be reanimating in ways that aren't exactly savory. Either accidentally or on purpose.”

Silence reigned. But as usual, Andy wasn't afraid to break it with a blunt question. “Are you saying Elijah is going to turn into some kind of monster now?”

I could feel the tension in the angel, through our bond. I turned to him, meeting his newly compelling blue gaze. “No. You won't. Your connection to your new body isn't charged with the same sort of motivations as those others.” Malevolence, greed, hatred, hunger for power… there were a lot of ways to create a monster. “And your soul… your energy, is different.” I shook my head. “It's more pure, I suppose. Though I hate admitting that to an angel. Don't let it go to your head.”

He pressed his lips together for a moment as he considered. And… had his mouth shape changed as well? Had those lips always been that chiseled? With that rather fascinating little upward tilt at the edges?

“What will happen to me?” He asked me, open and unflinching. Trusting as always. How could he be so trusting, after all the shit he'd seen?

I turned inward to confer with Sunshine, but he only agreed with my assessment of the situation. “Your soul and your magic will probably continue to slowly reshape that form. To make it into something more familiar.” I shrugged. “Kind of like… restoring equilibrium. Making itself more at home.”

Elijah looked down at his hands, turning them over and back again. “Are you saying… I will look like… me?”

Those blue eyes met mine again, and really, they had no business looking so innocent. The angel had been around just as long as the rest of us. He'd seen some of the same hardships. He could be as coldly pragmatic as the rest of us. And I knew for a fact he was a complete pervert. Why did I feel this overwhelming need to comfort him and reassure him?

It's the maker bond, I believe, Sunny whispered. He's ours to care for now.

My gut twisted at that. Placing another living being in my care seemed like a recipe for disaster. And yet… it sounded right, idiotically.

“Yes,” I told the angel, who was still patiently waiting for my answer. “I think that's probably what will happen. But let me know if you feel any discomfort or if anything feels like it's not right.”

Not that I knew what I'd do. I was confident in my ability to make this revenant. But what did I know about easing pain or looking after the comfort of my creations? The undead usually didn't have those sorts of worries.

My voice came out gruff, but he didn't seem to mind. He just nodded his agreement and murmured, “Thank you,” again.

“Well, that's that,” I said, stepping back. “Practice with your magic a bit, spook. The rest of us need to focus on how to use those artifacts we stole.” I moved toward the doorway, desperately wanting to escape this strange new situation while everyone else was focused on fussing over Elijah. They were all gathered around him in a loose circle as I made my escape.

But I felt eyes on me. I turned to glance over my shoulder as I stepped inside the house, surprised to find Aahil, of all people, watching me with a strange expression on his too-pretty face.

I knew you wanted him, Sunshine said when he caught my thoughts. I think he appreciated your show of power. That is how some attract mates, yes?

For fuck's sake, I snapped, turning away from the jinn's intense golden gaze and stomping off toward my room. Go take a nap in the corner or something. Just let me pretend I'm alone in my own fucking brain for five seconds.

Sunshine's dark chuckle was not amusing. But I had other things to worry about. More important things than silly attractions that absolutely didn't exist or newly alive angels who needed me. I was pretty sure we were all about to get dragged into a war. My time was better spent honing our defenses and coming up with some sort of plan for how to use the powerful magical artifacts we had stolen.

The rest was unimportant.

“Knock it the fuck off!” I snapped out loud, as I stumbled over my own feet, distracted by sunshine's bullshit. Thankfully I was alone in the upstairs hallway by this time, so there was no one to witness my clumsiness or my talking to myself. The damned wraith just smirked at me from our shared mind with all the satisfaction of a mischievous house cat.

He had just shown me an image of Andy and Aahil sharing Elijah's new body, showing the angel what it was like to be alive again.

“The Lovells have to have a spell somewhere in their library for memory erasure,” I muttered darkly. “Don't think I won't use it to scour my own brain, wraith.”

Dark laughter echoed in my head.


Chapter 8
Aahil


Ihad no idea what I was doing right now. Maybe it was just the knowledge that I was more in control—both of myself and my fire—than I had been in some time. Maybe that explained it. A return of confidence and my own sensual nature.

Maybe I was simply brain damaged.

Or maybe, it was time to admit that I was just very attracted to people with power. I had always been accused of being shallow, perhaps I should just embrace that quality. Yes, that was it. This desperate feeling, this clawing need to do this now. It must all be driven by the dark magic inside my target.

Regardless of the why, I was almost as surprised as the necromancer, when I found myself in the library holding the taller man pinned against the bookshelf. It was as though I had been compelled to follow him. To finally figure out what this strange tension between us really was.

I had certainly rebelled at the idea that I might be attracted to the corpse-whisperer, at least at first. And yet, my eyes were drawn to the contrast of my red-brown skin against his perfect paleness, every fiber of my being zeroed in on the feel of his cold smoothness against my searing heat.

My dick was rock hard.

He didn't react to my sudden appearance and assault. The irises of his violet eyes were rimmed in a slim ring of wraith black, but his expression was calm. As if this were simply any other afternoon. As if he had expected this.

“What have you done to me?” I hissed, applying a bit more pressure to my grip as I pushed up onto my tiptoes, leaning into his space. “What dark magic have you cast on me, necromancer? And why? I am not one of your mindless undead slaves to be pushed about and held under your thrall.”

His blood red brows raised, the first show of emotion since I had appeared in this room. “Magic?” he asked, his deep voice carrying a rather convincing amount of confusion. His prominent Adam's apple vibrated under my palm and my fingers tightened on the long column of his throat.

“Don't lie to me, necromancer,” I hissed. The old, familiar darkness coiled deep inside me, waking from its recent slumber. I remembered what it was like to be a slave. This man was powerful. Dangerous in a way that others didn't realize. He was a very strong magic user, yes, but also a learned one. One who had vast experience with hiding in the shadows and being what he was while remaining undetected. He had subtlety. He was sly. And that was the most dangerous magic of all.

Had he been slowly, subtly controlling all of us, all along? But to what end?

A big, cold hand wrapped around my wrist, long fingers curling over my skin, illustrating the size difference between us. He might be slim, but he was more than capable of pushing me around, if magic wasn't involved. And yet, he didn't shove me off him. He simply kept me from leaning in any further, from crushing his windpipe.

“Aahil? What the hell are you talking about?” he asked with a tired sigh. “Is this your way of saying you need help with your magic again? Sounds like the paranoia is back.”

I growled. “I'm not crazy.”

He swallowed, his throat working under my hand, his dark aura whispering to me like a thousand barely-heard ghosts, beckoning me to some untimely end. “Says the man who is currently attacking me for no reason,” he said dryly.

His tone of voice didn't fool me. I was a fire jinn. And part of my power lay in sensing and manipulating the most primal and heated emotion that living beings possessed. I could sense his arousal. The way his body yearned for my fire.

We had both been dancing around this ridiculous attraction for a long while now. But why did it suddenly feel so… desperate?

“What is this?” I hissed, not releasing him, stupidly pressing my body closer, so there was no question of what I meant. So that we could both feel the effect we had on one another. For some cursed reason. “Why do I burn when I look at you? When by all rights, I should shiver in revulsion.” And why did I feel so out of control today?

“Aahil….” Dyre lifted his free hand and reached toward me, but I grabbed his wrist and slammed his arm against the bookshelf, pinning it there with a growl.

“Answer me,” I demanded. “Is this some spell of yours? Why would you bother to manipulate me this way? Why do I feel like I might crawl out of my skin if I can't have you?”

I sounded stupid and desperate, even to my own ears. But I just couldn't ignore this anymore. And I was a fire elemental. Why should I hesitate to take what I wanted… as long as it wasn't a trap.

“It's no spell, you little terror,” he said, the tension leaving his long, lean body as he melted back against the bookshelf… submitting. He quirked a wry smile my way, but those violet eyes were full of heat. “I suspect you've got a power kink, jinn. Are you really that oblivious?”

I wanted to scoff at him. But I was distracted by how my thumb dragged over his wrist, caressing the chilly skin there, feeling the sluggish pulse under my touch. Wondering at how easily he let me hold him down. “Fuck you,” I murmured, unable to call up quite the level of bitterness and fury I was going for.

I considered carefully while the necromancer patiently waited in my grip. Hasumi had been teaching me to identify emotions. It was a silly exercise. But the water weaver insisted it would help me heal the trauma of my past and build stronger relationships. Nonsense. But I had to admit, on some level, they were right. Often, I reacted without fully knowing why I did what I did or why I burned so brightly at the time. Hasumi's little lessons helped me check myself. Usually.

So I stood still and drew in a slow breath and tried to figure out what it was I was feeling. Tried to sort through the jumbled nonsense in my brain. Dyre had not cast a spell on me. That was nonsensical. For one, I was very good at sensing magic. I would have sensed him casting an enthrallment spell, sneaky or otherwise. And also… I actually did trust the eerie witch not to harm our cozy little family of freaks, myself included.

Then what was it?

My mind traveled back to the moment I had first felt this sinking sensation in my gut, this clawing need to do something against some threat. It had been in the courtyard. When Dyre demonstrated his connection to his new pet, and I thought of how I had already lost Andy and Hasumi to the poor, pathetic angel, and then…. Realization dawned.

No. Oh, no. Absolutely not.

Jealousy was not something I was used to feeling. But I was pretty sure if Hasumi were here to parse through the emotions that coursed through my body that was what the smug know-it-all would call this.

I had wanted Dyre for a while now. I denied myself. I enjoyed the game we were playing, knowing one day something would come of it and it would be all the more exciting for the waiting. I couldn't begrudge Andy and Hasumi their need to tend to lost, wounded souls. They had helped me find myself again. Of course they would fall all over themselves to help the angel. I tried to bear it. But the realization that the angel was about to steal Dyre's attention from me as well… it was just a step too far. It felt as though I was about to lose this half-formed potential between us before it even had a chance to bloom.

Pathetic. Disgusting.

Dyre licked his lips, and I found myself staring at the soft, dark blue skin there. Drinking in the chiseled outline. Wondering if he tasted like the ancient, forbidden power that pulsed under his skin. I closed my eyes.

If I wasn't reacting to some nefarious spell, I could come up with a single explanation for why I was currently here, acting like I had lost my mind. But it was ridiculous. Jealousy. Impossible. Utterly absurd. I'd rather die. “This is utter idiocy,” I muttered.

And still, the necromancer didn't try to push me away, or fry me with magic, or escape in any way. I shifted my grip on his neck and his long, shiny red hair caressed the back of my hand where it had come unbound to fall over his shoulder like a waterfall of blood. “I agree,” he said flatly. “Complete stupidity.”

I met his violet eyes again. Did he suspect my absurd motivation? His eyes glowed faintly, and his magic felt… unsettled… against my own. I narrowed my eyes. I felt so shaken, so surprised by my own reactions. But I certainly wasn't confused about the signals I was getting from the arresting man before me.

A smile curled my lips upward, and I reveled in the pure, decadent wickedness of what I was, pushing a little allure his way, a bit of jinn heat to warm his cold soul and stir things up. Perhaps we could avoid discussing my embarrassing reason for being here and just move on. “Is this what you like, necromancer?” I purred, my fingers caressing the side of his throat as I continued to pin him to the bookcase. “A witch so powerful as you… and you want to be dominated?”

His slow smile was as wicked and dangerous as any jinn. He shrugged, his voice nonchalant. “I don't really consider myself submissive or dominant. Kind of in between, maybe? I don't have much to go by. When it comes to sex, I'm there for the experience.” Then his grin deepened. “But I'm not the only one in this body.”

His dangerous smirk didn't waver as the wraith stepped forward. Overwhelming darkness rippled over my skin as Dyre's eyes bled from bright, vivid violet to pure black. The necromancer's usual blood witch aura was submerged and nearly banished by the hungry darkness that took its place.

I sucked in a breath. I still held the necromancer against the bookcase. But I no loner felt like the predator. I was now the prey.

Rather than fear, a renewed shot of lust rolled through me. Perhaps he was right about my attraction to power. I tilted my head back, giving the ancient evil being my best bored look. “You know,” I mused, suddenly understanding a bit more about myself. “I don't usually feel mortal. Jinn are so strong and long-lived that we might as well be immortal. This feeling is… new.”

I felt downright fragile in this creature's presence. It made me realize suddenly how easily I could be snuffed out. It was terrifying and yet thrilling at the same time.

Hasumi could contain my magic. Zhong felt safe because I knew he could physically restrain me if the need arose. But Sunshine could completely and utterly consume my soul and wipe me from existence. He could undo everything I was.

“Dyre is fascinated with you, little jinn,” the wraith informed me, snapping me out of my stupid introspection. “I will not deny him his desires.” The eerie multi-layered voice of death and darkness deepened, dropping all pretense of joking. “However, if you harm my host—if you hurt him in any way—you will have me to deal with. Do you understand, little spark-wielder?”

I shivered involuntarily. “Yes,” I heard myself whisper.

I didn't want to hurt him. Not really. That urge to destroy had been largely erased over the past few months. I just didn't want to be left behind.

The wraith studied me with his black eyes, and I tried to rebuild my defenses so he couldn't see the soft, squishy thing I had become. Then he bent his head and kissed me.

Fuck. There was danger, and then there was danger. Darkness drifted through me, called to all the hidden, secret fears and desires inside me. I moaned as I leaned into the kiss, suddenly ravenous. My fire magic flared, rising up inside me, fending off the darkness, making me burn.

And then the wraith withdrew. It was a strange sensation, knowing that I was now kissing a different man, even though our positions had not changed. The lips against mine softened slightly. The grip on the wrist of the hand that held his throat loosened. And I felt his smooth, cold skin warm slightly under my searing touch.

His aura changed too, from pure ancient blackness to dangerous witch steeped in dark magic. And yet, my need never wavered. Some small, scared, pathetic part of me trembled and begged to be seen.

Dyre lifted his head, and the eyes that met mine were once more pure violet. The wraith might watch, but the witch was in control once more. I was surprised to see wariness on Dyre's sharply handsome features. His body still sang with arousal, and he hadn't kissed me like a man who was having second thoughts just now. And yet…

“What?” I demanded, firming up my grip on his throat and his wrist, using my body to hold him in place.

He swallowed, and I could tell the all-powerful necromancer was struggling not to appear nervous. “Did you figure out what you were after?” he finally said, his deep voice carefully even.

I narrowed my eyes at him, tilting my head to study him, my eyes noting the way the pulse beat in the visible blue tracery of veins just under his jaw. I smirked as I met his eyes again. “I thought that was fairly obvious,” I said, lifting one brow, trying to hide my shameful feelings. Trying to play the part of jinn tempter. “You, under me, incoherently begging for whatever pleasure I see fit to provide.”

His long, lean body shuddered, and his eyelids fluttered closed. “Aahil, be serious. I'm not like Andy. I don't have the energy for games.”

I finally released his wrist, though I kept my other hand around that marvelous long, white throat. “I haven't a fucking clue what you are rambling about, necromancer. But I won't repeat myself.” I lifted my chin, reminding myself what and who I was. “It's not every day a jinn of my caliber propositions a lowly witch.”

He huffed a wry laugh, his flat belly jumping against my torso. “Oh, I'm duly honored, Your Majesty, don't get me wrong. I just…” He sighed and finally met my eyes again. “I'm not exactly anyone's idea of attractive. I assumed you had just realized it was Sunshine you were after. Not me.”

Ah.

Suddenly I saw what Andy must see in this frustrating conundrum of a magic user, and I didn't feel quite so ashamed of my own stupid emotions. Did he actually believe all the things people said about his kind? Did the man never look in a mirror? Yes, he was the exact color of a corpse. I'm sure to some, the dark midnight blue of his teeth and nails, and the bluish undertones of his pale skin might be off putting. But only if that person had lived under a rock their entire lives and never encountered a non-human. The man was gorgeous.

Yes, I had made jibes at him myself. But no one took me seriously.

Did they?

Groaning, I released Dyre and ran a hand over my face in frustration, once again hating who I had been most of my life.

Dyre didn't move from his place against the bookshelf. If anything, he wilted. His tall body hunched inward for a moment before he unfolded and forced himself into that haughty ramrod posture that I knew someone had probably drilled into him at some point, hiding the pain of the perceived rejection. Oh, I knew that act very well. “Yeah,” he said, his face going blank. “I get it.”

Fury was overtaking my embarrassment.

How did Andy ever deal with these morons she was so in love with? It was mortifying enough that I had stormed in here unable to overcome my stupid impulses. But this... Was he joking right now? Was he trying to test me?

I stared at him. Was he really going to make me say it? Panic clawed at my chest, warring with my fury and my wanting. Damn it all. Why was this whole affection thing so horribly awful?

He was going to leave. I could see him preparing to slink off somewhere and nurse his wounds as he turned away. Because he was wounded at the thought that I didn't actually want him. He thought I only wanted the wraith, the dark power inside him.

Moron.

Growling again in frustration, I dematerialized, transporting myself a few steps away, blocking Dyre's escape. Planting a hand on his shoulder, I took the necromancer with me when I dematerialized again.

Taking someone along with me wasn't easy. And if the necromancer had wanted to prevent it, he probably could. But he came willingly, and we didn't have far to go. We landed on the nest of cushions and blankets that made up my bed, Dyre on his back and me straddling his hips. “Listen very closely,” I warned impatiently. “Because I will only say this one time. I've wanted you for a long while now, and you know it. I've seen how you watch me. You know I watch you too. You aren't that oblivious.” I planted my hands on his t-shirt clad chest and leaned forward, nearly choking on my words and the unaccustomed honesty. “I simply won't stand idly by while you get so wrapped up in your new angelic pet that you forget I exist.”

His eyes widened as what I was saying sank in. I didn't give him a chance to talk again. Or to judge me. Or to continue to wallow in self-pity. Leaning forward, I planted my hands on his chest and kissed him, hard.

He froze in surprise. Then he melted under me with a delicious little whimper. Smiling, I drew back and studied his face, enjoying the way his long red hair spilled out beneath him and his violet eyes nearly glowed. “Do you understand now, idiot witch? Or will you truly force me to continue to chat?”

He shook his head, his throat working as he swallowed convulsively. Apparently, I had kissed him mute.

Good.


Chapter 9
Aahil


Sliding down Dyre's slender body, I undid his fly and got my hands on his hard, cool length, pleased to find his cock was as long and perfect as the rest of him. “Stay,” I told him firmly when he levered himself up onto his elbows. “Lay back down and enjoy the mind-blowing orgasm I'm about to bestow upon you, necromancer.”

He made a deep, inarticulate sound in his throat as I sank my hot mouth down over his cool skin. I enjoyed the contrast between us. I could only imagine what it must feel like to have your cock engulfed in heat when you were used to always being chilled. And I ran much hotter than his other lovers. I swirled my tongue around the head as I sent sparks dancing over his body to tantalize every inch of heat-starved flesh that wasn't currently covered by his clothing.

It had been quite some time since I'd done this for someone. And even longer since I had wanted to. I moaned when I realized I was enjoying myself. My eyes flicked upward as I gripped the necromancer's thighs, raking my short claws over the denim fabric. His violet gaze was locked on me, his hands fisted in the blankets as he tried to hold still and behave. He probably knew that I had a no touching rule. As closeknit as everyone was in this house, he probably knew I still had some… issues with sex.

Rather than annoying me, I found that I was okay with his knowing. It made me feel more confident. More in control. I was certain the necromancer wouldn't cross my boundaries. He was—inexplicably and astoundingly—innocent, I supposed was the best word for it. And it was disgusting how much I apparently liked that about him.

Reaching out a hand, I untangled his fingers from the blanket and moved them to my hair. Then I winked, going back to using my considerable talents to ruin him for anyone else. The thought made me feel supremely self-satisfied. This was my element.

Dyre's long fingers hesitantly curled into my hair and something inside me relaxed. I was used to being domineering and I was always sure of my ability to detect when someone wanted me. Reading desire was part of my innate magic. And so was my natural allure. I was used to people lusting after me, whether I wanted them to or not. And yet… apparently some part of me was just as ridiculously self-conscious as the man beneath me. Apparently, I needed to know he actually did want this and wasn't just going along with my overbearing ways.

He was different from the other men I had been with. And that should be terrifying. All that innocence, self-consciousness, and trust. And yet, my cock throbbed, and every fiber of my being wanted to give him pleasure. To live up to my promises.

When his grip on my hair tightened and he started to tremble, I let out a little groan of pleasure. I took him deep and drank down his release like the finest wine. Then I smirked up at him, doing my best to hide some very uncomfortable soft feelings under humor. “Well?” I said with a wink. “Are there any braincells still functioning, necromancer?”

He opened his eyes and looked down at me, his expression unreadable. “Maybe a few.”

We both stared at each other for an uncomfortable moment before he lunged, using more than witch strength to drag me up beside him. His lips met mine, and I froze for a moment in surprise before relaxing into him, returning the slow, lazy kiss. Right. This was how it was supposed to be. Andy and Hasumi were the only ones who had ever wanted much to do with me once the orgasms were over. Once I had served my purpose.

Dyre growled low in his throat and pushed me onto my back, his hand sliding down my chest to slip under my waistband and grip my still hard cock. I let out a strange sound and froze at the suddenness of the move, my body and mind not sure if we should set someone on fire, freeze in panic, try to escape, or… thrust upward into the firm, cool grip around our cock.

Before I could make up my mind, Dyre suddenly withdrew his hand and sucked in a breath. “Fuck. No. I'm sorry.”

He shook his head, and I watched a flurry of emotions cross his features as he waged some sort of internal battle. Then his eyes met mine, in mournful apology. “I'm sorry. He doesn't understand. He was just curious and… well, based on prior experience he thought that was the logical next step.” Dyre shrugged awkwardly, still propped up on one elbow beside me.

I blinked at him, still trying to decide if I felt attacked or aroused. “What just happened?”

But my brain was catching up. His words only confirmed my suspicions. “Sunny happened,” he said with a groan, flopping back onto his back and draping a long arm over his face. I thought he might be blushing, if it were physically possible for a necromancer to blush. “Andy and Ambrose are okay with it. And… well, Sunny finds this whole sex thing interesting and new. So, he didn't understand that you might not want that. He thinks mortals are silly and weird with all of our emotions and our needs.” He didn't seem to be able to stop talking. He just kept babbling. “I'm sorry,” he repeated, finally removing his arm from his face and turning his head to meet my eyes. “Truly. I know there are… boundaries. And that maybe you were only playing around with me just now. I didn't mean to make you feel—”

I cut the idiot off by pressing my lips to his. I had decided how to react now. I gripped his hand and pulled him toward me, placing his palm back on my lower belly. “Stop talking and finish what you started, witch,” I demanded, pressing in to nip at his neck.

Words, words, words. Everyone was always wanting to talk and discuss emotions, and ask me how I was feeling and treat me like I might break. Even I tended to act like I was made of glass, thanks to all of their fussing. But right now, I wanted this. I wanted to be treated as if this was just the natural next step after sucking a guy's dick. Not like I was damaged goods.

Dyre's cool fingers wrapped around my throbbing cock, and I thrust into his grip. “Are you sure, Aahil?” he whispered against my hair.

I growled. “Stop. Talking.”

He huffed, but did as I ordered. His free arm wrapped around me, holding me to him as we lay on our sides. I buried my head in his shoulder, hiding in the curtain of his long, silky hair as he slowly, firmly stroked me, adding a little twist at the top that made my toes curl.

I gripped his hip with one hand, and his shirt with the other, hanging on for dear life. It felt so good. Safe. I shut out everything else, silenced all the voices in my head that usually ruined this, and just let myself feel.

Dyre was warmer than he had been, but he was still cooler than my own raging jinn body heat. His cool touch on my cock and on my back felt nice. Contrast. And a reminder that he was more than he seemed. If anything went wrong… if I lost myself and my magic went haywire or my darkness took over, or I went completely insane… well, Sunny would handle it. Probably for good. But still, the thought was comforting. A bit of the wraith's dark aura wrapped around us, and I felt as if I was hidden in shadow.

Pleasure rippled up and down my spine as Dyre's hand pressed between my shoulder blades, holding me, anchoring me. His strokes sped up and I curled my hands into his t-shirt, pressing my head hard to his chest, still cocooned. Still hidden in darkness as I raced toward climax. As I reached out past the fear and the memories, I thought of Andy. Of Hasumi. Of the weird connection I had with this necromancer who was currently holding me together and simultaneously asking me to fall apart in his arms.

The orgasm surprised me. One moment I was yearning, striving toward a pinnacle that I thought was impossible for me to ever reach again. And the next I was soaring. Falling. Shaking in Dyre's long arms as I spilled heat and passion between us.

Vulnerable. Raw.

Long fingers stroked through my hair. And a deep voice rumbled against my cheek as he squeezed me to him. “It's okay,” he murmured. “Shh… it's okay. I know. I get it. It's okay.”

It took me far too long to realize what the idiot was going on about. To realize that I was crying. Sobbing softly against the soft cotton that covered his cool chest.

“Shut up,” I muttered between gasping breaths.

“Okay,” he said evenly. “Okay, Aahil. Whatever you say, sweetheart.”

Sweetheart. Bah. I scoffed at him, but couldn't speak.

I felt stupid. Like a child, curled up and blubbering on the man I'd thought an enemy not an hour before. All because I'd had one little orgasm.

Pathetic.

“You're not pathetic,” he murmured, still talking. I must have said that bit out loud. His big hand smoothed over my back, and he ignored the wetness between us as he rolled over and pulled me on top of him. Then he yanked the blanket over my head and buried me. As if he knew that I wanted to hide forever.

“I'm certainly not going to judge,” he told me with a hint of humor in his deep voice. “I'm an abomination, remember? I'm still trying to get over the idea that anyone would even touch me willingly.”

I huffed and snuggled deeper into my stupid cocoon.

“I won't tell anyone,” he whispered after a bit of silence. “If that's what you're worried about.” His hands still stroked over my back, petting me like an upset cat in need of soothing. Then he sighed. “And… thank you. For accepting me. For trusting me. Or… whatever this is.”

I considered simply dematerializing and leaving. But that felt cowardly. Not knowing what to say or how to get myself out of this situation, I turned my head and bit him, sinking my sharp canines into the lean muscle of his pec.

“Ow! What the hell?” he yelped. Then he let out a weary sigh and went back to petting my back. “Yeah. Okay. Fine.”

I was never emerging from these blankets. I would die here before I ever came out and faced anyone again. Especially the necromancer.

The embarrassment would be the death of me.

Though, I had the stupid, sappy thought that this whole awkward encounter might have been worth it.

A knock at the door interrupted my suicide plans.

“Aahil?” Andy called through the heavy wood.

I sat up and threw the blanket off my head, my eyes meeting the wry gaze of the necromancer I was currently straddling. Both of us were clothed, and he had tucked himself back into his pants at some point, which I supposed might be a relief. If I cared about nudity. I arched a brow at the necromancer, and he pushed up on his elbows to mutter a spell that removed some of the less savory evidence of what we had been doing.

Climbing off the necromancer, I strode across the room, opened the door, and leaned against the doorframe, doing my best to look idle and unconcerned. “Yes? What has you beating down my door, witch? Is the house on fire? Are we under attack?” I smirked. “Did you lose one of your fuckbuddies?”

She narrowed her eyes at me, then tilted her head, leaning so she could see into the room.

“Hi, Andy,” Dyre said tiredly from the middle of my nest of pillows. His long hair was still loose, spilling over the cushions, and his t-shirt was rucked up on one side to reveal his lean stomach. He looked pleasantly boneless, which made me want to smile proudly at the effect I had on him.

Andy's gray eyes widened. I wasn't really concerned that she'd be angry. Why should I care? Everyone else around here fucked like rabbits. Why should it matter if I stole the witch's toy?

And yet, something in me relaxed when she just shook her head and huffed a little laugh. “Really?” she said, arching a brow and returning her gaze to me.

I shrugged. “Apparently, I have no taste in bed partners.”

She slapped my shoulder and rolled her eyes. “You have excellent taste. I just thought you two hated each other.”

Dyre stood, unfolding gracefully from his nest on the floor and running a hand through his long hair to tug out some of the tangles. “Absolutely,” he said with a shrug. “Loathe the little jackass.”

I crossed my arms over my chest and narrowed my eyes at him. True to his word, he showed not a single sign that he had just been sheltering me while I had some ridiculous meltdown. He once more looked as placid and unruffled as ever. “He might be growing on me. Disgustingly,” I drawled.

Dyre gave me a half smile, and Andy laughed. “You two are so dumb.” Then, apparently content to let us have whatever… this was… she moved on to more important business. “We got the coordinates for the safe space from Bella. We're going to head out to Magea to practice with the artifacts in half an hour or so, if you two aren't too busy bumping uglies to join us.

She smirked.

I gave her a bored look at her crass human lingo.

Dyre brushed past us to get to the hallway, muttering something about getting some spell supplies and books to take with us. I don't think I was the only one who noticed that his cheeks were colored with a bit of purple, like a faint imitation of a deathly blush.

Once Dyre vanished around the corner at the end of the hall, Andy turned back to me and arched a brow. “You okay?” she asked, direct and annoyingly perceptive as always.

I glared. “Why wouldn't I be?”

She just continued to stare at me, and I felt all of my old defenses crumbling away. “It was… strange. And I behaved like an idiot. I was pathetic. I have no idea why he is so kind. It's disgusting.”

She silently laughed at me. “See?” she finally huffed out. “I told you he was good people. No one wanted to believe me.”

I studied my claws. “You might, possibly, maybe be partially correct.”

Then I did the hard thing and forced myself to be serious. “I don't know why I feel drawn to him. But things went… further… than I am used to. And it was good. It was awful and embarrassing, and I want to erase myself from existence. But I didn't self-destruct. I didn't panic.” Too badly, anyway. “And no one died. It was good.”

I finally met her eyes again, a bit afraid of what I might see there. Would she be hurt that I had kept her at a distance, but let Dyre have this much of me? I hadn't meant to. It had just felt right this time. Probably because of how patient and understanding Andy had been with me all this time. Gah. Feelings. I hated them.

The gray eyes that met mine were full of understanding, and Andy seemed nothing but genuinely happy for me. “I'm glad you felt that comfortable, Aahil,” she said, and there was no lie to be found in her words. “These things move at their own pace, and in their own time. I'm not mad at you for choosing Dyre, if that's what you're worried about. I don't own him. Or you. Or anyone in this damned monstrosity of a house. I only want us all to be happy.” She sighed. “And I know we've all been kind of wrapped up with Elijah.”

She didn't say any more. But I got the gist. She knew I was feeling left out. I would never live this down. I nodded, unable to form words past the stupid lump in my throat.

Reminding myself who I was, I straightened my spine and pushed off the door frame, pulling Andy down to me for a soft kiss. “I am trying,” I murmured against her lips. “I am trying to be a better person. To be a whole person. But it seems this is more work than I had anticipated. I don't know how anyone does it. The world should, by all rights, be filled with nothing but crazy people. It's far too much work to stay sane.”

She kissed the tip of my nose, then my forehead. “I know,” she said wryly. “It fucking sucks trying to figure out who you are and what you really want in life. Let alone what's right and wrong. That, I can fully relate to.” Stuffing her hands in the pockets of her jeans, she nodded her head at the hallway where Dyre had disappeared, toward the stairs. “Wanna go practice fucking shit up using unstable stolen magical artifacts?”

I grinned. “Absolutely, witch. Lead on.”


Chapter 10
Andy


Itook a deep breath and glanced at the people around me. It was hard to believe that for most of my life, I had felt so utterly alone. My boring life before the bestiary seemed distant and faded now. And it was all because of the weirdos currently standing beside me, in an open plain at the foot of a mountain in a far corner of Magea.

I loved them all, damn it. And now we were about to go fucking around with something we shouldn't, playing with magic that could end up getting us killed. All to save the fucking useless world from itself.

It didn't seem like a fair trade to me. If it were up to me alone, in my more bitter moments, I would say that any one of my partners was worth a million faceless people. But that sounded a little too selfish—a little too Lovell—for my tastes. So, here we were, about to experiment with a couple of powerful magical artifacts.

I shifted the wide strap of the carrying case across my shoulder and surveyed the scenery. The heavy box that contained the amplifier was slung against my hip, while Dyre carried the nullifier. Both artifacts were encased in wards and protective magic. It seemed the angels had built on the containment magic Dyre and Sunny had created for the SA the first time the nullifier was briefly in our possession. While the orbs were in their cases with the lids shut, there was hardly a trickle of magic from them. But once we opened the boxes and essentially switched off the wards, we'd be playing with fire.

Bella had chosen the meadow where we currently stood for our little experiment. She assured me—using more of her ridiculous code—that we were at least a hundred miles away from civilization here, in the center of territory owned and guarded by a clan of fae who were not sympathetic to either the SA or the witch supremacists. We would be as free from prying eyes as it was possible to be. And if someone did happen to scan the area at this exact moment and notice a massive magical surge, they would probably chalk it up to fae nonsense. Which would hopefully give us long enough for us to scamper back to the relative safety of our little pocket world.

“Okay, how do we wanna do this?” I asked, as if I wasn't terrified. I had come up with a very crazy way to use the nullifier and the amplifier in tandem—in theory—but we had agreed that we should probably get a feel for how they both worked individually before we started asking for trouble by combining things.

Dyre moved out into the open area, the tall grasses and wildflowers swishing against his long legs as he took the strap off his shoulder and found a good place to set the box he carried. “Let's start with the nullifier,” he said evenly, a scientist in his element. The necromancer loved fiddling with strange magic. It was kind of his whole… schtick.

I left him to it, taking myself well away from him and the nothing bomb. I had experienced that thing the first time we borrowed it from the angels, and again when the SA used it against us and nearly murdered us all. I wasn't in any rush to feel that powerless again, thanks.

Finding a relatively flat spot in the grass, I plopped down, holding the box with the unopened amplifier on my lap. One thing we had all agreed on—these babies never left our sight. Someone was to have a hand on the artifacts at all times. It would just be too fucking easy for some SA or cult asshole to dart in out of nowhere and grab them. Even here. They had a habit of popping up like a zit on my left butt cheek whenever I least expected it.

The others joined me as Dyre crouched down in the grass, intent on his task. He murmured the release words and carefully unlatched the box that held the nullifier. The effect was immediate. I could see it even from a distance. Dyre's dark aura dimmed to almost nothing as the nullifier stripped away most of his magic. Only the age and power of the evil being lurking inside him allowed him to keep even a tiny portion of his magic. And I had a feeling that the longer he was in contact with the artifact, the more that little bit of reserve would leak away.

I curled my fingers into my palms, my nails biting into the flesh. I did not want to think about what would happen if Sunshine's magic disappeared completely. It was the only thing keeping Dyre alive… though I still wasn't sure if Dyre knew that…. Maybe I should tell him? But Sunny wanted to leave him that last bit of dignity. I would have to just trust that the wraith knew its own limits.

“Oh.” Elijah's voice wavered as he sat down suddenly, his ass finding the ground with far less grace than he was capable of, the glow of his wing branches dimming.

Yeah, another potential reason for concern. The necromancer's magic was also what was keeping Elijah alive. The angel held a hand to his chest as if he was willing his heart to keep beating. I tried to ignore how different he looked with every passing day. But it was hard not to notice, even in a situation like this. Elijah was taller now, his body slowly morphing over the days, leaving him with broad shoulders that tapered to a narrow waist. His brown hair had slowly turned a stunning shade of shiny gold. And his handsome face was chiseled perfection. Would his body revert back to its natural state, leaving nothing of Elijah behind if he lost his connection to Dyre?

I tore my eyes away from him and stuffed down my stupid, maudlin thoughts. “Dyre! Close it up or get out of range. You're freaking me the fuck out over here!”

He stood and brushed back a few long tendrils of hair that had escaped the braid he wore today. His stride was slow and even as he made his way over to us, but I thought maybe the speed was to hide how wobbly he felt. “You know the rule,” he told me and the others. “Someone needs to be near the artifact at all times.” He grimaced. “And we need to know how it effects each of us, so we can be prepared. Who wants to go next?”

I sighed. “I'll go over there and stay by the stupid thing while you all have your fun.” Taking the strap of the amplifier off from around my neck, I passed it to Zhong for safe keeping. Then I got up and trudged over to the nullifier.

We weren't sure what all of the effects of the nullifier would be on each of us, but we could certainly form hypotheses. And the current hypothesis was that as a witch, I was probably safest around the damned thing. If I lost my magic, I just became essentially human. I would lose some intangible things—my longer life span, my resistance to human diseases, all things that would be a long-term problem, but didn't really put me in danger in the short term. But the others… they were made of magic in a way that I wasn't. Too much time near the nullifier could potentially kill them.

I felt my magic drain away as I entered the nullifier's field of effect. My fingers tingled unpleasantly, and I felt lightheaded as I lost my connection to the earth. I reached down to my waistband and tilted my insulin pump so I could see the screen that showed my current blood sugar. The pump would be unaffected by the absence of magic, but the null might affect what little natural resistance the stupid curse had left me with. Two hundred. Eh. Not great. But also high enough I wasn't in any immediate danger of passing out. In situations like this, high was always better than low, despite the potential long-term health effects.

When I reached the nullifier, I plopped down in the grass next to it. My whole body felt heavy and not right. But I'd live. And now I'd be close enough to grab the thing if anyone showed up looking for a fight.

Dyre stood watching me from across the meadow, his arms crossed over his chest and his eyes narrowed—and I was pretty sure if I was close enough, I'd see that one eye was violet, and one pitch black. Aww… both my boys were worried for me. How sweet. I chuckled to myself. The lack of magic was making me feel loopy. But it would pass. I just needed to adjust to being a boring old human.

“I'm fine!” I called out, waving cheerily. “Stop glaring. Red Rover, Red Rover, send someone on over. I'd like to get this over with sometime this damned century!”

Niamh jogged my way. I could tell the moment she hit the nullifier's border. Her aura went out like a light, and she stumbled, trying to adjust. When she reached me, she was panting. Which was crazy. I didn't think I had ever seen her out of breath before. Unless I was the one causing it. “I feel I might vomit,” she informed me succinctly, her face pale, and her lips pinched.

Fae used magic, just like us witches. But the source was different. They didn't just pull up raw elemental magic and redirect it. They filtered it through their being, twined it up inside themselves to make it something different, something more. It was connected to them on some deep, physical and psychic level. If she was to stay like this, we were all pretty sure Niamh would slowly wither away, like the plants she had an affinity for.

I arched my eyebrows at her in a silent “Well?”

She straightened from her hunched posture and drew her knife from her belt, making a few wide slashing motions with it. “It's like moving through water,” she muttered. Then she put the knife away and grabbed the bow from her back. Nocking an arrow, she turned and aimed at something off in the opposite direction from where everyone else was standing. “I can't see,” she griped, like an old grandma. All she needed was some thick glasses to push up on her nose. “This would definitely require some adjustment in the heat of battle,” she muttered.

All the humor faded from me as I was once again reminded why we were here. No matter how much I might try to pretend, this wasn't some fun magical game we were playing. No. We were here to figure out how this all worked so we could better defend ourselves. Or, if Bella and her rebels had their way, so we could better murder anyone who stood against us.

We were so screwed.

“Go back,” I said flatly. “You've seen what you need to see. Send someone else to suffer. There's no reason for you to overdo it, fae.”

She put the bow and arrow away and glanced at me. Most of the fae light was gone from her bright green eyes, and her golden skin didn't glow quite the way it used to. Even her hair looked less… magical, where it flowed around her antlers. She was still the most gorgeous woman I'd ever met. But it made me ill, knowing that it wasn't just her looks that were changed. The spark of life inside her was slowly dying.

“Andy?” she said, coming to crouch down next to me, her fierce fae heart right there for all the world to see in her concerned gaze.

I waved her off. “I'm fine. Go.”

Of course she didn't go. At least not right away. To be expected. Niamh never did as she was told. Instead, she leaned forward and pressed a swift, hard kiss to my lips. When she drew back, her fierce green eyes searched my face. “Whatever the future holds, we will be victorious,” she told me firmly. “We will hunt our prey and eliminate the threat. You will see.”

I shook my head. “Sure. Now will you get out of here! Before you pass out.”

She scoffed at the idea that her strong, perfect fae hunter ass could ever be so weak as to faint. Then she stood and stalked off to send in the next torture victim.

It was the same for each of them. The moment my companions entered the nullifier's reach, their auras dimmed. Their magic disappeared. And they suffered. They stayed just long enough to get a feel for what would need to change if they were asked to fight within this zone of weakness, and no longer. But it was very obvious that our guesses as to what might happen if they stayed near the nullifier too long were probably correct.

Dyre and Sunny weakened, and had to work very hard to keep control over what little magic they retained—essentially just enough to keep their bond intact and keep Elijah tethered to his new body. And they could feel their magic draining the longer they were near the artifact. Niamh was similarly weakened. Zhong said he could feel himself growing heavier. We were pretty sure he would slowly turn to stone if he stayed for too long. Hasumi, Aahil, and Ambrose all had difficulty maintaining their human forms. It was likely that with prolonged exposure they would simply… vanish, returned to the elements of water, fire, or darkness that made up their being.

Elijah didn't enter the nullifier's sphere of influence. We all thought that would be a very bad idea. We had only just gotten him a body. We weren't about to risk losing him completely. Fucking around with Dyre's magic was dangerous enough. Tossing Elijah into the null would almost certainly be an insta-kill. Though, Dyre did say he thought it might be possible for him to do something. But as he put it, “it wouldn’t be pretty.”

I didn't want to know what a necromancer considered “not pretty.”

In the end, if we were ever trapped in close proximity to the nullifier for any long period of time… I would be alone once again. Everyone else would die. But at least they had some idea of how it would feel if they had to fight their way out of that without magic. So… mission accomplished, I suppose. Even if I felt hollow inside.

“Andy?” Hasumi was calling to me. I listlessly tore my attention away from the horrible ways we were all going to die to glance their way. “Put it away, now!” the water weaver demanded.

Right. Mustering my energy, I used my heavy, clumsy, magicless human hands to close the lid of the box and mutter the incantation. The endless sucking void at my side disappeared and magic returned, flooding my senses, burning as it rushed from the earth and plants around me and down my poor, starved synapses.

Hasumi, appeared kneeling at my feet, transporting to me in a rush while the others made their way over the usual way. The water weaver's long, graceful fingers caressed my cheek as they tilted my head up to meet their concerned turquoise gaze. I could feel them pushing good feelings my way—comfort, love, peace. “Better now?”

I blinked a few times, then shuddered. “Yes. But… what the fuck was that?”

Hasumi's beautiful lips curved upward into a wry smile. “It seems you are not as unaffected by the lack of magic as we assumed. I could tell something wasn't right. Niamh said she was concerned. And in that brief moment just after you turned off the nullifier… I was able to feel it for certain using my abilities.” They lifted pale brows and nodded toward the now innocuous box. “You may not suffer physically from the lack of magic, the way we do. But it seems the disconnect affects your mental health.”

I huffed. How fucking stupid. Except, I couldn't really argue. Now that I was feeling more like myself, I could absolutely see what Hasumi meant. I had lost it for a moment there. I had felt… listless. Hopeless. Defeated before the battle even began. And tired. So, so, tired….

“Goddess,” I said, running a hand through my hair. “I'm so sick of this shit. Let's never do that again unless we absolutely have to, okay?”

That got me a few dark chuckles and murmurs of agreement. And then it was on to the amplifier. Easy-peasy. Right?


Chapter 11
Elijah


Working with the amplifier proved to be no easier than handling the nullifier. If the smoking crater where Aahil had just been standing seconds before was any indication, it was even more dangerous.

Our entire group was made up of individuals who were stronger-than-usual examples of their kind. Magnifying that was apparently a bad idea.

I hoped the fae who looked after this vast stretch of land weren't too irate when they saw what we had done to it. Aahil reappeared a few feet away, and everyone present let out a collective breath of relief. For a moment there, it had seemed as if the jinn had burned himself out of existence.

“That was… enlightening,” Aahil said flatly. He arched one dark brow, and held out the amplifying artifact he was carrying. “Anyone else care to get a taste for unimaginable power and possibly lose their fucking mind?”

Andy huffed. “Are you okay, Aahil? Goddess, you scared the living hells out of us.”

He shrugged one shoulder in a graceful ripple of movement that only he could execute, then he disappeared again in a shower of sparks.

We all looked at each other as the seconds ticked by. Hasumi was frowning. Which was concerning, considering how unruffled they usually were. I opened my mouth to ask what was wrong, but Aahil chose that moment to reappear in a massive wash of warm, sensual magic.

He was laughing uncontrollably, his lean, bare abs flexing as he bent double with one arm wrapped around his torso. “Oh. Fuck. Is this what humans feel like when they get high?”

Andy rolled her eyes and strode over to him, yanking the amplifier out of his hand and shaking her head at him. “What happened this time?”

He straightened, wiping tears of laughter from his golden eyes. “I teleported. All the way to the other side of the planet. And almost right off it altogether.” Squinting up at the midday sun, he sighed. “It's much warmer here.”

Hasumi was still frowning. “Tell us what really happened,” the ethereal water weaver demanded, prowling toward Aahil with all the rippling grace of a river. “You were distressed.”

Aahil sighed. “Can't a person have any fun before you go shouting their secrets from the rooftops?”

Hasumi didn't react to the jinn's tone. Our water weaver was nearly impossible to rile. “What upset you so, flame?”

Aahil rolled his eyes. “For a second there, I thought I wouldn't be able to come back… to reform my essence.” He shrugged again, as if they were just discussing the weather. “You know how, when you dematerialize, it feels like… expanding? And then you pull yourself toward whatever destination you have in mind and kind of… suck yourself back together?”

Hasumi nodded slowly at this rather inelegant description. “Yes.”

Aahil gave the weaver a wry look before glancing nervously at Andy and away. “Well, it was a tad bit difficult not to just scatter forever. To remember who I was and pull back. And when I did manage it, there were… penguins.”

Andy lifted a hand to rub her forehead. “Goddess fucking fuck.”

Aahil huffed a laugh and moved closer to her, reaching up to cup her cheek and make her look at him. “Stop the unnecessary fussing,” he demanded, pausing to kiss her chin. “I'm here now. I figured it out.”

She shook her head. “You figured it out. Great.”

Hasumi took the orb from Andy's hand and our witch jerked toward them in panic. But the weaver just smiled and touched her shoulder, sending a wash of calm over all of us. “I am more cautious than our flame. I will be fine.”

Then Hasumi was gone.

“I'm going to have white hair by the time this is all over,” Andy muttered as she nibbled at a fingernail. Zhong moved to her side and rubbed a big hand over her back.

I watched with a strange combination of warmth and anxiety in my chest. It was touching to see how easily they all cared for each other. And yet… terrifying, when we were out here taking such risks. And soon enough it would be my turn. The gods and goddesses only knew what kind of craziness would ensue when they handed a magic amplifier to an angelic revenant.

“Don't worry,” a deep voice said from beside and slightly behind me. “I'll go first. That way we'll have an idea how it will affect necromantic magic. This shouldn't be as risky for you as the nullifier. If anything, it should strengthen your binding to your body and juice up your angelic magic. Nothing disastrous.”

His cool hand pressed against my back, between my shoulder blades, where my wings rooted into my back. Before my reanimation, Dyre would have been my last choice for most comforting housemate. But now… his strange, cool touch did more to reassure me than his words. I leaned into it without conscious thought, and he moved his hand higher, silently gripping the back of my neck, squeezing the tense muscles there.

This was something we definitely needed to talk about. But with everything else that had been going on, my strange new attachment to the necromancer was the least of our concerns. Still, I knew I shouldn't feel quite so bereft when he let go of my neck and strode off to take the orb from a calmly waiting Hasumi.

“Aahil is right,” the water weaver was telling Andy. “It takes some adjustment to calibrate travel. And…” they paused to glance at Aahil before continuing. “To keep from losing myself in my element. I can feel the ocean from here. It whispers to me.” They tilted their head, and their turquoise eyes glowed. “I think I could move it, if I wished. Call it to me.” Shaking themselves, they held out the orb to Dyre. “Be careful. I have a feeling the ancient one inside you may struggle.”

Dyre nodded once and took the orb. As usual, he was difficult to read. He showed not an ounce of hesitation or fear, his gauntly handsome face devoid of expression. But I thought he was hiding his true feelings. Perhaps the necromancer was more complex than we all assumed.

His fingers closed around the orb, and suddenly I was sure of that. I could feel him, somehow. Like a second (and maybe third?) presence inside my own mind. The faint whispers of a conversation that you could just barely overhear if you strained. Interest. Curiosity. Fear. Worry. Loneliness. Tenderness. And then the power slammed into me, dropping me to my knees.

Dyre released a slow, shaky breath as he stared at the ground. When he lifted his head, his eyes were pure black, glittering and cold. “There's so many of them,” he whispered, eyes scanning our surroundings, seeing things the rest of us couldn't see. “They're everywhere, calling out to me. They want to rise.”

My legs shook as I pushed myself back up to my feet. I felt so strong. So determined. I moved closer to Dyre without thinking, called to my master. Ready to do his bidding. If only he would hurry up and raise my brothers and sisters so we could carry out his will….

“Dyre,” Andy called out. “Whatever the fuck you're doing, you need to stop!”

A black aura hung over us all, invisible but heavy, pressing down, squeezing, compelling, leeching the life from the world. The others had closed ranks around Andy, instinctively protecting our witch, the heart of our family. But I was frozen, torn between the desire to see her safe and the need to be with my maker.

My feet moved of their own accord, taking me closer to Dyre. His long red hair lifted in a breeze that touched only him, a blood-bright splash of color in a rapidly dulling world of gray. More darkness fell as Ambrose appeared at his back, wrapping his arms around Dyre's narrow waist and resting his head against the necromancer's back. “Hey sweetheart,” the boogeyman murmured. “Let go of the power,” he cajoled, his own dark shadow magic reacting to the artifact, amplified, curling around us all in hungry tentacles of fear. He could take over. Probably. Swamp Dyre's mind with nightmares and wrestle the orb from his hands.

But would that make Dyre react? Right now, the necromancer wasn't actually using the dark magic that pulsed around him. If he felt he was in danger, he might accidentally do something awful. Like raise every dead thing within miles. Or tap into Sunny's hunger and start feasting on souls.

And he would never forgive himself for harming the others. Not my sweet, powerful, self-loathing master. The thoughts were absurd. I knew that. And yet….

I shuffled closer. One step. Another. A faint glow began to suffuse the darkness, a warm, fuzzy gold among the shadows. There was a yearning in me. A call to mend what the dark being had just thrown out of balance.

Moving through the murk of black magic that poured off from Dyre and Ambrose was like wading through a river with a strong current. But I kept going, the glow around me increasing until I stood before Dyre, and he had to squint those black eyes against the radiance of angelic magic that poured off my outstretched wings.

“Elijah,” he said, his deep voice more resonant than ever, full of dark promise and command. I shuddered, waiting for his orders, even as I felt my own magic reaching for him, my wings arching up and forward, wrapping around the man who had given me a second chance at life.

“Master,” I whispered, my arms going around his neck as Ambrose released him into my embrace. I enfolded Dyre in my wings, hiding us both from everyone around us.

The artifact thudded to the ground, and I kicked it out of the way so I could press closer, so I could hold the slender, fragile body of this immensely powerful being against my own. Dyre's long arms wrapped around my waist, and he buried his face in the crook of my neck. He was taller than me, even in my newly shaped and molded body, but he hunched over, curled around the darkness in his core.

“Sunny?” I whispered, concerned about the battle that seemed to be raging inside my creator.

“It burns,” the ancient wraith hissed against my neck. “The light. It hurts.”

I nodded. “I know. I'm sorry. But I can't let you make Dyre do something he'll regret.”

Fingers dug into my back, and I was immensely grateful my master didn't have claws, like some of our other companions, as he clung to me. “Make it stop.”

His deep voice was rough and broken, but it was Dyre who spoke. Not Sunshine. Taking in a deep breath, I made a massive effort and pulled my magic back inside myself.

“Well,” Andy said, her voice shaky, coming from somewhere behind us. “At least we know no one stands a fucking chance against us if we have to hand the damned artifact off to Dyre. Fuck that was… well, just fuck.”

I didn't think Dyre was the only one she had to be afraid of. My own magic was every bit as powerful as my superiors in the choir had been afraid it would one day be, back when I was alive. I could have manipulated them all, reached out and toyed with the soul spark of every being in this meadow just now. And they couldn't have stopped me.

Only the necromancer could command me. And yet he had no interest in that, even with the limitless power of the orb singing through his dark veins.

Dyre's grip on me loosened, and I felt the first inkling of embarrassment over my strange thoughts and behaviors. I moved back slightly, allowing space between us once more, though my wings still arched around us in a curtain of sparkling light. Dyre's violet eyes regarded me from inches away as his cool hands came to rest on my hips.

“Are you okay?” the terrifying necromancer asked in a hushed whisper.

I huffed a laugh as I shook my head. “I'm fairly certain I should be asking you that, necromancer. And yet… I already know the answer. I suspect you do too?” I could feel him still, through whatever strange bond we shared. And I suspected he had an even clearer read on me. Since I was his creation.

He closed his eyes in a long blink before letting out a sigh and meeting my gaze again. “Yes.” His intense gaze searched my face for a moment as we completely ignored the chaos and questions around us, hidden away in our glowing shelter. “I was hoping you couldn't feel it,” he murmured with a wry grimace. “The bond. I'm sorry.”

I placed my hand on his chest, over his sluggishly beating heart. “You gave me life. I can hardly be angry at a few… side effects.”

He covered my hand with his own, and it felt oddly right somehow. “A permanent bond with a creepy necromancer is hardly a minor side effect. I should have thought about the implications before I offered to do the spell. Now you're stuck with me. With us. Forever.”

I knew I should see a problem with this. Any other angel in my position would probably be fainting from the moral implications of being tied to an abomination like Dyre. Let alone from the fact that I was a ghost inhabiting a corpse that didn't belong to me. But I couldn't find it in me to be repulsed.

Leaning in slowly, I pressed my lips to his, finally obeying what this yearning was telling me to do.

Dyre froze, going rigid under my touch. I fought a wave of mortification as I pulled back to find him watching me with wary violet eyes.

“I don't think that's a good idea,” he said stiffly.

This was definitely the part where my brethren would curse my soul to eternal damnation or something equally dramatic. I released the necromancer I had just assaulted, and dropped my wings, pulling the last bits of my magic in close to myself. “Apologies.”

Dyre opened his mouth to speak, but I didn't want to hear the careful rejection that came next. I was an idiot. A walking corpse the man had brought to life using dark magic. Of course he didn't want to kiss me. Perhaps this borrowed brain of mine was rotting.


Chapter 12
Andy


Well, that was terrifying. And stupidly arousing.

Dyre and Elijah, who knew? Our necromancer was shaping up to be quite the heartbreaker. But also… Goddess, we really shouldn't be fucking around with this level of magical power.

I knew Bella had this crazy idea of turning us all into the saviors of magic kind and all, but I still wasn't buying it. First of all, everyone thought we were villains. Especially me, with my nasty, tainted Lovell blood. And secondly, I think we had just proven that we were playing with fire—literally and figuratively. I had spent my entire life doing my level best to ignore the scary feeling of yawning depth that lurked in my magical well. And most of the others were all staggeringly powerful in their own right. Toying with an amplifier was batshit crazy.

And yet.

I wasn't about to sit around unprotected and unprepared while the SA and the stupid witch supremacist zealots were running around out here gunning for me and everyone I loved. At the very least, we needed to be prepared. Just in case. Even if I wasn't really convinced about going on the offensive or really taking an active part in Bella's crazy schemes.

Taking a deep, centering breath, I grounded myself in my earth magic and glanced around at my gathered companions. “Alright,” I said, as if we hadn't just witnessed Dyre and Sunny on the verge of wigging out. Or the weird, unsettling way Elijah's magic felt like it could manipulate souls. Nope. Just stay on task, Lovell. “So, now that we know how we all react to the damned artifacts, I suppose we should figure out if the whole doughnut hole thing works.”

A whole lot of eyes watched me like I was absolutely insane. As if they were just now realizing just what level of crazy ran in my veins. “What?” I snapped, hands on hips. They shouldn't really be surprised. I had relocated us and our entire mansion into an unstable handcrafted pocket world. My craziness was hardly news.

“Andy,” Zhong said gently. “Are you sure we should still try this plan of yours after all that?”

I rolled my eyes. “No. Of course I'm not sure. It's a terrible idea. But when have I ever done the smart thing.” Glancing around again, I threw my hands up in frustration. “What do you want to do? Go back to the pocket world and keep hiding? Hope that no one eventually finds us there? They will, sooner or later. You know our clock is ticking. I don't want any part of this fucking war Bella and Junaid are all wrapped up in. But I don't have a lot of faith that the damned universe is going to be content until we're completely fucked. So, I really think we should find the best way to use every tool at our disposal for whenever the shit inevitably hits the fan.”

Aahil crossed his arms over his chest and met my gaze, his golden eyes flaring with fire magic. “She's right. Ever since being freed from the bestiary, life has been one catastrophe after another. Clearly this is the price for tying ourselves to a Lovell. Especially one with such a soft, sappy heart in that voluptuous chest of hers.”

I shook my head. “Thanks,” I said sarcastically. “What a whopping vote of support.”

Aahil smirked at me. “I'm nothing if not supportive of your dangerous tendencies, Lovell. You know this, pet.”

“I agree with the two crazies,” Dyre said, his deep voice flat, but filled with gravity. “Even if we don't particularly care about the fate of the rest of the cursed world and all the idiots in it, the forces at play around us won't simply leave us alone. Better we know how to best defend ourselves, even if we don't join in the warmongering.” He arched a brow at the wary looks directed his way. “I didn't actually raise anyone,” he said waspishly. “We were perfectly in control. It just took Sunny and I a moment to adjust to the increased power.”

Ha.

I was pretty sure that was the closest Dyre had ever come to losing control over Sunny since they had first been forced into their involuntary symbiotic situation. But I also knew he would never admit that. He had probably been terrified. And Dyre and his passenger didn't react well to feeling fear or uncertainty.

Still. He was right. It might have been uncomfortable, and it might have taken a little bit of angelic intervention, but in the end it all worked out. No one was bleeding or dead. Or… undead. Except Elijah. You know what I mean.

There was some groaning, and a few long looks were exchanged, but eventually, everyone admitted that we were right. Better overpowered and over prepared than caught by surprise.

So, we set about working out the kinks in the ultimate plan that I had formulated back at the mansion with a little help from Dyre.

The concept was fairly simple. We would combine the powers of the nullifier and the amplifier to make a sort of… zone of invulnerability. With some spells and wards, and a whole lot of crazy Lovell making-shit-up, we had come up with a way to use both artifacts at once without them cancelling each other out. At least theoretically. We just had to test it.

The result of positioning the artifacts and weaving layers of spells and wards—with the help of all of my magically inclined friends to bolster the effectiveness—was a sort of donut shaped area of effect. The nullifier and amplifier would be temporarily fused together to create a center of amplification surrounded by a ring of nullification. Attuning the amplifier to my aura should allow me—and the people who were bonded to me—to slip magic through the nullified zone while still remaining behind our shield of null. Essentially, any enemies should be rendered magicless, while we still retained the ability to attack with amplified spells.

It would be a circle of death for anyone who picked a fight, moving with us as we went.

In practice, setting up the spells and wards and doing all the finicky weavings was both more simple and more difficult than I had anticipated. It was simple because once everything was in place it just kind of… made sense, to that part of me that was innately Lovell—the part that could see patterns and loved to take things apart and make new, better, crazier things. But it was also difficult, because it all centered around me and my bond to the others. It was our link that made it possible for them to get magic through the nullified zone. And it took a shit-ton of concentration and magical oomph to keep the whole effect going once it was activated.

But we did it.

I could feel a bit of my aura, stretched out and wrapped into the weaving, glimmering through the slowly spinning concentric rings of power and null that surrounded our group.

I whooped when I stood in the middle of the circle, holding my hands over the top and bottom of the floating artifact orbs, and watched Aahil set a patch of grass on fire from inside the nullified zone. We would have to test just how thorough the nullified zone was with some help from someone else, since everyone here was connected to me and the nullifier wouldn't work on them right now. But I could feel it there with my magical senses. I knew that zone of magical nothing was working.

We were all laughing like maniacs and performing little feats of magic from inside our doughnut hole of chaos, when a portal opened up a few feet away.

I immediately tensed up, and everyone went on high alert, sure we had been discovered. But it wasn't the SA or the zealots. Just my sister.

Bella stumbled through the portal, shoved her hair back from her face and gave me a fierce look, the fading remnants of a black eye visible on her fair skin from whatever trouble she'd gotten up to since I last saw her.

“What the fuck is that?” she demanded. She looked down at her hands as she stepped into the nullified zone and lost all of her lovely Lovell magic. Her aura visibly shrank, and she shuddered. “Goddess fucking fuck,” she yelped, leaping backward and out of the dead zone, where her aura slowly equalized again.

Well, I guess that answered the question of whether the nullification was working. Bella was a very strong witch. If it had sapped her, it would work on pretty much everyone else.

I opened my mouth to explain, but she waved me away. “Never mind,” she bit out. “I need you. Come on.”

I carefully started tucking away the massive amounts of energy I was using to power the spells on the artifacts, spooling my magic away for later rather than fully releasing it back to the earth the way I normally would. Bella sounded frantic. Which probably meant I'd need that magic sooner rather than later. “What's going on?” I asked, my head aching as the last of the spells faded.

Dyre took the nullifier from me, and Zhong grabbed the amplifier. They both quickly tucked the artifacts away into their storage cases, shutting off their effects. The lack of eddying magic made me feel slightly unbalanced, and I had to force myself to focus.

Bella paced closer and grabbed my wrist, pulling me toward the portal. “Come on, we'll talk at the mansion while you grab whatever you need.”

I dug my heels in and resisted. I was not going to be literally pulled into her stupid war games. “Bella. I'm not playing soldier today. We've been over this. Whatever it is, I'm sure you and your little group of rebel creatures can handle it.”

She rounded on me and her eyes, so familiar, yet so strange in the sister that I hardly knew, flashed with irritation. “Look. The SA is about to execute an innocent for some trumped up charges they are using to make themselves seem like the heroes. We need to stop them. I don't care what your stance is on anything else, but we need to do this. And you and your people stand the most chance of getting in and out quickly and making a statement.” She narrowed her eyes at me. “I know we don't know each other, Andy. Not really. But I know enough about you to know that you won't just stand by and let the SA commit murder when you can stop it. With your help we can storm the SA headquarters, get the poor guy out, and hopefully send a message that not everyone is going to quietly stand by and watch as the corruption spirals out of control.”

I groaned. But she was right. No matter how I might feel about any of this, I sure as hell wasn't going to be able to sit back on my ass and let the dank assholes at the SA murder someone just to earn them some public support in their weird power struggle with the witch supremacists.

Sighing, I followed my stupid sister through the portal.


Chapter 13
Andy


It was strange having an outsider in my pocket world. I didn't like it. The wards allowed Bella in, but I could sense this sort of… alertness to the magic around us. This pocket world had been created, and all of the things inside it relocated, using a combination of my own will, my deep magical well, and the magic I borrowed from all of my companions. The place was literally made from little pieces of us. And anyone not in that circle registered as foreign.

I worked fast so we could get away from that low, un-scratchable itch of warning. Bella was Lovell blood and an ally. But she wasn't one of us, and that bothered me more than I had realized. Especially with all of her rebel tendencies. I thought her heart was in the right place. But she was a Lovell. As much as I hated being judged for that particular trait myself, even I had to admit there was a reason the magical world was incredibly wary of our name.

“Okay,” I said as I hurried around the workroom grabbing any spell ingredients I thought might possibly be needed. It wasn't much, honestly. We were going to try out our new magic trick. If that failed, we probably wouldn't have time for spell ingredients or casting. We'd be too busy being dead. “Tell me what's going on and why we suddenly care so much about the SA and their hitlist. Are you sure this person is really innocent? How do you know they aren't secretly a cultist or a fucking O'Leary? They seem to pop up like cockroaches everywhere we go these days.”

Bella ran her finger over the spines of the grimoires on a nearby bookshelf, her expression gone distant. Then she seemed to shake herself out of whatever memory or melancholy the setting had provoked and focused back on me. “His name is River. And he's not a cultist or an O'Leary. He's a librarian. He went to work for the SA when he realized what kind of trouble was brewing with the supremacists. He's a shapeshifter. The cult sees his kind as right up there with centaurs or fauns—animals to be used. He certainly isn't working with them.”

She waved a hand dismissively. “Anyway, our sources say he came across some information that he shouldn't have, and now the SA is going on about how he's a servant of the cultists and simply refuses to tattle on his masters. Poor guy. He couldn't give them information even if he wanted to, since he isn't one of those assholes. But the SA doesn't care.” She glared, her hands fisted on her hips and righteous fury radiating from every pore.

I shook my head. It wouldn't be the first time that the SA made shit up to make themselves look good. “So what, they think that if they execute this guy for stealing secrets, they'll look like they are one step ahead of the cult and their games? That seems like a really weak reason.”

She huffed. “Since when has the SA's corrupt leadership ever needed a good reason to do anything. The last sensible thing they did was execute our family. It's been downhill ever since then.” She shook her head. “Though this kind of public scene is an escalation for them. I think it's meant to be a warning to the cult, and to the rebels as well—that they aren't afraid to use lethal and public punishment against those that challenge them. They're throwing down the gauntlet. It doesn’t matter that the guy is innocent. They need a scapegoat so they can prove their might to the public, and their ruthlessness to their enemies. They don't really care who their victim is. He is just the most convenient target.”

I rubbed my head. This kind of shit always gave me a headache. “This is all so fucking dumb.”

She nodded. “I agree. Which is why you're going to help stop it. With your overpowered crew and the artifacts, you can do this with far less risk of casualties. If I tried to take the rebels in there, it would be a full out battle, and we’d most likely lose people.” Her hand landed on my shoulder, and her eyes met mine, full of intensity. “You can do this, Andy. It's what you were bred for, you know? To be the strongest of us and overthrow our enemies.” Then she quirked a wry smile, softening those chilling words. “It's just that our ancestors thought you'd be fighting for the other side. Thank fuck you grew up to disappoint them.”

I huffed and stuffed one last pouch of herbs into my back pocket. A mixture that had been blended and spelled to stop bleeding. “If that was supposed to make me feel better, it was a complete failure of a peptalk,” I informed my insane sibling.

Though I silently thanked the goddess that Bella was on the right side of this too. If she was that passionate about supporting the only-witches-should-live faction, we'd be in serious trouble. I could definitely see some of my mother's fanaticism in her. Lucky us it was turned toward good. Or so I liked to believe.

We met the others downstairs in the entryway. Everyone looked rightfully grim. As far as plans went, ours was practically non-existent. Activate the artifact doughnut trick, step through the SA's portal, bulldoze our way to the cells, and grab the prisoner.

Bella and Junaid would be causing a distraction a block away in the hopes of drawing out as many SA agents as they could, so we'd have less SA people to fend off. But really, there was no finesse in this. It was a show of pure strength.

And a great test of our new toy. Couldn't get a better test than throwing the government's top magic users at it and seeing how it held up.

I glanced around the room. I felt like I should say something. Maybe kiss them all one last time because we were probably going to get ourselves imprisoned or killed. But instead I just nodded once, firmly, as if I absolutely believed we were just going to stroll into the SA and take what we wanted, then stroll back out.

Hasumi's turquoise gaze met mine, and they gave me a faint smile. They knew exactly how I felt right now, thanks to their ability to read emotions. I shrugged, then shook my head when a cool, comforting wash of confidence stole over me, grounding me. The water weaver winked.

“Okay,” I said, glancing around at everyone else. “Ready to go fuck some shit up?” Even if I was terrified, there was one good thing to be said for what we were about to do—a whole bunch of people at the SA were about to have a very bad day.

I got nods all around, and Zhong squeezed my shoulder with one big hand. I ripped open an unstable portal for Bella that would spit her out at the meeting place she and Junaid had arranged with a few of the other rebels so they could cause their distraction.

Once she stepped through, I closed that portal and took the artifacts that Dyre and Niamh handed to me. Pulling up my magic, I activated the doughnut spell. Everyone stood inside the circle of amplification. Then I tore open a new portal directly into the SA building.

Normally that would be impossible, thanks to the SA's fierce wards and security measures. But during a previous visit, Jackie had let me glimpse her working the wards on their main portal. And Bella told me our friend on the inside had done some tinkering to the portal since then. With the amplifier activated and the power boost I got from being bonded to all of these powerful beings… it was a piece of cake to crash the SA's own portal and step right on through.

There were a couple of guards and a clerk in the portal room to track who came and went, and to make sure no unauthorized personnel entered or exited the building. One of the guards was actually on the ball. He was a witch, but he moved like he might have some mixed blood, whipping a spell at us before I would have even had time to think about countering.

Unfortunately for him, we were inside our doughnut of destruction. His spell fizzled out in the null zone, and he and his two companions were struck by Dyre's rapidly cast counterspell a second later, knocking them all unconscious.

Well… so far, so good.

My heart was beating so fast and loud I could hardly hear over the noise. I was not cut out for these kinds of life-or-death situations. “Cool,” I breathed into the silence in the room.

The poor guards hadn't even had a chance to sound the alarm. Though I was sure we had probably triggered wards that would alert someone to our presence and send them scurrying our way any second now. “Let's go take a tour of SA headquarters,” I said brightly, ignoring my clenching gut and sweaty palms.

Dyre led the way, since he and I were the ones who had spent the most time here, while we were playing at being SA contractors. I walked behind him, holding my hands above the floating artifacts, maintaining the fusion spell, while the others flanked me. Luckily the area of affect had a good radius, so we had plenty of room to spread out enough to get our entire posse through the door and down the halls.

Sure enough, when we stepped out into the hall, there was a distant ringing, and a little light mounted up near the ceiling was strobing with flashes of red and blue. They knew someone had just blasted through their warded portal. Footsteps pounded down the hallway, and the ominous green glow that grew at the juncture of this hallway and the next said that the SA was about to throw everything they had at us.

“Why the hell did I agree to this again?” I muttered under my breath.

“Because you have a stupidly squishy heart, and you think every single sob story is your personal responsibility,” Aahil answered from my right.

He wasn't wrong. I sighed. “It's been nice knowing you guys.”

Zhong's big hand touched my lower back in support. Hasumi sent us all a wave of bolstering emotions. Niamh just laughed, in that unhinged sort of way that told me she was really looking forward to hunting something, and thought all my worrying was nonsense.

“We'll be fine,” Dyre said, his deep voice cool and even, unruffled as always. “Have a little faith in your monstrous minions, Lovell.”

I snorted. Yeah. The SA probably still thought I was controlling all these powerful creatures like a bunch of puppets for some nefarious purpose. Little did they fucking know. I barely had control of myself on a good day. Good luck to anyone who tried to control these whack jobs.

But all my levity faded as the first burst of high-level magic raced down the hallway. The magic signature said it was a killing spell. And it was headed right for us.

The SA wasn't going to attempt to capture us. They wanted us dead.


Chapter 14
Andy


The glowing green ball of death hit the edge of the null field and sizzled out in a shower of sickly sparks. I let out shaky breath and kept walking down the hall. Yep, this was fine. We were good. All good. I ignored the voice inside that was screaming in dread.

There was an elevator and a stairwell at the end of the next hallway that would lead down to where the interrogation rooms were. Bella had informed us that the holding cells were nearby. Apparently, she had traded a favor with my good old friend Jackie the field mage. Jackie, it seemed, was attempting to sort out who was clean and who was dirty inside the organization, and doing her best give the rebels a fighting chance.

It warmed the cockles of my heart to know that the uptight little SA agent might not have to die when this all went down. Although… she did seem to suspect the SA was going to turn against me back when we helped them defeat the O'Leary coven and she hadn’t done anything to help us. She said she didn’t speak up because she thought the SA had decided against the plan to capture me and my people and force us to work for them, or turn us into public enemies when that failed… but there was still a part of me that was suspicious of her.

A few more spells rocketed down the hallway, only to sizzle out when they got near us. Someone got the smart idea to use mundane weapons, but we had already thought of that, after a previous run-in with the assholes left Aahil with a gunshot wound.

A pair of agents in full body armor stepped out from the juncture of the hallways and opened fire. The bullets made it past the null field that surrounded us, since they weren't magical. But they pinged harmlessly off the bubble of protection Hasumi had erected around us.

A wash of heat flared up beside me as Aahil called on his element. The two armed agents scrambled away from the gout of flame that burst out in front of us. They sought cover around the corner, but the long stream of jinn flame followed them, surging down the hall we were in and turning to blaze down the next hallway as if it had a mind of its own.

A chorus of screams rose up in the wake of the flames. Something else caught fire and exploded, sending a burst of light and heat out of the end of the hallway where we were headed, like something from an over-the-top action movie.

“Goddess, Aahil,” I complained. “Not everyone who works here deserves to die. Some of them might be on our side, you know.”

He just gave me a graceful shrug and a wicked smirk. “Then they should be smart enough to get out of our way.”

“Two dead,” Dyre said evenly from up in front. “Shall I bring them with us?”

I shook my head. “Not right now. Let's save the horror show for if we really want to make enemies.”

He sighed as if I ruined all his fun, but refrained from making any new servants. For the moment.

We reached the junction of the hallways and Aahil extinguished his flames with a dismissive wave of his hand. The walls were merely scorched, showing that he had used some restraint. But there were a couple of smoking, twisted lumps of metal that must have been guns lying next to a badly barbequed corpse.

I was never going to be able to sleep again after this.

I hadn't really thought in terms of killing people. Though I knew it might come to that. And they had been trying pretty hard to kill us from the moment we set foot in here. Even if we hadn't stormed into their headquarters, they would have killed us on sight for just walking down the street. Best suck it up, Lovell, I told myself firmly. You can have a crisis of conscience later.

“There's magic up ahead,” Elijah said from behind me. I pulled my attention back to the matter at hand, picking up the spell that I should have been able to detect, if I wasn't so busy getting distracted by my inconvenient morals.

“Spell trap,” Aahil said in an unimpressed tone.

“They tried to use these on Elijah and I when we came here scouting,” Ambrose mused. “Not terribly effective when we could just phase out of this plane of existence. But I'm not sure how they'll hold up against the artifacts.”

I poured more magic into my spell, making sure the amplifier and the nullifier were firmly fused and the spells were as strong as possible. “The nullifier should take care of it, right?”

Dyre did something with his magic, his graceful fingers weaving some complex sigil in the air as pure black magic flowed from him, boosted by the amplifier. I was reminded yet again that he was more than just a necromancer—he had been a powerful, highly trained witch before anything else. The spell trap imploded with a pop, leaving behind barely any trace of magic.

“There,” the necromancer said, unconcerned as always. “Let's take the stairs.”

I muttered my agreement, and we headed for the stairwell at the end of the hallway. I didn't want to get trapped in a metal box. And besides, we'd barely fit in an elevator anyway. I really did have my own small army….

My head started to ache from all of the magic that was flowing through me, and from how hard I was concentrating on the spell. I had to focus all my will to keep myself centered and not let my thoughts drift.

I expected more attacks in the stairwell, and I wasn't disappointed. The door clanged shut behind us and the vents started to belch some kind of sickly-sweet smelling smoke.

“Why does that smell familiar?” I bit out, glancing around us as we hurried down the stairs.

“I'm getting several different kinds of poisonous flowers,” Dyre murmured.

“Altered, though,” Niamh added from somewhere behind me. “That's fae magic.” She did something with her own magic to cast an additional shield around us, just as my vision started to blur.

“Hold your breath,” Hasumi instructed. Then the water weaver's magic rose up, pulling water from the air, creating some kind of steam cloud that filled the protective bubble around us. Then they condensed everything to water, trapping the noxious fumes and pushing them downward with the rain, washing the toxins from the air and carrying them away beneath our feet.

I let out my held breath and sucked clean air into my lungs. “Neat trick.”

Aahil sent out a stream of fire that melted the nearest air vent shut. Then he proceeded to do the same to each one we encountered along the way as we descended. I almost started to feel a little smug. All the SA’s deadly little tricks were nothing against us.

But when we burst out of the stairwell at the lower level, into a hallway lined with interrogation rooms, the big guns were waiting for us.

“Strom,” I said flatly, as we came to a halt. “I'm surprised you came out of the woodwork to actually do something. I thought you preferred to let everyone else do all the work while you fuck people over from behind the scenes.”

The director held twin balls of lightning in her hands. Her bitter expression was exactly the same as the last time I'd seen it. Although, I thought maybe she looked a bit less smug this time around. Less sure of her superiority.

“Lovell,” she spat. “I knew you were up to something with your collection of slaves and abominations. This only proves that I should have put you down before, when I had the chance.”

I shrugged. “Yeah, you probably should have. Because I was harmless before, but now, I'm pissed. And I'm going to fuck your shit up. Move. And take all your idiot lackeys with you, or you're going to end up dead or in a coma.”

She was flanked by a bunch of agents of various paranormal types. All of them felt like high magic users. Leave it to her to keep the strongest agents nearby so she could protect her own ass. My head was really starting to throb by now. I didn't want to kill more people. But this bitch and anyone stupid enough to follow her? I wouldn't feel too bad about that.

“What do you want, Lovell? Who is it you're here to break out?” she ground out, her voice becoming less harsh and more oily as she spoke. “Whatever it is you came here to do, I'm sure we can reach some kind of agreement,” she all but cooed. “You can't be working for the supremacists, not after the hissy fit you threw about your morals last time we met. So you must be here on behalf of those idiotic rebels. I know they don't have the resources to buy a witch of your caliber. But I do. What is it you want? Money? A pardon? Revenge? I can give it to you.”

I laughed. “You really are a dumb cunt.”

She just blinked at me. Then her face hardened. “I see. We had suspicions, of course, but it's you behind the rebels isn't it? Or… is it that traitorous sister of yours? Well, if you've come to get your spy back, you're too late,” she said with a grin. Waving a hand, she sent one of her people scurrying off down the hallway behind me. “He'll be dead before you get there.”

I rolled my eyes. “You know what. I'm done talking to you. I know there is some kind of connection between you and the O'Leary's and whatever corruption has taken hold of this place. I know you're not as high and mighty as you want everyone to think. And I also know you're just an annoying asshole who isn’t worth my time. Move.”

I started walking again, the others moving with me. Strom lobbed her lightning balls at us, but they fizzled out and did nothing. The other agents let loose a shower of magic and gunshots, and I gritted my teething, hoping like hell the spell could hold up to all that firepower all at once.

But it did.

Then the room began to fill with shadows. Dark, writhing tendrils snaked out from the floor and the ceiling, oozing from between the cracks and crevices, the shadows of the people and things around us coming to life, going distorted and nightmarish as they lurched toward the SA people.

The hallway was plunged into utter blackness. Not a single mote of light existed. Even safe inside our ring of magic, I shivered with a stray trace of fear. Then the screaming started. Spells flashed in the darkness, twisting horror shapes visible in the brief bursts of light. Gunshots sounded. Chaos ensued.

In mere moments it all went quiet.

Ambrose's shadows receded and the harsh gleam of fluorescent light returned to the hallway. The floor was littered with SA agents, all either dead or unconscious.

“Fucking hell,” I muttered.

Nightmares. I was going to have nightmares for the rest of my life. They had all panicked and attacked each other under the influence of Ambrose's boogeyman aura.

A hand pressed against my back. Zhong's touch, strong and grounding, urging me to move. Not to stand here staring at the scene that would haunt me.

“Can I grab a few now?” Dyre asked curiously. He might be teasing me. But then again, he was probably serious.

“No,” I snapped. “For fuck's sake.” He didn't have to sound so eager to flex his necromancy.

I stepped over director Strom's body, not checking to see if she was alive or not. I did not want to see. I did not want to know. I was not Lovell enough for this shit.

Finally, we reached the hallway where the block of holding cells was located. The door to the block was locked, both with spells and mundane means, but we made quick work of that. There were a couple of cells that were occupied. I was tempted to just let everyone out and let the SA deal with it later. But there was a possibility that some of these people were actually dangerous criminals. As I had reminded Aahil earlier, not everyone who worked here was corrupt.

Bella's description of the prisoner we were looking for was sparse. I knew he was a jaguar shifter with black hair. She said I'd know him when I saw him. I hoped she was right, because I had never met a shifter before in my life. They were incredibly rare, even among the magical population on Magea.

I glanced into the occupied cells as we passed. One contained a petulant looking man with a receding hairline who my instincts immediately told me was a witch. He gave me serial killer vibes. I kept walking. The next few cells were empty. The next prisoner we came across was a woman who shouted something about me working with abominations and how witches were the supreme race.

Yeah, she could rot in there.

I almost walked past the next occupied cell, seeing only a lean woman in a long pencil skirt and vest combo in my rush to get out of here. But it was the last cell in the block. I stopped and backpedaled, then watched as the person unfolded from where they had been sitting on the edge of a sparse bunk with their long legs crossed. Black hair cut in a shoulder-length shag. Piercing catlike citrine eyes framed by stylishly nerdy glasses that had to be purely for looks. And broad shoulders and a prominent Adam's apple. Ooops. I had almost made assumptions that caused me to overlook our target.

This was definitely Bella's jaguar shifter. A pair of fluffy black cat ears and the long, swishing black tail were kind of a dead giveaway. Geesh, Andy, are you an idiot? How had I missed that the first time by? Though… my head was feeling a bit foggy, and I thought maybe I was reaching the end of my concentration, thanks to maintaining this fusion spell for so long.

A slow smile stretched across the man's handsome features. “You're here for me?” he said happily, in a voice that was more like a purr. But he didn't actually sound surprised. It was as if he had been expecting us. “Delightful.” He smoothed his hands over his skirt and studied us all curiously.

I shook my head. “River?”

At his nod, I let out a sigh. At least we had found the guy. Now all we had to do was get out of here. “It's a long story, but the rebels sent us to get you.”

He paced over to the cell door with measured steps that I didn't think had anything to do with the classy heels he was wearing, his posture ramrod straight and his sharp gaze taking in everything around him. “Bella sent you. I knew she wouldn't leave me here to die.”

“You know Bella?” Of course he did. That little liar. She didn't tell me he was one of her people. She made it sound like he was completely uninvolved in her rebel games. “You're not actually innocent, are you?” I groaned.

He winked at me. “That depends on the charges.”

Damn it. “Whatever,” I muttered. “We need to get out of here before more reinforcements arrive.”

And with those prophetic words, a portal opened and a group of SA agents stepped through, blocking our way out. Spells flew as they launched their attack, but we were once more saved by the null zone.

I glanced over my shoulder and Zhong stepped forward. Disregarding the spells and wards completely, the gargoyle used his amplified supernatural strength to literally rip the door off its hinges.

River eyed the situation warily from a few feet away, and I hissed at his hesitation. “Come on, get over here with the rest of us and the spells won't reach you.”

“Are you… nullifying their magic?” he asked gravely.

I rolled my eyes. “Do you want to stay here? Cause we are leaving, cat.”

He took a deep breath, barely dodged a stray spell, and stepped forward, moving through the nullified zone.

I don't know how it happened. The combination of nullified zone and Hasumi and Dyre's shields had so far stopped every attack, both magical and mundane. And yet, somehow, as River dashed the six feet or so between his cell and safety, a bright gout of blood sprayed from his side. He stumbled and would have fallen, but Elijah reached out lightning fast, grabbed the shifter's arm, and yanked him inside the amplified zone.

“Lucky save,” the man bit out between clenched teeth, blood seeping between the fingers of the hand he had pressed to his wound. He swayed on his feet. “Though I did rather like this suit.”

I shook my head. How did I always end up saddled with the weird ones. “There's a spell bag in my back pocket for bleeding,” I said tiredly. “Somebody grab it. My hands are a bit busy right now.” The strain of maintaining this spell was wearing on me. We needed to make it back upstairs to the portal room. I had no idea what kind of protections and tech the SA possessed, but there was less chance of them tracing us back to the pocket world through magical irregularities if we used their own semi-public entry point.

A soft touch slid over my ass as someone removed the pouch from my back pocket. I looked over my shoulder to find it was the cat. No modesty or hesitation. Although, he was currently bleeding out. He had a bit of motivation to look past social niceties at this point. Holding out the pouch, he glanced around. “I need a witch to activate this,” he said calmly, despite the bleeding and the utter chaos around us.

Dyre took the bag and dumped the contents out into one of his hands, then muttered an activation spell. Taking the cat by the shoulder, he quickly and efficiently turned River to the side, ripped open what was left of the shirt and vest on that side and slapped the spell powder over the wound. A little surge of his magic—blood magic, which made the spell even more effective than it would have been for any other witch—and the job was done.

“Great,” I said as Dyre stepped away from the cat to reveal that the wound was no longer gushing blood. “Someone take care of that?” I asked, nodding at the group of SA agents who blocked our way. “Preferably without killing them.”

“I've got them,” Hasumi assured me. The water weaver's magic surged as they manipulated the emotions of the people in the room. The agents slowly dropped their weapons and started staring off into space with dreamy looks on their face.

A tiny trickle of the euphoria they felt made its way through our little bubble and I had to shake myself to get my legs to move. “If you could have just done that all along, then why were we killing and maiming people?” I demanded.

Hasumi spared a glance for me. “Because I'm not entirely sure their minds will recover from such heavy-handed manipulation. They might prefer death, if given the option.”

Oh. I just had to ask, didn't I?

“Let's go,” I muttered, leading the way back up the stairs with my little doughnut trick, a herd of murderous weirdos in my wake.


Chapter 15
River


“Well, that was exciting,” I said as I stumbled through the rather concerningly unstable portal and into a small courtyard that was bursting with plants. The sky was the wrong color, and though there was light, there didn't seem to be a sun.

I took a moment to center myself, brushed my hands down my skirt, and straightened. Then I winced. Gunshot wounds were so inconvenient. I was immensely thankful my luck magic had saved me from the experience up until now.

The green-haired witch let out a short, wry laugh. “Exciting. Right.” She shook her head at me, her eyes going to the hand I held against my side, over the bullet wound. “I take it you don't have supernatural healing abilities?”

I shrugged. “I heal faster than a human. About like a witch. But that's it.”

She nodded and turned toward a door on the far side of the courtyard. She recoiled in horror when she almost ran into the man who had come up behind her. “Goddess fucking hell! Why does he keep doing that?!”

The tall, eerily handsome redhead behind her chuckled and waved a hand in a dismissive gesture, and the other man shuffled around the witch to resume pacing the perimeter of the courtyard. “You keep getting in his way,” the redhead said, clearly suppressing a smile. “He's just following his usual route, doing his job. Stop interfering with his work, Lovell.”

She narrowed her eyes at him. But I looked away from their banter to watch the odd man as he shuffled about. He looked a bit shabby. And his skin was certainly not a healthy color. The magic around him seemed dark. I shoved my glasses up on my nose and peered through the lenses at the enhanced auric field that leapt into view.

“He's dead,” I observed to myself. “Interesting.” I wanted to go take a closer look. Inspect this new discovery and learn all I could about it. But the pain in my side stopped me.

“He attacked us,” the tall, handsome blond man at my side commented, clearly having overheard my comment. “It was self-defense.” An angel. Bella was right. Her sister's harem was… certainly varied. And tall—except the one I could feel glaring daggers behind me. And they were all ridiculously good-looking. It hardly seemed fair.

“And were you self-defense as well?” I asked the one who had spoken, as I peered through my glasses at his aura. It was very strange. Powerfully angelic. But kind of… layered on top of more of that dark magic.

The open expression on his handsome face closed off, and he looked a bit hurt. “I'm… no. I'm just… I'm different.”

“Elijah is alive,” a pretty, ethereal being with silvery blond hair and stunning turquoise eyes informed me in a voice that almost made me purr.

A sudden rush of unaccustomed emotions swept over me, and I shuddered. All the fear I hadn't let myself feel during my recent mission. The terror when I'd felt my luck dry up and a bullet tear through my side. And the overwhelming hope and joy at knowing I was safe again. It was all very strange. I lifted a hand and wiped a tear from my cheek.

The pretty creature before me gave me a soft smile. “I apologize. I'm trying to keep my powers to myself, but I understand it does takes time to grow accustomed to my aura.”

I shook my head. These people were so strange. And fascinating. I felt like I should be taking notes.

“Come on,” the green-haired witch said tiredly. “All of the healing stuff is upstairs. We can get you patched up and you can pick a bedroom where you can get cleaned up and rest.”

I nodded my consent and followed this strange group into the sprawling stone mansion, my gaze darting around furiously as I took in every detail of the famed Lovell House of Horrors. It really was homier than I had expected. Although if it was currently inhabited by this particular witch, perhaps her clear earth energy had dispelled some of the residual evil lurking about.

With my glasses on, I expected to see ghosts in a place this old, and so steeped in lore. But they were suspiciously absent. Not a single faded shade or sad spook to be seen. Strange.

We crossed an echoing entryway with an intricate pentagram and casting circle woven in among the glossy marble tiles, stopping at the foot of a massive, curving staircase that swept up to the second floor. The witch—Oleander, my somewhat overwhelmed brain finally supplied—stopped and turned back to me. “Can you make it up the stairs? I know we stopped the bleeding, but that wound must hurt like a bitch.”

I gave her a grim smile. “Several bitches, actually. All of them quite vengeful. But I will persevere.”

She looked skeptical. A large hand landed on my shoulder, and I turned my head to look up at the towering hulk of a gargoyle. “I can carry you, if you'll let me?”

I looked around at the assorted faces of my rescuers. “This all seems rather unreal,” I observed. They all just… pulled a stranger out of a jail cell, brought him home, and started treating him like he was part of their strange family. Peculiar. But I really was tired and hurting. “If it's not too much trouble, I will definitely take a ride.”

He gave me a strange look and blushed slightly. I reviewed my words and smirked, holding out an arm in invitation. Far be it from me to pass up the opportunity to cause mischief. Though my comment really had been innocent.

The gargoyle swept me up into his massive arms as if I weighed nothing, and we all proceeded up the stairs. The small, fiery one with the mistrustful golden-brown eyes vanished in a shower of sparks, confirming my assumption. Jinn. And with all the attitude of a fire elemental. He was waiting for us when we reached the large workroom on the second floor.

“You can put him in the chair there,” Oleander directed my hulking chariot. Then she paused by the workbench. “Wait. I never asked.” Her gray eyes skated over my now destroyed pencil skirt and low heels. “What are your pronouns? Bella said 'he,' so I just assumed, but….”

I smiled as the gargoyle gently deposited me into a wingback chair like I was a princess in distress. “Thank you, sir,” I said, patting his massive bicep. Then I turned my attention to the witch.

“Male,” I told her, a bit thrown off, but also delighted, by this whole conversation. Not many people bothered to ask outright. “I simply enjoy pretty things. I've never understood why a man can't enjoy a smartly tailored dress now and then.” I gave her a wink. “And I did particularly enjoy expressing my smart clothing sense and my lack of fucks given for gender norms during my time with the SA. There were a couple of particularly bigoted coworkers I lived to torment.” I shrugged. “I'll answer to he, him, them… but thank you for asking.”

She nodded as she and a couple of the others started pulling jars and pouches down from the shelves and cabinets around the room. Pausing, she pointed to each of her companions in turn, ending with herself. “He. He. She. He. They. He. He. She.”

I nodded, and she carried on with her spell making, chucking things into a large mortar. The slender fae woman with the cute antlers and the hunting knife at her belt leaned a hip against the workbench and watched me. They were all watching me. They were just mostly being subtle about it. Well, except the jinn. He was still blatantly glaring.

“You knew we were coming for you,” the fae woman said evenly. “You didn't seem surprised to see us.”

I shrugged. “I didn't know you would be showing up precisely. But my powers told me that it was lucky I got caught and thrown in that SA jail. So, when you showed up, I had a good feeling about your appearance.”

She narrowed her eyes at me. “Your powers?”

I sighed. Right. When the SA accepted my story about defecting from the rebel cause to join the alliance, they were happy to swallow the lie just to get at my powers. But even they didn't know exactly what all those powers were. They simply knew I had an uncanny knack for being in the right place at the right time, and a much higher than usual percentage of success at all of the tests they threw my way when they hired me. True shifters like myself were rare, and our magical abilities varied widely. And the SA was chomping at the bit to have one on payroll to study.

How much should I tell these people?

Oleander Lovell was Bella's little sister. I had trusted the rebel leader with some of my secrets, out of pure necessity. The rebel faction seemed like the only safe choice when it came to protecting my family. And I knew that if I was going to ask for that protection, I needed to make myself valuable to them. So, Bella and some of the others knew about my luck magic. I supposed I could share at least that much with these people, since Bella could just tell them anyway. But the rest I kept to myself, for now.

“Luck magic,” I said evenly. “I get this feeling about things. It never guides me wrong. And I have the pleasure of always being in the right place at the right time. It's a cat thing.”

The fae didn't respond, she just watched me with narrowed eyes.

“If you're so lucky, why is there currently a bullet hole in your side?” the jinn drawled as he lounged against the fireplace mantle on the other side of the room.

I met his golden eyes and had to resist the urge to stick out my tongue. This one was a complete brat. I could smell it from a mile away. I had no patience for those sorts of games, especially not after the day I’d had. “I was hoping you all could enlighten me on that,” I said calmly, not rising to the jinn’s snide, baiting tone.

I glanced at Oleander again as she ground things together with her mortar and pestle. “You called me to you, but I could sense that void around you,” I said honestly. “When I stepped through that, I felt my luck magic disappear.” I shrugged. “It felt like… suddenly I was standing in a sea of bad luck. Maybe some kind of karmic backlash from all the good luck I usually pull my way? I have no idea. All I know is, I knew something bad was going to happen. But then I stepped closer to you and my luck magic came rushing back in and I knew I was where I should be.”

She frowned at me. “That sounds plausible. And… really fucking dangerous. Let's keep you away from the nullifier from now on.”

“I agree,” I said succinctly, even if I didn’t fully understand what “the nullifier” was or how it operated. I assumed that was the cause of my sudden lack of luck.

She crossed the room to kneel by my chair. “Pull up your shirt and I'll smear this paste on the wound. Then I'll activate it with my magic. It might sting or itch a bit, but it should close the wound and speed up healing.”

Something beeped loudly and she huffed, dropping the pestle into the mortar and holding that with one hand while she fumbled with something at her waistband. A device of some sort. I leaned forward to watch, ignoring the way that pulled at the wound in my side. My curiosity really would be the death of me. I eyed the plastic tubing that emerged from the device and disappeared under her t-shirt. “A medical device?”

She lifted her gray eyes to meet my questioning gaze and sighed. “Insulin pump and blood sugar monitor.”

I arched my brows at her. “You are a witch, and yet you have a human illness?”

“Curse,” she muttered as she returned her attention to pressing buttons on her device. “Woven into my DNA. Just one more amazing benefit of being a Lovell.”

“I see.” I sat back. I wasn't entirely sure I should trust a witch who was susceptible to basic human illnesses to practice healing magic on me. But I didn't get any sense of bad luck from the situation. Only the continued low hum of warmth I felt when I was in a lucky situation—all of my senses telling me this was where I should be if I wanted what was best for me. It was interesting, and a bit unsettling, how that feeling hadn't left since I came into contact with these people.

The witch finished whatever she was doing with her device and focused on me once more. I pulled up my poor, destroyed blouse so she could get to the wound in my side. It looked nasty. But I really was lucky. It was painful, ugly, and it had bled a lot. But the bullet really had only grazed through some muscle and skin. A couple inches to the side, and it probably would have hit vital organs.

Oleander clucked at the sight of my torn flesh and the crusty dusting of spell powder that had been applied previously to stop the bleeding. “Hasumi,” she said distractedly. “Can you clean that off?” Her gray eyes flicked up to meet mine and she shrugged. “It won't hurt to put the new spell right over the old one, but it would stay all crusty.”

I shuddered slightly. I hated being dirty.

The ethereal creature I had yet to put a name to must be Hasumi. They moved to my side and did something with their graceful hands. A small sphere of water appeared in mid-air, hovering near me. “This may tickle,” they informed me. Then the sphere floated over and made contact with my skin, the blob maintaining its spherical shape as it rolled across my wound, somehow taking all the grime away with it. They were right. It did tickle. My muscles tensed and I hissed softly at the pain that caused. But it was bearable, especially if it meant being clean.

I watched as Hasumi—who must be some kind of water elemental—banished the sphere from the room. “Where did it go?” I asked curiously.

They smiled softly, seemingly amused at my question. “Outside. I simply sent it to the courtyard and dispelled it where the water will nourish the plants.”

“Ah.” I nodded, happy with the knowledge.

Oleander glanced between us with a wry half-smile on her face. “You're really curious, aren't you?”

I sat up taller and pushed my glasses up my nose as I restored some of the barriers I usually tried to maintain. “I simply like to be well informed.”

Her smirk grew, but she turned to her work, gently spreading the concoction she had made over my wound with her soft fingers. Not very hygienic. But then, she was a witch. I was sure magic would get rid of any germs, since this was a healing spell and all. The paste immediately felt cool and soothing against my painful, inflamed skin.

“You work for Bella, then?” Oleander asked casually as she coated me in herbs.

I nodded. “In a manner of speaking, yes. I help the rebels whenever I can. It is a mutually beneficial arrangement. And, of course, there is the political piece. The supremacists believe my people to be nothing more than animals who play at being human, beneath them and best used as slaves. But the Supernatural Alliance has done very little to curb the cult’s rise to power. Their inaction endangers my kind, and those close to me. I felt the rebels offered a solution—the only real chance at keeping my people safe.”

She sighed. “We were told you were an innocent civilian being held on false spying charges. But you are actually a spy, aren't you?”

I shrugged. “The SA thought I was a defector from the rebel camp. They thought I wanted to join their side, and they leapt at the opportunity to milk me for information about the rebels—which I was happy to feed them, in useless bits, of course. They wanted to use me for my potential powers. There was also the lure of having their very own shifter to study.” She arched her brows at me, and I smirked. “I am incredibly good at sneaking around. And at finding things that I want to find. I gave the SA plenty of information about the rebels. All of it useless. And meanwhile I slowly fed the SA's secret files to the rebels.”

I sighed, disappointed in myself, even if it looked like this would all turn out to be to my benefit in the end. “I got caught in the director's office stealing their newest hitlist.” Sloppy, really. “The list was filled with quite a few names that didn't appear to be witch supremacists or actual criminals… all very interesting. I can’t believe I let myself get caught. But then again, sometimes what seems like a bad turn is actually good luck in disguise.” I glanced around the room full of strangers and felt that warm hum of rightness again. “And so, here I am.”

“Are you saying you think you were meant to be here?” the mostly alive angel asked me, the faintly glowing branches of his wings opening and closing slowly as he took this in.

I shrugged. “Apparently. Though I will miss my library and my computer, and all of my things. Is Bella able to send things here… wherever here is?” I glanced at Oleander again. “No one knows where the youngest Lovell is hiding, not even the other rebels. Bella is very protective of you.” And now I would know that secret. It made the knowledge-hungry part of me light up with smug joy. But it also reminded me that to these people, I was a liability.

Oleander gave me a flat look. “You just admitted to being a spy posing as a defector to steal information,” she said in a dry voice. “What reason do we have to believe you're not doing the same thing to us right now?”

I deflated a bit. “Oh. Well. When you put it that way, none, I suppose. Smart of you to be suspicious, really.”

“Andy,” the gargoyle said softly. “He's hurt. He's been through a lot, and--”

I arched a brow in surprise at the unexpected defense. But the jinn ruined it as he jumped in and cut the gargoyle off. “Oh, don't be stupid, you idiotic piece of granite. You can't go all bleeding heart over every single stray you come across!”

The room devolved into a low-level din of arguments as everyone tried to decide if they trusted me to know where they were hiding or not. I yawned. I really didn't care where we were anymore. It was only curiosity on my part to begin with, not any sort of spying mission. And I really was worn out. I could use a good nap. Preferably in a nice patch of sun. But that just reminded me that I hadn't seen a sun in the sky when we arrived, and the curiosity about our location came rushing back.

Oleander ignored everyone else and reached out to place her palm over my wound, softly speaking words I didn’t understand as she sent her lovely earth magic out to activate the healing spell. “Oh, that feels divine,” I said, letting my eyes fall closed as the pain receded to a dull ache.

“You can wash up when you get to your room,” she said as she withdrew her magical hands from my skin. I opened my eyes to find her watching me with a wry quirk drawing up one corner of her lips and a bit of a bemused expression on her face. “It won't disturb the spell if you wash away the herbs, now that it's been activated.”

I met her eyes and tilted my head, curiosity taking over once again. “You don't trust me, but you are still kind to me. A conundrum. But a happy one.”

She huffed a laugh. “Conundrum? You really are a nerd, aren't you?”

I rolled my eyes. “I simply like to be--”

“Well informed. Yeah, I get it,” she finished for me. “Well, have you ever heard the saying 'curiosity killed the cat?'“

I gave her a disappointed look. “Of course. But no one ever seems to remember the rest of the saying.”

She arched her brows at me, and I obligingly recited the full saying. “Curiosity killed the cat, but satisfaction brought it back.”

She shook her head as she silently laughed at me while everyone else continued to argue around us. “I don't think there's much satisfaction to be had, in this case.” Her expression grew serious. “I'll tell you where we are. Because, honestly, there is precious little immediate harm you could do with the information.”

I put a hand over my wound and sat forward to hear her more clearly over the ruckus in the room. I couldn't help it. I loved knowing secrets. Important information. Useless trivia. All of it. But I never could have predicted what she was about to say.

“We're in a pocket world that I created,” she told me flatly. “And I'm not even sure how long it will last. I've already had to patch it up once. It's entirely possible the whole thing will implode before the SA or the cultists find us. So… do with that information what you will, I guess.” She shrugged.

I blinked at her, my face so close to hers I could see the faint freckles that were scattered across her nose and cheeks, and the flecks of green in her dove gray eyes. “Well.”

She sat back and arched a brow at me. “Still think it's lucky to stick around?”

I thought about that for a moment, feeling out my magic. But nothing had changed. The gentle warm hum of good luck continued on, despite the chilling news of my insane surroundings. “Yes,” I said slowly. “Yes, I think I do, if you don't mind.”

She studied me for a moment, maybe trying to figure out if I was mentally unstable. “Okay, then. Let's find you a guest room, I guess.” She rolled her eyes. “Goddess knows there's enough of them in this moldering old monstrosity of a house. Though we'll have to put you on the third floor. We're out of rooms on this level. Just… watch out for boobytraps, okay?”

I stared at her. “Boobytraps.”

She nodded. “And don't go into the basement. The stairs will eat you.”

She was… serious. “Okay,” I said slowly.

This was the most intriguing situation I had come across in a long time. How novel.

Oleander helped me to my feet and led me toward the door while the argument behind us slowly wound down. Then she led me all the way to the end of the long hallway and up another flight of stairs. A swirl of smoky black tendrils coalesced just outside the door to the room that would be mine, and we paused. The tendrils formed into the shape of a man with pitch-black skin, blue-black hair, and red eyes with black sclera, wearing an immaculately tailored black suit. He smiled at me with terrifying gray shark teeth, and a surge of fear rippled through my entire body.

“Just remember, little cat,” he said in a smooth, deep voice that gave me goosebumps. “I know where you sleep.”

“Ambrose,” Oleander said in a warning voice.

The man winked, then he disappeared in a swirl of shadows.

“Ignore him. Ignore all of them,” she advised me as she pushed open the door to my new room. “They're idiots. Sorry for the dust. We've been slowly cleaning the place up, but we haven't gotten to the third floor yet.”

I glanced around the large, lavishly appointed room, everything intact under preservation spells, but covered in a fine layer of dust. I shuddered at the grime. “Is there a couch I can sleep on downstairs? Or a rug, maybe?”

She chuckled and shook her head. “Believe me, you're better off dealing with the dust. The assholes will leave you alone in here. If you tried to sleep downstairs in the common areas, they'd drive you batshit crazy with their bullshit.”

I sighed. I supposed this was the price of intrigue and adventure.

“I'll send Zhong up with some fresh linens, soap, bath stuff,” Oleander said calmly. “He loves doing all the homey household stuff. He'll change the bedding for you while you wash up.”

I let out a sigh of relief. “Oh, thank you.”

She just shook her head and left me alone in my new room with the cobwebs and the spiders.


Chapter 16
Andy


It had been a really weird couple of days. So, it was no surprise when a new pamphlet arrived via interdimensional Lovell magic.

We all gathered in the kitchen to stare at the damned thing, as usual. Even our new houseguest was in attendance, looking a bit more masculine today in a borrowed t-shirt and sweats, but no less beautiful and sly with his messy black hair and his cat eyes. He seemed to see the events of the last few days and his change of location as one big lark. I certainly wouldn't have been able to go with the flow like that. Especially given the weirdness of this creepy house and its occupants. But then, I hadn't chosen to become a freaking rebel spy.

I sighed and reached for the damned envelope. I hoped that this most recent crazy mission was the end of our involvement in all of this nonsense, but I had a bad feeling that I was about to be proven wrong. I opened the envelope and made sure there was no letter before moving on to peruse the most recent rebel newssheet.

I rolled my eyes at the dramatized account of the heroic rescue of an innocent caught up in the war between the controlling and corrupt Supernatural Alliance and the genocidal witch supremacists. If this account was to be believed, we'd taken out a large chunk of the SA's main branch building.

I coughed to hide a laugh. The portal back home had felt a bit unstable—well, more unstable than usual—and there had been a bit of a magic surge... oops. Sorry-not-sorry, bitches.

I smirked as I read. Apparently, a couple of the head honchos at the SA were either dead or out of commission, and a key leadership role had been turned over to a “loyal, but defiant field agent with a history of standing up to the SA's more corrupt practices.” I huffed.

“They managed to shove Jacki into a leadership role.” I glanced around at the others. “I'm not sure if that's good or bad.” My instincts said she was a good person. Trustworthy. But I was still feeling salty about her lack of assistance when we were all ambushed by Strom and her goons after the whole O'Leary debacle. I might have a problem with grudges. So sue me.

“She has to be better than the other options,” Aahil said lazily from where he sat cross-legged on the kitchen counter.

Most of the others seemed to agree.

“It's always a good idea to have a healthy amount of suspicion,” Dyre said dryly. “At least in my experience. But in general, this seems like a good thing. Her people did help us steal the artifacts.”

Niamh gave me a wry grin that showed a slip of sharp fang. “Sometimes old enemies make the most powerful alliances.”

I grunted. “The enemy of my enemy is my friend? Yeah, yeah. Okay.”

After all, Bella had trusted her and brought her into her confidence, and the little SA agent hadn't ratted out the rebels yet. If she was now in a position of power in the SA, this would certainly be a great time to destroy the rebels and claim all the glory for herself.

“Fine. We all heart field mage Jacki. Woo-hoo.” I waved that away. “But I don't trust this whole 'mysterious hero' bullshit Bella is tossing around,” I said, dropping the pamphlet on the table like it might bite. “I'm not getting pulled into her stupid games. Lovells playing with power is never a good thing. Ends with evil magic and headless Lovells.”

River spoke up, standing relaxed and tall in their corner by the refrigerator, those glittering yellow eyes sweeping the room, taking in every detail before landing on me. “I don't understand,” he said, voice calm and cool. “Why not take credit for your work? You did save me from execution and neutralize some of the corruption within the Alliance. And from what I've seen, the group of you have enough power to keep people in line. To make them sit up and pay attention. That might be just what is needed to turn the tide of this mess in favor of the rebel faction and a new way of thinking about governing and power dynamics. Why not embrace that?”

I huffed. Some hot emotion was swirling inside me, somewhere between embarrassment and rage. I narrowed my eyes at the shifter. “Because I don't want this. Because I'm not like the rest of my power-hungry, insanely evil family. I don’t want to be scary and well-known. I've lived my whole damned life trying to avoid situations just like this. I wasn't joking when I said Lovells on a power trip end up dead.”

He lifted a black brow at me, crossing his arms over his chest. “This seems selfish to me. Cowardly, even. You should be using your immense talents to shake up the corrupt system and help others. This effects more than just you and your people.”

My eyelid twitched and my gut clenched. Some part of me wanted to acknowledge that he was probably right. But another part—the hurt, angry part—wanted to punch him. “I should help them, should I? I should save the fucking world and soak in all the praise. Fuck that. When the hell did they ever help me?”

I shook my head, unable to keep the bitter acid out of my voice. “Where were these poor innocents, these upstanding citizens of the magical and nonmagical world, while I was being shunned, outcast, orphaned, and used? Where were they when I had to hide who and what I was? My entire life, being me has meant being hated and villainized just for existing.”

Snorting, I crossed my arms under my breasts and sneered. “If the world needs saving, it can damned well save itself. The only thing I care about is the people who are standing in this kitchen right now. They are the only ones who've earned my respect. And for once in my life… I’m saying no. Just fucking no!”

Dead silence greeted my little outburst. I did feel selfish then. Selfish, and bitter, and small. But damn it, I was so tired of fixing messes that weren't mine to begin with. I was sick of feeling like I needed to atone for shit I hadn't even done. I just wanted to go back home, live my life in peace, and be left the fuck alone.

The silence was like an echoing slap of disapproval that I knew I deserved, but it still stung. I spun on my heel and left the room. I was done with everything right now. The last thing I needed was even more judgement from the people who were supposed to love and understand me. From the people I was trying to protect.

“Andy,” Hasumi said softly as they appeared at my side, striding along with me down the hallway toward the back exit.

“No,” I bit out.

They disappeared with a soft sigh and a cool tingle of magic.

Even the water weaver had given up on me. Good. Great. They could all fuck off. Every last person in existence could just. Fuck. Off.

I reached the courtyard and kicked the stone bench, yelping when I probably broke a couple of toes. Growling, I threw myself down in the grass and closed my eyes, trying to ground myself. This was it. My limit had finally been reached. I was done.


Chapter 17
Dyre


With our fearless leader off enjoying a meltdown, there was no immediate pressing scheme or magical emergency to attend to. Everyone went their own way for a bit of quiet reflective time. I kept an eye on our new feline houseguest all the way to the workroom, then watched him make his way down the hall toward the stairs to the third floor.

Trust didn't come naturally to me, at all. And this River guy was an admitted spy who had played one side against the other. But so far, I hadn’t picked up on any strange magical goings-on when no one was watching. And while he spent much of his time poking around in every nook and cranny of the place, it seemed it really was just an excess of curiosity, rather than any actual information gathering. I doubted the rebels, the SA, or the cult were interested, for instance, in the number of violets in the garden, or the colorful old children's books in the back library. He was simply nosey.

I wasn't sure yet how I felt about his making Andy blow a gasket. I wanted to be mad at him. But at the same time… maybe she needed this. Maybe she needed to get angry and fed up and say no once in a while, for her own sanity. Most of the time she was far too good and soft-hearted. She always seemed to think it was her responsibility to fix every wrong in the world. But she was only one person. Eventually, something had to give.

I took advantage of the peace and quiet to continue translating one of the old grimoires I'd found. It was full of ancient, powerful spells—yes, some of them were grotesque, but some of them were quite good. Useful spells that took advantage of the innate properties of more common magic and used it to build something greater. That sort of tinkering had always fascinated me. And even with my experience and Sunshine's long memory, I was learning new things as I translated the tome.

I wasn't surprised when, after only about half an hour of work, I felt a familiar warm, powerful aura lurking nearby. I lifted my head from my work to find Elijah hovering in the doorway, looking a bit lost.

“Can I help you?” I asked evenly. The angel was a problem. I needed to talk to him. I had put it off long enough as it was.

He straightened his spine and pasted a nonchalant look on his unfairly handsome angelic face. “I'm sorry to interrupt. I was just… at loose ends. I wondered if you might need any help with anything?”

I held back a tired sigh. I could feel the connection between us even now, chiming with a soft sort of yearning. Elijah wanted to be near his master. His maker. I really was a monster.

“Elijah,” I said as gently as I could. “Come here. Have a seat. We need to talk.” I felt like a parent or a teacher, about to reprimand an errant child. And yet, there was nothing childlike about the sensations that pinged through me as he came closer.

Elijah's body had fully taken on his true form, what he must have looked like in his first life, when he was a mostly innocent and idealistic angel, full of devout compassion and so sure of his moral superiority. He was stunningly handsome. Even a walking corpse like me could appreciate that. He had that classical masculine beauty that sculptors had tried to capture since the beginning of time, all square jaw and chiseled features. Perfect lips. Long lashes framing vibrant blue eyes. And a tall, broad-shouldered frame that had grown toned and muscular without becoming bulky.

I cleared my throat and pulled my attention away from dangerous thoughts. Sunny chuckled darkly in the back of my mind.

“What is it?” the angel asked, his brow furrowed and his bright blue eyes full of concern as he sat down in a nearby chair, leaning over to put his hand on mine.

That right there. The concern. The easy touch. I was growing more comfortable with the way Andy and Ambrose—and even the ridiculous jinn—had apparently accepted my ghoulish looks. But Elijah and I didn't have this connection before I turned him into a revenant. This pull wasn't natural.

He shouldn't be touching me. Leaning into my space. He shouldn’t be worried about the concern he could probably sense through our bond—though hopefully he couldn’t sense my feelings as well as I felt his. I could sense more of his thoughts, his wants and needs, because I was the maker. The controller of the body he currently wore.

Usually that connection was used to direct the undead, to program them to go about their tasks, or to make them act to defend me. But this… this was entirely different. And it terrified me.

I withdrew my cold hand from underneath his warm touch and sat back in my chair. “I want to talk about our bond,” I said, trying my best to stay detached. Professional? To respect the power dynamic that now existed between us.

Elijah withdrew, placing his hands in his lap and looking down at them as he nodded. “Of course.”

I sighed. This was hard. Why was this so fucking hard? “I'm afraid that you might have gotten the wrong impression,” I said hating how stiff I sounded. “About us.”

He lifted his eyes then, his expression full of surprise. His golden cheeks flushed slightly, but he kept his gaze riveted on mine. “I feel… very drawn to you,” he admitted slowly. Then he winced. “I assumed you felt the same. I thought… I thought I sensed it, through our connection that day in the meadow.”

I shook my head. “It's complicated. Yes, in the heat of the moment, when our power connected, I felt drawn to you too. But you don't understand the maker's bond.”

He frowned at me. “The maker's bond?”

I nodded and tried to figure out how to best explain it. “Yes. When I animate a corpse, there is a bond. Even a dead thing retains some miniscule hint of its previous owner. An echo of the soul or a whisper of leftover essence. It is through that echo that I'm able to connect with and animate the dead.” I watched his face, not certain I was explaining any of this right. “Usually this bond is a one-way thing. I can feel a sense of where my creations are and what they are doing. If I focus, I can see through their eyes briefly. But there's really no true life involved. No emotion or feelings. No consciousness. No soul.” I rubbed a hand over my face. “With you it's different. You are, for all intents and purposes, alive. I've never created a revenant before. I should have anticipated the differences in the bond. And the consequences. I'm sorry, Elijah.”

He studied my face for a moment longer, processing what I had said. And I tried my best not to get lost in those bright blue eyes. “The consequences?” he finally asked.

I sighed. “Yes. These feelings you feel for me. The need to be close to me. To seek me out. The way you touched me so easily just now. Any feelings you think you might have toward me. They aren't real. It's just the maker bond.” I shook my head. “You are tied to me, Elijah. For life. And I'll admit, I didn't fully think this through. I'm not used to taking into account the feelings of the creatures I animate. Your wellbeing is tied to mine. If I die, so do you. I think some part of you knows that, and wants to protect that bond. That’s all this is. Just magic and a natural sense of self-preservation.” I hated this. Every bit of it. I sounded just as cold as everyone always accused me of being. “I should have explained all of this before we proceeded,” I said sadly. “I should have thought it through. I should have known better. And for that I'm truly sorry.”

Elijah's wing branches flared briefly, glittering and golden as the sun. Then the glow died down. “I understand,” he said calmly. “Thank you for explaining it. But you don't need to feel guilty, Dyre. Even if I had known the consequences in more detail, I still would have chosen to live. I would have chosen this regardless.”

I stared into those guileless blue eyes, surprised yet again at his graceful acceptance of his current state. “You're just being kind,” I said at last. “Trying to make me feel better. It's what you do.”

He shook his head. “I'm not.” Then he swallowed hard and seemed to come to some decision. I froze when he suddenly launched himself at me, kneeling between my knees and slipping a hand behind my head to pull me down into a scorching kiss.

I fought the groan that wanted to escape. He tasted like… well, heaven. And the contrast between his light and my darkness was a heady drug that wanted to drag me in and never let me go.

But he wasn't doing this because he truly wanted me. It was all because of the damned bond. I forced myself not to respond. To keep my hands to myself. And slowly he sat back, staring up at me with a mixture of longing and hurt. “Dyre?”

“You don't want this. Not really. I told you, it's just the bond, making you do things you'd never even consider if your will was your own. And it probably doesn't help that you've been so long without a body. You're feeling things you haven't felt in a long time, physical urges, emotions, sensations. It will pass.”

“I… I see,” he said, sitting back on his heels, divinity kneeling at the feet of evil. Then he gracefully stood in one smooth, flowing motion, all angelic poise and calm. “I'm sorry for bothering you. I'll leave you to your book.”

He turned and walked out the door, his steps measured, his head held high. But I had hurt him. I could feel it through the bond, like a knife blade through my heart.

Standing, I went and closed the door. Then I returned to my chair, put my head in my hands, and let out a long, low groan. “It will fade,” I muttered to myself. “It's not real and it will fade.”

Why do you lie to yourself? Sunny whispered in my mind, equal parts curious and resigned.

“Shut up,” I muttered, like a madman talking to myself.

You have taught me to feel, and now I must put up with your foolish behavior causing us both pain. You made him feel bad. I could sense it through our bond. I don't like how this feels. You should have taken him. Stripped him bare and sank our body into his. He would be sending us joy then, rather than this sour, bitter feeling that is like acid.

I huffed at his wording—and the sentiment. “He's our responsibility now, idiot. I won't take advantage of him like that. He'll get over it.” I hoped.

But would I? Or was I going to drive myself insane trying to ignore how much I wanted him?

Not this again, idiot witch, Sunny muttered.

And I had to agree with him. I wasn't looking forward to denying my feelings for someone yet again. But what else could I do?


Chapter 18
Andy


It was a nice day out. Just like every other day here in the world I had created. There wasn't really any sun, and the sky was the same weird purplish color that it always was, but the temperature was always even, somewhere around seventy degrees or so, the breeze light and comfortable, and the lighting just right. Like a nice summer's day where the sun wasn’t glaring and the heat wasn't unbearable. It could almost be pleasant, with the plants around me and the comforting auras of the people I loved humming softly in the background of my consciousness. A vacation. If I just pretended a little harder, I might be able to convince myself it was just a vacation. A long weekend off to putter in the garden and let my mind wander.

My rage had dwindled, eventually, and I felt embarrassed by my outburst the day before. I tried to apologize to my fellow pocket world prisoners, but they wouldn't let me. They used words like “understandable” and “don't worry.” And maybe they were right. We all had our breaking point. We all lost control of our emotions from time to time. And we were under a lot of weird damned pressure. But still, I felt like an ass.

And on top of that, all of the problems that had sent me off the deep end still existed. They didn't magically vanish just because I threw a tantrum.

I took a deep breath of the fresh air and dug my fingers into the loamy soil where I'd been working. Bis was helping me in the courtyard garden, the others coming and going throughout the day to help out or just to chat. We were in a strange lull. There wasn't really anything for any of us to do about our situation, unless we were going to join in Bella's insane crusade. We were reasonably safe at the moment. No flaming emergencies to take care of. But I was very aware that the feeling of safety was an illusion.

Somone would figure out where we were eventually, and find a way to get to us. The only question was who would come for us first, the SA, the cult, or the angels. Plus, I couldn't maintain the pocket world forever. I could feel the bubble that surrounded us… wavering now and then, like a living thing grumbling its discontent. I had patched it up once, but some new failure was likely to occur eventually. And maintaining it meant a constant, low-level drain on my energy all day every day. My magical well was probably insanely deep, but that didn't mean it was limitless. One day it would run out.

Bis let out a squeak and I pulled myself from my worries to pat down the dirt over the seeds I'd sown. I glanced aside to find my hedgehog-skunk-rat helper rolling around the small grassy area in the center of the courtyard beside the fountain. He peeped happily as he chased a cloth ball I'd made for him out of an old shirt. I laughed when he miscalculated his roll and got stuck on his back, his little legs kicking helplessly in the air.

“Momma! Help!” he pleaded. Sometimes Bis was so smart, and perceptive, and adult-like. But then at other times he was playful and cute as a child. I could never fully figure out whether he was actually an adult or a kid. I wasn't sure what the age of maturity was for a lab created, human-infused, hybrid familiar.

“I've got it,” River said, stretching languidly before standing to go turn our companion right-side up.

The shifter had been lounging on the bench there for some time now, reading from a stack of dusty old books he had pilfered from one of the libraries. He hummed to himself and muttered about fascinating finds and strange ideas as he read a bit from one book before picking up another, only to swap it out for another a few moments later. Occasionally, he'd ask me a question or share a bit of magical trivia as he apparently read through histories, spell books, crystal guides, animal lore, geography, and only the goddess knew what else.

It was a fascinating way to pass my time in the garden. I'd never met someone whose mind worked quite the way River's seemed to. Constantly moving, shifting his attention, soaking in everything around him with such avid curiosity and just a touch of wonder.

He stopped by my side on his way to Bis, tilting his head, his shiny, shaggy black hair ruffling in the slight breeze. Those catlike eyes studied me, and he reached out to brush a leaf from my hair. “It's always fascinating to watch a witch work with their element,” he informed me. “I can't work magic like that myself, but I can feel it. The way you commune with the earth. Is it different here? Away from the soil and plant life you are used to?”

I shrugged, a bit captivated by those catlike yellow eyes. “Much different. But I think I'm adjusting to it, getting used to the energies here over time.”

He smiled. “Digging in the dirt suits you.” Bis peeped pathetically, and River sketched a formal bow to me. “Pardon me, mistress witch, I must proceed with my rescue mission.”

I shook my head at him as he walked away. His outfit today was pretty sedate, just borrowed sweats and a t-shirt loaned to him by Elijah and Aahil. The sweats were too long, and the t-shirt was tight. But somehow, his movements were every bit as graceful and lithe as they had been in a pencil skirt and heels.

I put my spade and extra seeds in the basket at my side as River flipped Bis back onto his little feet. “You're quick,” the shifter observed, his keen gaze taking in every little dart and weave as Bis went back to attacking his ball. There was a glint in River's eyes that suddenly gave me pause. “Would you like to play chase, Hibiscus?”

“Oh! Yes,” Bis said, abandoning his ball to prance adorably around River's feet on all fours.

I opened my mouth to question this crazy idea, but my train of thought fell off the rails when River quickly started stripping. His borrowed t-shirt was tossed onto the bench behind him, and the sweatpants followed in a flash. I gaped. He wasn't wearing any underwear. I found myself staring at this almost-stranger's gorgeous ass and all the lean, powerful lines of his body. He had beautiful copper skin, and this ridiculously perfect posture that made me want to trace the lines of his sculpted back. I must have made some sort of noise, because he turned to me and I couldn't keep my eyes from dipping from his chest, with its light smattering of silky black hair, to the nicely proportioned, uncircumcised cock that was now at eye level.

“Did you say something?” River asked calmly. As if he wasn't standing there naked in front of a strange woman.

I cleared my throat and tried to think of something normal to say. “You're naked,” I blurted instead.

He arched his brows at me, then looked down at his own body. “Oh, does that bother you?”

I blinked. Tried to keep my eyes pointed at his face. Probably failed. “Um… not really?”

He huffed a half-laugh and gave me a boneless shrug. “You're a witch. I thought witches shared the same beliefs about nudity that shifters do. I'll only be a moment.”

I kept my mouth shut. I could feel his aura swelling, and the nudity made more sense. In a strange shimmer of magic, the hot guy before me morphed into a sleek, beautiful black jaguar.

It wasn't the painful-sounding half-transformation of a werewolf. There as no crunching or grunting. This was a true shifter. His rare and powerful magic was effortless, like breathing. He went from man to cat in the space between inhale and exhale. He stretched his new form and shook himself. Then he jumped, prancing in place, bending his front legs so he could touch his nose to Bis's little head before leaping up to race around the courtyard.

Bis chirped happily and followed suit, and soon the jaguar was chasing my tiny best friend, stalking him through the plants like a hunter stalking prey. I swallowed hard and got to my feet. “River?” I said nervously. One good bite and Bis would be gone.

Just then, the jaguar leapt and landed over the top of Bis, a big paw on either side of the little rodent. Bis squealed in delight and put on a burst of speed, but River just pounced him again. I gasped as the jaguar caught Bis in his massive front paws and rolled, like the little spiny ball that Bis had become was a just a cat toy.

“River!” I shouted, running their way, my magic unspooling, coiling in my hands, ready to be formed into a stun spell. “Drop it!”

The two creatures froze and turned their heads to look at me just as Dyre ran through the door from the house and Aahil burst into existence at my side in a swirl of sparks, no doubt drawn by the alarm they felt through my bond with them. We all stared at each other.

Bis slowly uncurled from his ball to twitch his long nose at me. “Momma? What's wrong?” He didn't seem scared. Merely curious what we were all so riled up about.

River seemed to gradually realize what the problem was here. He slowly rolled over and deposited Bis on the ground, then shimmered again as he shifted. He sat cross-legged in the grass, naked as the day he was born, his black hair tousled and his eyes alight with the fun of a good chase. “I wasn't going to hurt the little guy,” he said, as if we were all crazy for even thinking it.

Bis huffed and stood up on his back feet, crossing his little front paws like an unimpressed human. “We were just playing,” he said, rolling his little black eyes.

“Yeah, well,” I said lamely.

Dyre let out a long breath and gave us all an unimpressed look. “I felt you prepare your magic and thought we were under attack,” he told me flatly. His zombie guard shuffled into the courtyard, and he waved him away. “False alarm,” he muttered.

Aahil snorted. “I was really looking forward to setting someone on fire.” His gaze landed on River, and he lifted dark brow. “I still could.” Flames flared up in his hand, dancing with merry threat.

I sighed and bent to pick up my gardening things. “Oh, stop jinn. Clearly, I overreacted.” I glanced at River. Yep, still gloriously naked. “I'm sorry for assuming the worst. It's just…” I waved a hand helplessly. “Big cat. Tiny familiar.”

River shrugged one shoulder, unconcerned. “My jaguar is rather magnificent. It was a natural misunderstanding. But our animals understand each other,” he said with a conspiratorial glance at Bis.

Bis nodded. “River would never hurt me. His cat's too quick and too smart for that.”

I shook my head. “If you say so, I guess.”

The others had all filtered in to quietly observe, probably drawn here by my panic and the magic surge just like Dyre and Aahil. So, they all got an eyeful when River stood up and dusted off his ass. “In my animal form, my instincts are stronger, and I am more animalistic. But I'm still myself. I have full control of my faculties. It feels good to hunt and chase. But I can tell actual prey from friends.”

And with that, he shimmered again, sending out a wash of that strange, powerful shifter magic, and became a sleek, shiny black jaguar once more. Bis head-butted one of the cat's front legs, then took off with a peep, clearly asking to resume their game. River made some sort of stupidly cute chirping noise in reply, and they were off, racing around the courtyard playing chase again.

I headed toward the door with my basket, pausing beside the others to watch the weirdos playing tag in the garden. “I almost fried him,” I muttered tiredly. “He has no sense of self preservation.”

“Or modesty,” Ambrose said with a leer.

I rolled my eyes.

“He'll fit right in around here,” Niamh said dryly as she put her knife back into its sheath at her waist.

I headed back inside to find something else productive to do. At least River's hijinks had taken my mind off all of my other worries for a while. But of course it couldn't last.

The ground rumbled ominously, almost like… a mild earthquake. Because of course it did. I should have known better than to relax, even for one fucking afternoon.


Chapter 19
Bis


Something felt not right. I tried to ignore it so I could concentrate on reading the book about familiars I had found in the third smallest library. The earthquake earlier had made us all a little nervous. But nothing had happened afterward, so eventually we all went our separate ways. I was probably just still nervous about that. I took a deep breath to focus myself, sneezed at the snoot full of dust that got me, and went back to my reading.

The library was on the third floor, where Andy had put River. The jaguar shifter carried me up here after our game in the garden. Everything up here was all dusty and it made my nose itch. But there were a lot of interesting books. The big libraries on the first and second floor were filled with spellbooks, bestiaries, witch history, and grimoires—most of them full of nasty stuff. But up here in the smaller library were all the books that most of the previous Lovells probably thought were useless. These books weren't full of crazy spells and dangerous Lovell ideas or inventions. They were books that didn't seem to belong. Books about the humane treatment of familiars, or why non-witch creatures were more than servants or spell components. Somone, long ago, had not had the same moral compass as the rest of the coven. Must have been someone important, if they were allowed to keep these things.

Up here, I found stuff that interested me. This current book was about me. About familiars who were bound to a witch and what to expect from the relationship. I bet Andy would want to see this when I was done with it. She was worried about our bond, worried that she was using me. I knew that even though I told her I was fine, she wouldn't listen. This book, though, outlined how familiars should be treated, and how the relationship between familiar and witch could be loving and beneficial to them both. Maybe reading it would help her understand that I wanted to be her familiar. Sometimes I called her momma. Because she felt like a mother to me. But we could also be a team. Equals in her magic working.

I carefully turned a page, soaking up the words about all the benefits a familiar got from being bonded to a witch who understood them. But my concentration was interrupted again by that feeling of wrongness. This time it was followed by an ominous rumbling. The house shook. A couple of books fell off the shelves behind me, and I scampered off the dusty old desk to hide underneath, where I'd be safe from falling objects.

The shaking was brief, only a few seconds. I cautiously stuck my nose out from my hiding place and tasted the air around me, part of my awareness going, as always, to my witch's magic. The bubble that held the pocket world sort of… wavered. Then it settled down. It was almost as if something had hit the barrier.

That thought gave me a shiver. The kind of shiver that I couldn't really explain to the others. The kind of shiver that told me I was right. Something had hit Andy's magic. I abandoned my book and scurried across the dusty floor, down the hallway, and to the stairs. River was there, and he paused at the head of the stairs when he saw me.

“These quakes aren't normal, are they?” he asked, his yellow cat eyes wide.

I let out a peep of frustration. “No. Something's wrong with the barrier, I think. I need to see momma.”

He smiled softly and squatted down, holding out his hands. “Come on, I'll carry you. Save you the trouble of managing all these stairs.”

I huffed. I didn't like to be treated like a baby or a pet. But stairs were hard. And there were so many of them between here and the ground floor. I hurried over to River and let him pick me up. He cradled me against his chest with one arm, not minding my prickles. I enjoyed the feel of the soft sweater he was wearing. It was pink. One of my favorite colors. I probably shouldn't be able to see colors. Or read, for that matter. But I had long ago stopped questioning why I could do all the things I could do. I was me. And that was that.

River hopped down the stairs two at a time, at a speed that made me nervous. But he didn't even come close to tripping or losing his balance. It must be a cat thing.

When we reached the ground floor, everyone was out in the courtyard again. Andy had her hands on her hips, glaring up at the sky. River sat me down and I ran to my witch, tugging at her pant leg so she would pick me up. Once I was stationed at my place on her shoulder, I shook out my spines and settled into the peace and rightness that came with being in close contact with her aura.

“What do you think?” she asked me as she continued to stare up at the sky. “Is the barrier breaking again?”

I held onto a lock of her deep green hair as I took a moment to feel out the magic she had created. “No. I don't think so,” I said slowly. “But I felt… it felt like something bounced off the barrier when the shaking happened.”

She turned her head to glance at me out of the corner of her eyes. “Something bounced off? Like… void debris or something? Is there such a thing?”

I shook my head. “No. This seemed… purposeful?” I didn't know how to put it into words, how to explain how I knew that. I just knew.

Andy sighed. “So someone is trying to break in,” she said, her voice flat and tired.

I peeped in sympathy at Andy's statement. “Maybe?”

“Can you sense anything else?” she asked evenly. “Like a magical signature or anything that might tell us who is out there knocking at our door?”

I hummed as I thought about that. “Not on my own. But maybe together?”

She heaved a sigh that made me sway on her shoulder and clutch her hair tighter to steady myself. I knew what she was thinking. That she didn't want to use me. I huffed.

“Stop worrying about me,” I demanded, giving the lock of hair I held onto a little yank for emphasis. “You're not going to hurt me. I was made for this. And if we don't see what we can figure out, everyone here is probably going to die when the barrier is breached.”

She gave me the side eye again. “I hate how you're always right.”

I bared my teeth at her, my ears forward, in my version of a smug smile. “Which is always, if you'd just listen to me.”

“Kids,” she grumbled. “You give them a voice and suddenly they think they know it all.”

But she stopped resisting and opened up her aura to me. I used the link between us as a sort of… bridge. A path I could follow that linked me to all of the magic she had worked, to all of her spells that were currently active. I could touch the magic that fed the garden. I could sense the threads that connected her—us—to all of the others around us, except River. I could sense the little things she had worked, like the healing tea she made not long ago, or the tincture she had activated and placed on a small scrape on her finger from something she'd done in the garden.

And I could feel the wards. The massive bubble arching up overhead and down below, enclosing the entire mansion and the grounds around it, and all the rocks and soil below us. An iceberg of land afloat in the black sea of the void between realms.

And… there. A nudging. The ground rumbled again, softer this time. Andy's consciousness followed mine as I directed her to where I felt the difference, the magic that didn't belong. The aura that wasn't hers.

“Holy shit,” Andy breathed, her hand coming up to touch my feet, to steady me as we both swayed. “Is this real?”

I peeped. I couldn't really form words to assure her that yes, this was real. We were seeing beyond the barrier. My eyes took in the usual scenery of our current home. But my mind was filled with something else entirely.

A being. Several of them. Hovering outside our home, tapping curious “fingers” of energy against the barrier as they tried to figure out what this was.

One of the beings suddenly stilled. They weren't shaped like any creatures I'd ever seen before. They had no bodies, or appendages, really. They were gigantic, irregular oblong masses of swirling golden energy, shot through with iridescent rainbows of color, occasionally reaching out tendrils to touch the barrier around our pocket world.

“Can you hear me?” Andy said, her voice nearly a whisper, filled with awe and trepidation.

The being who had stilled moved again, a ripple flowing through its shape. The others also seemed to be paying attention, as if they could hear or see us. “Weee hearrrr,” a strange, humming voice said in my mind. “Whaaat?”

What were we? What was the barrier?

I felt the connection that was allowing us to see beyond the barrier wavering, and I used my ability as a familiar, boosting Andy's magic, drawing a bit more energy from those who were connected to her to steady this strange connection.

“We are beings from another realm,” Andy said, as if she spoke with strange void creatures every day. She had a talent for pretending to be calm when the world was falling apart, but I knew inside she was trembling with dread. “From Magea. We're hiding here, in this pocket world I created to get away from some bad people. People who would kill us. It's our sanctuary. It protects us. Please don't destroy it.”

A strange, bone rattling hum filled my being, and probably Andy's too. We were sent… not images, exactly, but… ideas. Concepts. These beings were…

“Cleeeeanerrrs,” the voice said in my mind.

Cleaners. They fed on any debris, or formations, or anomalies that didn't belong in the void. They had discovered this pocket world, this anomaly, and had come to devour it.

“Please,” Andy said, her voice shaking. “If you are going to destroy our sanctuary, then at least let us leave first. We'll die without the barrier you're trying to destroy.”

“Ssssssanctuary?” the voice hummed, as if considering. Weighing the meaning of that word.

After a few terrifying heartbeats, the voice spoke again, and the creature reached out a tendril of energy, caressing the barrier this time, rather than poking at it. There was no earthquake. “We will leeeeeeeave. Forrrr now.”

I let out a sigh of relief. Andy's mental voice was just as steady as ever. Somehow. “Thank you. I promise I will try to get us out of here. We are trying to go back home. It's just that it's not safe for us there right now.”

“Peeeeace,” the voice hummed.

Then the creatures winked out of existence.

The connection fell away, and I blinked my eyes, trying to adjust to seeing only what was before me once more.

“Fuck,” Andy muttered.

The others were all standing around us, staring.

“What just happened?” Aahil demanded. “Who were you talking to? Have you finally lost your mind, witch?” Agitated licks of flames danced along his fingers before he shook them out, extinguishing his fire.

Andy rubbed her forehead. She took a deep breath and let it out on a long exhale before speaking. “Interdimensional void beings? I don't fucking know.” She started pacing. “Bis helped me see beyond the barrier. There were giant energy creatures out there wanting to eat the pocket world because it doesn't belong here.” Stopping abruptly, she faced the others with wide eyes. “I told them we kind of needed this place to live at the moment. They said they'd mosey on by for now. Leave us in peace. But I have no idea how long 'for now' is. And also, I'm about fifty percent sure this is a hallucination and I'm lying in a diabetic coma right now. Either that or I ate the wrong mushrooms.”

She stopped speaking to take a breath and everyone was silent.

I patted her cheek. “It was real, momma. We just spoke to void creatures! Now that the danger had passed, I was excited. We had just encountered a new race of beings that no one else even knew existed! I needed to go get my journal and write this down while my memory was fresh. I scurried down Andy's arm and she obligingly put me on the ground while everyone started asking questions.

Void creatures! I should write an essay. Maybe one of the witch publications back on Magea would want to know this. Or a university. But I paused on the bottom stair. Should we share this knowledge? What would the magical community do with it? Would they harm the beings? I sat down on my haunches as I thought about the implications of first contact.

“Bis? You okay, buddy?” Andy said as she sat down on the step next to me. “Using your magic that way didn't hurt you, did it?”

I shook my head, still partially lost in thought. “No. I'm fine.” Then I looked up at her. “How do you do it, Momma? How do you make all the hard decisions you make?”

She huffed a laugh. “Dude, I have no idea. I just… do what I think is right, I guess. Or what I have to do to survive and to keep my family safe.” She petted my head. “My real family. Not the ones related to me by blood.”

I chirped in consideration. “Should we tell other people about the void creatures?”

She thought about it for a moment. Then she shrugged. “What do you think we should do?”

She was asking me? It seemed silly. But it also made me feel good about myself. My witch trusted me. She treated me like an equal. Like a person, not a pet. “I think people would want to know. It's just so interesting. But I also think we shouldn't tell. People can be cruel. Or unthinking. They might hurt the void creatures. Or make them angry. Which might be even worse.”

She nodded along, but waited for me to come to my own conclusions.

“I think… maybe someone should know. But only the right people. The careful people who will keep it a secret, but will be on the lookout if there's ever an issue related to these creatures.”

“I think you are very wise,” she said with a fond little smile. “If that's what you think is right, then it probably is. We won't tell anyone. Except maybe someone who could safeguard the knowledge. Someone in power, if we can ever find anyone like that who is trustworthy.”

I nodded, feeling relieved. Being a person was amazing. But it was also very hard work sometimes. “Can I still write about it in my journal?”

She ran a finger lightly over my spines in a friendly caress. “That should be okay. But maybe just keep things vague, so only you know exactly what you're referring to. Just in case anyone ever reads your journal.”

“Yes,” I said happily. “That feels right.” I started to climb the stairs, but paused on the third one to look back at her. “Oh! I found a book you might want to read. About familiars.” I sighed and glanced up the stairs. “It's all the way up in the third-floor library, though.”

She quirked a wry look at me. “That can't be fun for you with those little legs.”

I shrugged.

She narrowed her eyes in thought. “There is a dumbwaiter. It's old and I've never checked to see if it works. Maybe we can fix it up and make it into a Bis-sized elevator?”

I chirped happily at that idea.

She held up a hand though, quieting me. “No using it until we're sure it's safe, though, okay?”

I nodded enthusiastically. “I understand.”

“Until then, you ask someone for a ride, okay? There's no reason to be self-conscious about it, and everyone here would be happy to help you. If they give you any attitude, tell them I said I'll turn all of their meals into slugs. I saw the perfect spell in one of the family grimoires the other day.”

I squeaked a laugh and stood on my hind legs as she reached for me. Scooping me up, my witch stood and carried me back to the library.

This was what a familiar relationship should be. A partnership. We were powerful together. Probably in more ways than either of us realized, since we hadn't really practiced using our connection. But we were also family. I felt loved. And I loved my witch. And that was how it should be.

Still… interdimensional void creatures! What would come at us next? I couldn't wait to write in my journal.


Chapter 20
Andy


Honestly, I shouldn’t be surprised about anything anymore. Life just got weirder and weirder around here. Every time I thought I'd seen everything, some new freaky shit popped up to prove me wrong.

Void creatures. Now there were void creatures.

At least they had agreed to leave us alone. For now. But who knew how long “for now” meant to giant energy blobs that lived in the void between realms?

I sat on the edge of my bed with a sigh, feeling useless. We couldn't go back to Magea, or to Planus. But clearly, we couldn't stay here either. Even without the threat of being devoured by void creatures, this whole pocket world thing just wasn't sustainable. I was going to run out of insulin. We were going to run out of food. The energies here just weren't sustaining for any of us.

And yet, I really didn't want to drag everyone into the stupid war that was going on outside our little sanctuary. My resentments and old grudges aside, no one here deserved to be freed from one form of enslavement in the bestiary just to be immediately used again to wage war.

They deserved peace. Happiness. We all did, damn it. It just wasn't fair.

A soft knock at my door drew me out of my childish thoughts. I could sense Elijah's warm, bright energy on the other side of the wooden barrier. “Come on in,” I said, my voice just teensy bit petulant.

He came in and shut the door behind us, giving us some semblance of privacy. “That is so strange still,” he commented, his deep voice no longer hollow, the way it had been when he was a ghost.

When I arched a brow at him in question, he grinned. “Not being able to drift thorough walls and floors, having to use stairs and doors to get to you. It’s all very strange.”

I laughed. “Oh, no, not privacy. The horrors.” Though I hadn't really minded, much. I pretty much got used to having a ghost, or a jinn, or a boogeyman, or occasionally a water weaver just pop into existence wherever I went. Privacy wasn't even a concept around here.

Elijah crossed the room to join me, sitting beside me on the edge of the bed. The glimmering golden branches of his wing brushed against me as he settled, sending warm energy through my aura. I immediately felt relaxed.

I was used to Hasumi using their emotion magic on me to help me when I was feeling stressed or sad. But this was different. More subtle and unconscious. Elijah didn't seem to ever have to try to send out feelings of comfort and calm. They followed him wherever he went.

It was more obvious to me now, after spending time in close quarters with a living angel, why humans saw them as some holy beings. If they all had the ability to radiate this presence, divinity might seem like a reasonable explanation to those who weren’t in the know.

“I wanted to see if you were okay,” he said, placing a hand on my thigh. “Today has been a bit… much.”

I huffed a wry laugh. “About par for the course around here. If we ever have a day that isn’t a bit much, I'll be worried.”

He smiled in acknowledgement. Then he looked down at his hand and removed it from my leg. “I know you tend to keep your worry and strain inside. I just wanted you to know that you don't have to do that around me.” His stunningly blue eyes met mine, so earnest. “You're a good person, Andy. An amazing witch. And your heart is so loving. If you are blaming yourself for anything bad that has happened to us since emerging from the bestiary, please, stop.”

I sighed. Elijah. Kind and perceptive as always. “I didn't want this for you. For them. To be freed only to be trapped in stupidly unpleasant circumstances all over again. I just wanted… well, I just wanted to undo some of the bullshit and suffering my stupid family caused. And yeah, I kind of feel like every time one of you is in danger, it's my fault. Because I brought you into the nightmare that is my life.”

He reached for me again, taking my hand this time, interlacing his fingers with mine. My aura hummed with the contact, loving his beautiful energy, even as I enjoyed the fact that he could hold my hand now. “I don't think any of the people you freed from that cursed book would call their current life a nightmare,” he said gently. “If you hadn't done as I asked and freed them—freed us all—I would have faded by now. I would never have been given a second chance at life. I wouldn't have a living body right this moment. And none of us would have experienced the beautiful acceptance, love, and belonging that we have now.”

He squeezed my hand. “Andy, if it had been any other witch who freed us, things wouldn't have turned out half as well as they have. Your crazy magic, your patience with people, your caring and empathy for us, even when we were at our worst—those are unique qualities.” He quirked a wry smile at me. “If I believed the rhetoric my people spew, I'd tell you you were sent to us by God. Nothing has ever felt as divine to me as the family you have helped us all build.”

I blinked at him, willing away the stupid tears that filled my eyes. “You're such a sap,” I informed him flatly.

He just smiled, warm, and beautiful, and full of love. “Maybe.”

I leaned in and kissed his cheek. “Thank you. You always know what I need to hear.”

When I sat back, I found him regarding me with a strange look. He met my eyes, then looked down at our clasped hands. “I've just always felt… very in-tune with you, I suppose. From the beginning. I wish I could have helped you more, back when I was a ghost. But now that I have a body, I'll do whatever I can. No matter what you choose moving forward, I'll be there with you.”

I bumped my shoulder against his. “You helped me plenty then. You were like my conscience. And my cheerleader when I needed it. Having a physical body has nothing to do with your worth, you know.”

He nodded. “Yes. You're right. But it's easy to think that way. For so long, I felt… other. Unreal. Like I existed in a place that was removed from everyone around me, unable to really interact with the world. It has been difficult to change my mindset. And even now….” He sighed. “Well, never mind. I didn't come here to burden you with my problems.”

I turned to face him fully, pulling one knee up and folding it under me. “No. That's not how this works. You help me, I help you. I know I'm always running around, always have a million things on my mind or, you know, half a dozen louder, more demanding people taking up my attention, but you are important to me, Elijah. Tell me what's bothering you.”

He licked his lips and took a moment to organize his thoughts. I had never felt this kind of energy from my angel before. He seemed… nervous? A bit dejected, maybe?

“I still don't quite fit,” he said softly, those beautiful blue eyes flicking up to meet mine, then darting away. “I'm not a ghost any longer. But I'm not exactly alive, am I? I'm a revenant. Maybe a really skillfully made revenant, but all the same, I'm not really like the rest of you.” He huffed a bitter laugh. “I'm a necromancer's servant. One step above the mindless, shambling corpse currently guarding the courtyard.”

I took his hand again and squeezed. “You are alive, Elijah. You are a thinking, feeling, living, breathing person with a heart that beats and a soul that feels. You're nothing like the animated corpse outside!”

He didn't look convinced. “I am grateful to have a body again. To be able to fully interact with the world. It is a gift I can never repay. I know I shouldn't feel anything but elated. And yet… I'm an outsider still, all the same. And I find myself desperately wanting that to change. Selfish, I know.”

I just stared at him, a bit lost. “But… you're not an outsider, Elijah. You're one of us. You always have been. We’re all different. Some of us were born from human-shaped parents, and others just… appeared from the elements. Your body and your creation were certainly different than mine, or Aahil's, or Hasumi's, or Ambrose's, but I'd never say any of us should feel like we don't belong because of that. It's just part of who we are. We're all a family. At least… I thought that's how we all felt. I'm sorry if I've ever made you feel differently.”

He heaved a massive sigh. “I… But there are differences. Understandable and reasonable differences.”

I rolled my eyes in frustration. One of us was still not getting the point here. I wasn't sure if it was him or me. “What differences?”

His eyes met mine, and there was a sharpness there, a pained hunger that I had never noticed. “Technically alive or not, I have a physical body now. I've yearned for so long to feel the touch of another person.” He squeezed my hand as if it was a lifeline. “And I can, now. But I find myself wanting more. I want everything the others have. I want….”

I huffed a laugh, grinning at his melodramatic seriousness. “Sex?”

His broad shoulders slumped. “Don't make fun of me, Andy. I feel foolish enough as it is.”

I released his hand to cup his cheek, forcing him to turn his head and look at him. “Who says you can't have sex? Is there something wrong with the equipment?” I glanced down meaningfully at his crotch. “If so, there are other ways to have fun. Sex doesn’t have to be peg-in-hole. I'm open to coming up with creative solutions.”

He shook his head at me, looking at me as if he was trying to figure out an alien creature. “I'm fairly certain it all works. No, I… well, I assumed no one would want to be intimate with a reanimated corpse.”

“Oh, that,” I said, feeling like we were talking in circles here.

He arched his golden brows at me. “Yes, that.”

I snorted. “Elijah. You are not a corpse. You are a person. You have a living body. I don't see you as a revenant, or a zombie or whatever you want to call yourself. Yeah, it's a little weird if you think about it too hard. But the magic Dyre performed to give you a body was so different than what he usually does. You are not an animated corpse. You have a pulse, the need for air, the ability to think and feel. You are not just some mindless meat puppet. And, I mean, just look at yourself!”

His body had completely changed over the last couple of weeks. His soul and Dyre's magic had allowed Elijah's being to reform his physical container. He was now tall and broad shouldered. Long-limbed and graceful. His features were chiseled perfection, his eyes glowed with blue fire, and his golden curls gleamed in a messy tumble around his ears and jaw. I traced my fingers along his strong jawline, where not a hint of stubble resided. “All I see is you,” I said truthfully. “Not the ghost. Not the revenant. The man who saved the others by finding me and insisting that I do what was right. And that I kept doing what was right all along. Even when I wanted to give up.”

His perfect lips parted, and he let out a shaky breath. “I want to kiss you so badly.”

I arched my brows at him. “So do it already. Geesh. Do you need a printed invi—”

He finally leaned in and pressed his lips to mine. I hummed happily into the kiss, feeling our energies entwined. I had carried Elijah's ghostly presence inside myself on more than one occasion. But this was different. That had been just a mere fragment, a trace of his true essence. Now he was whole, and the powerful, gorgeous aura melding with mine was heady like sun-warmed honey with a hint of dark smoke. I curled my fingers into his t-shirt and pulled him closer, wanting to finally feel his body against my own. Elijah's hands hesitantly landed on my hips, squeezing.

When we came up for air, I stared into his glowing blue eyes. His wings were flared, and they glowed even brighter than usual, rippling with energy. “Was that okay?” he whispered. “Please tell me that was okay. I don't think I can stand any more rejection.”

I tilted my head at his words, and he froze, as if he had just realized what he said. “Oh, this all becomes clearer,” I said with a grin as I leaned back on my hand to watch him blush. He was fair-skinned, so he went bright red from his throat to the tips of his ears. “Just who was stupid enough to reject you in all your golden glory?”

He closed his eyes and spoke in a defeated tone. “Dyre,” he mumbled.

I laughed. He opened his eyes and looked at me like a kicked puppy. “It's not funny. I made a fool of myself only to be informed that it's just the 'maker's bond. He was very polite about it, but obviously the man had no interest in kissing one of his undead creations.”

I scooted closer to him, unable to keep the amusement from my voice, even as I tried for seriousness. “So, you just assumed no one would want you.”

He shrugged. “It seemed an obvious conclusion.” Then he lifted his eyes and gave me a wry smirk. “Though you do tend to be more accepting of weird situations than most.” He rubbed a hand over his face and groaned. “You're laughing at me again.”

I shook my head, but the grin wouldn't leave my face. “Elijah, Dyre is a complete and utter moron. Especially when it comes to relationships. I've seen the way you two gravitate toward each other these days. It's not one-sided. And if he's blaming it on the maker bond, well, that seems on-brand for him.”

He gave me a puzzled look. “What do you mean? The bond does influence things. I can feel that much.”

I snorted. “Yeah, well. Do you know why he wanted me to break our first lifebond? It was because he said he wanted to be sure that it wasn't influencing his feelings. That he wanted to be sure what we were feeling was our own free will, and not because of some spell.” I shrugged. “He wasn't wrong for being cautious. But these things are more complex than that. Nothing changed when we severed the bond. Did the lifebond magnify things? Sure. But I don't believe it could have invented feelings that weren't already there. And those feelings certainly didn’t just magically go away during the time our bond was severed.”

I shrugged. “I don't know much about the maker bond between a necromancer and his creations, but if I’d have to guess, I’d say it’s the same way. I'm pretty sure he never looked at any of his other creations like he looks at you when he thinks no one is watching.”

He shook his head. “I forgot how complicated emotions are when you have a physical body to amplify them. You may be right. Or not. But regardless of my feelings toward my new master, what does this whole thing mean for us. For you and me?”

I smiled. “It means whatever you want it to mean. Elijah, I know I haven't been very obvious with my affection since you got your body back. But that isn't because I’m repulsed by you. I was trying to give you space. To give you time to adjust to this staggering change without some thirsty witch immediately jumping your bones.” I winked. “I've wished so many times that I could touch you for real. You know I have. And that hasn't changed. I love you, Elijah, in any form you might take. Did you think I was so shallow I'd suddenly dump you just because your soul lives in a new house now?”

He chuckled. “A new house. I like that. I am still me. I've just… changed locales. Found myself a new home.”

I nodded. “No more talk of not belonging, okay? As for the rest, if you want me, I'm here. Happily waiting for you to decide if and when you want more.”

Elijah's smile grew sultry as he dragged his gaze over my body and back up to meet my eyes. “And if I were to decide that I want everything, right now?”

I laughed and stood to pull my clothes off. “Then you better go lock the door if you want some semblance of privacy. Or don't. Your choice.”


Chapter 21
Andy


Elijah's body might be borrowed and re-modeled, but it truly was a work of art. He was tall and broad shouldered, deliciously muscular, but not bulky—just sculpted perfection. The glowing branches of his wings spread out behind him, glittering with his bright angelic magic. It was easy to see why any mere mortal might think he was a being sent by the gods.

I ran a hand up the center of his sculpted chest, teasing my fingers over the faint dusting of golden hair as I smiled up into his bright blue eyes. “You are so beautiful,” I told him reverently. My angel had been denied physical sensations for decades until he met me. And even then, he had only experienced the comfort and pleasure of physical contact through me while he occupied my aura. I knew the experience had meant a lot to him, but it probably wasn't the same as having your own body, your own sensations to drown in.

He caught my hand and brought it to his lips, kissing the backs of my fingers, his gaze never leaving mine, burning with intensity. “I'm happy that you think so. That you aren't… concerned about the origins of my new home. But nothing compares to you, Oleander Lovell. You are beauty incarnate. Soft and strong, lush and welcoming, your heart as fathomless as the heavens.”

I huffed a laugh, even as some part of me basked in his flowery praise. “Ooh… listen to you, making me swoon.”

His chiseled lips curved upward in fond humor. “I only speak the truth. Would you accuse a divine being of lying?”

I tugged my hand free so I could wrap my arms around his neck, going up on my tiptoes to press my body to his as I pulled him down for a kiss. His arms gently enfolded me, not rushing or greedy, despite how long we had waited and wished for this moment.

Kissing Elijah was… heavenly. Pun intended. His skin was surprisingly warm against my own, despite his revenant state, probably thanks to the angelic magic coursing through his entire being. His lips were soft against my own, inviting, not questioning, but gently claiming, asserting that this was how it was meant to be. I opened to him and his tongue danced with mine, sweet, but not hesitant. He dipped and got his hands under my ass, effortlessly lifting me off my feet.

I kissed him deeper, trusting him to know his own strength as I wrapped my legs around his lean hips. He didn't falter, squeezing my ass as he pressed me impossibly closer, slowly moving toward the bed as I drown in his kisses.

I came up for air when he laid me on the bed. He hovered over me for a moment, his glowing blue eyes taking in every feature. “I've wanted you for so long,” he murmured. “And yearned for this even longer. To be able to feel. To experience the warmth of another's touch.”

I reached up and cupped his cheek, feeling like I might melt from all the sweetness. “The feeling is absolutely mutual,” I said honestly. “I haven't endured all that you have, but I thought my heart might actually break for you. I'm so glad you're here now, with me, like this.”

He turned his head to kiss my palm, then drew back, giving me a sultry look that was sin incarnate on the face of an angel. “I plan to enjoy this. To take my time drinking in every wonder being corporeal has to offer. Let me get the door.”

I huffed a laugh as he drew away and turned to go lock the door. I didn't blame him for being greedy. While it would definitely be fun to be there when Elijah got to experience the others—who I absolutely knew would be interested eventually—I understood his need for privacy this time. I was also feeling a bit selfish myself right about now. I watched the flex of his perfect ass and long legs as he crossed the room and wondered if I might be dreaming.

Elijah was here, alive and warm, and with a beautiful body to share in the pleasure. I was tempted to pinch myself.

I pushed myself up against the headboard and stuffed some pillows under my shoulders so I could recline while I watched him prowl back to me. His every move was graceful and determined, and while I couldn't get enough of that, I also couldn't help but tease.

“Wait,” I said, making a confused face. “You're an angel. Aren't you guys supposed to be all about purity?” I was only half joking when I tilted my head and asked, “Are you a virgin, Elijah?”

He stopped at the foot of the bed and looked down at me, a towering golden being of magic and grace. “I am,” he said, lifting an eyebrow. “Although I don't know if this body's experiences before I took over possession count….” He grinned. “But don't worry, witch. I saw the things the High Choirs got up to when they thought no one was looking. The orgies. The drunken revelry.” His smile grew absolutely wicked. “And I've been present for enough of your own sexual encounters. I'm observant. I've felt what you felt, intimately, when you held me inside your aura while you were with the others.” He bent down and started to crawl up the bed and over me, his wings flaring out to the sides, bathing us both in golden light. “I know exactly what you like and what you dislike. What makes your breath come short and your body quake with pleasure.”

I licked my lips, my brain short-circuiting as I took that all in.

“Fuck,” I finally breathed out, desire pulsing through me.

Elijah grinned. “That is the idea, yes.”


Chapter 22
Elijah


Andy lay propped up on the bed before me, every luscious curve on display, her smile welcoming and her eyes hooded with desire, despite what I was. She was beautiful, in that lush, fertile way that only a female witch could be, her entire being an expression of the ancient whispers of primal, earthy pleasures, of knowing you were truly one with nature and all creation, put on this plane to experience all the wonders of being alive.

But what sang to me, what called to more than her physical beauty, or the power of her magic, was the very essence of this amazing woman herself—her heart and soul, the reason I was free from the slavery of the bestiary, the reason I stood here now, in a physical body, able to burn with this desire in a way I had never experienced before, even in my old life.

My heartbeat was loud, thrumming through me. My body was awash in heat. My cock throbbed, bobbing heavy and needy against my belly as I crawled to her. My people had tricked most of the mortals in the Planus realm—and no few beings in Magea as well—into thinking we were the mouthpiece of some all-powerful god. But the only deity I worshipped was the goddess before me.

Long ago, I had been indoctrinated, as all young angels were, fed the same lies that the mortals were fed to keep them in awe of our greatness and power. A vast majority of angels—the lower classes who weren't part of any governing choir—thought there was some truth to our origin story. That we really were the superior race acting on messages from god, passed down to the holy choirs. I had the fortunate misfortune of being born with powerful magic. I was recruited, brought into the inner circle, and began training to join a choir. Until then, I had lived under the belief that base desires of the flesh were not befitting our kind. That we should be pure. Holy. Devoutly adhering to the morals we were taught in every way.

It was all a lie meant to keep the choirs in power and in control of not only the other realms, but their own subjects as well. I soon learned—accidentally, and before they were ready to impart that particular knowledge—that it was all bullshit.

And now I knew, without any shadow of a doubt, that pleasure of the flesh, that the sharing of mind, body, and soul with another being, was actually one of the most holy experiences a person could have. We were meant to savor all life had to offer. We were meant to glory in the beauty and wonder that came with having a physical form. And I wasn't going to squander that gift a second time.

I started at her feet, sliding my hands over the tops, noting the shapes of her adorable toes, the arch of her foot, the way she squirmed when my newly sensitive fingertips slid lightly over her ankles. Ticklish. That was a new sensation as well.

Though I had lived in a physical body once upon a time, it had been so long. The memories of the experiences of that time were nothing more than ghostly wisps, impossible to grasp. When I first woke in this new body, everything was too loud. Too bright. Every sensation too strong. Even the touch of clothing against my body seemed like a cacophony that I couldn't bear. And though that had improved significantly, still… every experience was heightened. I watched the others around me, and I knew they didn't see and feel the world quite as I did now.

The sensation of my fingertips and palms gliding over Andy's soft skin demanded every bit of my attention, drew me into a sort of trance. I could happily spend the rest of my life just touching her, feeling her skin against my own. My hands glided upward, over her lower legs to her knees as I wantonly crawled between her legs. She bent her knees, planting her feet on the bed, and I ran my hands up the backs of her generous thighs, loving the softness of them, the weight of her flesh in my hands. I squeezed, earning me a little laugh. A sound of fond amusement at my fascination. I rewarded her with a kiss to the soft inner side of each knee, my lips lingering, each press of my flesh to hers like a drug.

She didn't complain. She didn't comment on my fixation, or demand that I hurry up and provide something more. She understood. My witch knew me. She saw me. And judging from the little shivers as I moved higher, she was just as delighted by this moment as I was.

Her fingers slid though my hair as I pressed kisses along her inner thigh. The sensation of her fingers skating across my scalp, curling to lightly grip my hair, was pure heaven. And still, she didn't hurry me along. So patient. So Andy. I wondered if any of her other loves ever saw this side of her. The gruffness and bluster dropped. The desperate, frenzied rush to completion abandoned as she let herself just be.

I reached the thatch of lightly trimmed green curls between her legs and playfully nuzzled there, earning another of those soft, surprised little laughs. The contrast of rough and soft against my skin filled me with delight, and I finally let myself move on to more urgent desires. Parting her folds with two fingers of one hand, I tasted my witch, slowly laving her lips, swiping the flat of my tongue from her opening to her clit, playing, tasting, and reveling in every stuttered breath from the woman I loved.

This was heaven. I had felt her pleasure as the others loved her, in those moments when she invited my ghost self into her aura. I had also felt her joy as she pleasured them. But I had never tasted her. Never felt her against my tongue. Never held her in my own arms as she came apart.

Her grip in my hair tightened, sending a delicious zing of pleasure down my spine and straight to my cock. I glanced up as I swirled my tongue around her swollen nub, my gaze taking in the lovely sight of her soft belly and her voluptuous breasts before I met her eyes, watching her face as I latched onto the little nub and sucked lightly.

Her gray eyes were full of love and lust. At my attentions, she threw her head back and gasped. So I did it again. I wasn't lying when I told her I had been a virgin at my death. But I also wasn't lying when I said I knew her body in a way no one else did. I had been there with her, feeling what she felt, and I knew all the little things that drove her higher.

I shifted my hands to her hips to hold her still when she arched her back, pressing her mound closer to my face. My cock ached, trapped against the blankets and throbbing near to burst. When Andy's body tensed, I sped up, flicking her clit with my tongue as I slid two fingers into her hot, wet core, curling upward to find that spot she love so much and apply pressure. She fluttered around my fingers, yelping as she released my hair to grip the bedsheets.

“Elijah!”

She sound of my name on her lips as she came was more glorious than the singing of any chorus of angels. I nearly came myself, right then. But I somehow held on. I wanted to release inside of her. To fully be part of her in a way I never could before.

I slowed my motions, easing my fingers from her and gently swiping the flat of my tongue over her clit as she came down from her climax. When her body relaxed and her breathing evened out, I moved higher, hungrily sliding my hands over the dip of her waist, kissing the soft round of her beautiful belly, pausing to dip my tongue into her belly button just to get her to laugh again.

She obliged, squirming as she tried to get away. “Not again. I don’t think I can take much more of this attention,” she muttered.

I grinned against the soft skin over her solar plexus, my hands skating higher to cup her heavy breasts. “Mmm… and yet, I've no doubt you'll find a way to survive. Somehow. I mean to savor every inch of you, Oleander.”

She sighed, but I knew the put-upon sound was just her way of teasing me. Bracing myself over her, glorying in the brush of my skin against hers, I drew one of her nipples into my mouth, savoring, rolling my tongue over the hard nub the way I knew she loved. I suckled lightly, and she moaned as I finally pressed our hips together, letting my cock press along the wet heat of her slit.

I nibbled at her collar bones and tasted her throat as she arched up into me, grinding along my cock in a way that made us both moan. Her hands came to my back, and she clung to me as if her world was coming apart. Finally, I kissed along her jaw and made my way to those sweet, deliciously plump lips.

Andy hummed into the kiss, her breasts flattened against my chest, one leg coming up to wrap around my hip and give her better leverage in order to rub against me again, providing the friction I was denying us.

I moaned, pulling back to rest my forehead against hers, my eyes falling closed as I breathed deeply, centering myself and breathing her in at the same time. “I know what you want, Andy,” I whispered. “I'm just as eager as you are. Probably more so. But I'm afraid I won't last more than a single second once I'm inside you, my beautiful goddess.”

She huffed a laugh. “Goddess? Careful, or I might get used to all that flattery.” Then her hand came to rest along my cheek. “Elijah. I don't care. It's not like this is some grand performance. You don't have to try to be perfect. You already are. I just want to share my body with you. I just want this.” She kissed me softly, then withdrew, and I opened my eyes to meet her gaze, so filled with love and adoration that I scarcely thought I deserved. “I just want you. Us. I want you to feel as amazing as you've made me feel every day since we met.”

My wings flared out behind me in a blinding flood of magic and emotion. Shifting my weight, I guided my cock downward, stroking the head across her clit and through her folds. Then I slowly pressed home.

The feeling was like nothing I'd ever experienced. Her heat enveloped me, and she arched into me with a low moan. I pressed a hard, graceless kiss to her lips. Then I was lost.

Sensation overwhelmed me once more and I was reduced to nothing but the slide of my flesh over and inside hers. My aura slipped from my conscious control, reaching for her, craving the feeling of her soul.

The next thing I knew, we were one. One body, one being feeling the sensations and emotions of two. I gasped, pressing deeper, harder, determined to drive us both to the pinnacle of this maelstrom of feeling. Andy gasped and clutched at me, her nails digging into my flesh. Everything was too much, every sensation too strong. And even over the intense flood of sensations, the beauty of her soul sang, warm and all-encompassing. It sang for me.

Slamming home, I let out an unholy shout as I spilled inside her, feeling as though I had just been turned inside out.

I slammed back home into my own body, the dual sensations fading, and opened my eyes to look down at the completely blissed out woman beneath me.

“Holy shit,” she mumbled.

I let out a surprised chuckle. It was a very Andy response. “Indeed,” I said, kissing her forehead before gently withdrawing to lie beside her and gather her up in my arms.

As I was trying to catch my breath, I felt a strange sort of… twang in my chest. I frowned when Andy rubbed the same spot on her own body.

I was about to ask what the strange sensation could be, but as I opened my mouth, someone started pounding on the bedroom door.

“Andy!” Niamh called out, her tone one of tight impatience. “You just got another letter. And it's on fire.”

“Fuck me,” Andy groaned, flopping onto her back and closing her eyes.

I chuckled and leaned over to kiss the tip of her nose. “I'm pretty sure I just did.”

She shook her head. “No. No snark from you. I get enough of that from all the other assholes. You just keep being sweet.”

I laughed as I went to gather our clothes.

Even though my chest still hurt.


Chapter 23
Andy


Istared at the flaming envelope on my kitchen table. The flames didn't falter or die out and yet the table remained unharmed, and the fire didn't spread.

“It screamed when it arrived,” Zhong said, watching the envelope with wary yellow eyes. “Scared the hell out of me and made me nearly cut my finger off.” He gestured to the abandoned cutting board, where he'd been prepping things for dinner.

“More ancestral bullshit?” I asked dryly, arching a brow at Dyre.

The necromancer looked a bit more peaked than usual, his hand touching his chest, then dropping to his side and he shook himself out of whatever thoughts he'd been lost in. “Yes,” he said evenly. “I can sense threads of Lovell magic.” He sighed. “And a hint of my own as well, now that I know to look for it wherever Lovell blood is involved.”

I shook my head at him. We were not going to revisit our lineage right now. “Reaching out, I passed a hand through the flames. As I suspected, they didn't burn me. They weren't even warm to the touch. Illusion. Bella was apparently a big old drama queen.

Snatching up the envelope, I opened it and unfolded the paper within. The words lifted off the page in a shimmer of magic and my sister's voice shouted at me. “Fighting. We need your help. Come now!” The instructions looped, repeated at top volume. An address in Magea was messily scrawled at the bottom of the note.

I dropped the letter, and it stopped shouting.

“Well, fuck,” I muttered, anxiety and irritation warring inside me and somehow equaling a sudden need to move.

“What will you do?” River asked from the doorway, clearly having overheard the racket. “You have been so set on ignoring the outside world.” His smooth voice didn't sound judgmental or accusatory, simply curious. He tilted his head and watched me with his hypnotic cat-like eyes. “Will you ignore this as well?”

I glanced around the room, where everyone else had slowly gathered. I couldn't imagine Bella would send me a flaming, screaming note if she didn't truly need help. “Goddess damn it,” I muttered, running a hand through my hair. “I at least need to go see what the hell is going on.” I had only recently learned that I had one living relative left. It would suck if I was the reason she croaked just because I refused to help when she asked.

Dyre placed a hand on my shoulder, and I felt Sunshine's echo in his words. “A show of strength probably wouldn't hurt.”

I recalled our little chat in the courtyard some time back, when he'd told me he was willing to help me terrify people and take over the world, if that's what I wanted to do. Sunshine would probably relish the opportunity to incite terror. So would our resident boogeyman for that matter. I glanced over at Ambrose, and he smirked and winked at me as if he knew exactly what I was thinking. “Where the loves of my life go, so do I.”

I rolled my eyes.

But I didn't have it in me to make a snarky comment. Aside from a few little scuffles, I had been involved in only one major battle in my entire life. And that had ended with the SA nearly imprisoning or killing us after we helped them raid the O'Leary coven and steal the artifact they held. Any confrontation between the rebels and the cult or the SA was bound to be just as violent—if not worse. My gut churned with the sickening feeling that if I did this, it would be the first step down the slippery slope that ended with me becoming my sister's big, flashy new pawn.

And yet… I couldn't just ignore that letter.

“Any objections?” I asked dryly. “Or am I the only one who doesn’t look forward to danger and murder?”

Everyone glanced around. But no one raised even the slightest concern.

“Sounds like a good time,” Aahil drawled lazily, leaning against the kitchen counter as if we were talking about going out to watch a movie or something.

Zhong gave the jinn a quelling look, then turned to me, a wry grimace on his face. “No one wants to go rushing off into some fight with the SA or the cult,” he said earnestly. “But if we can do anything to stop this insanity, then we should.”

Aahil scoffed. “Speak for yourself, rock for brains. I want to set people on fire.” He smirked at Dyre, a hint of heat in his golden eyes. “And tall, pale, and scary over there wants to play with corpses. Stop trying to ruin our fun.”

I shook my head. “You're all morons.”

Turning, I nearly ran into River, who had crept up behind me with his usual silent grace. He held a book in one hand. He’d probably been reading when the drama queen's letter arrived. The book dangled at his side now, as if he had forgotten he was even holding… Magea's Premier Guide to Pet Care.

“I want to come too,” he informed me, lifting his chin and narrowing his eyes at me. “You might not trust me, but Bella does. And I promised myself I would help stop the abuse of power any way I could.”

I huffed. “No one said anything about leaving you behind,” I said with a dismissive wave of my hand. “I'm not your mother. Or your jailor.”

He nodded once in curt acknowledgement, then seemed to realize he was still holding his ridiculous book and set it aside. Turning back to me, he grinned. “Smart woman. It's always a good idea to have a little luck on your side.”

I ignored the faint purr I could hear rumbling through him. Shifters were, apparently, really freaking weird. “Thanks. And just so you know, I don't know you well enough to have complete trust in you, but for what it's worth, I believe you so far. Just don't fuck us over, or I promise you, one of these blood-thirsty psychos will make sure you stop breathing.” I hiked a thumb over my shoulder in the general direction of the rest of my house guests.

River just kept smiling. “Let me run up and fetch a few things and I'll be ready to go.” He turned and jogged off toward the stairs. I watched him go, wondering just what he needed to go get, considering he had come to us with zero belongings.

But whatever. I had more important things to worry about. Like what the fuck we were about to walk into.


Chapter 24
Andy


We stepped out of the crackling, unstable portal from the pocket world into an eerily quiet, dark Magea night. I rolled my shoulders and took a bracing breath as the more familiar, natural magic of my home realm swirled around me and into me, refilling some unnamed space that had remained empty in the unnatural currents of the pocket world we called home.

The address we had been given was for a tidy two-story home that screamed “understated money” in every too-modern, too-clean line and hedgerow. I sensed the others around us the moment we stepped through the portal. Bella's aura was a soft chime in my peripheral awareness, her blood and magic familiar to me, even though we barely knew each other. I didn't flinch as she materialized from behind a garden shed, her voice hushed but urgent.

“Thank the goddess. I wasn't sure if you'd show up. But this will be so much easier with you and your little army here.”

I crossed my arms over my chest and glared at her. “What is going on? This better be important, or so help me…”

She waved away my concern and herded us toward the back of the house and into the deeper shadows, which also happened to be shielded by some sort of spell—silence and decreased visibility, if I had to guess. And it absolutely would be a guess. Dyre was still attempting to train me in the defensive and offensive uses of my strong, but previously untrained magic. But he had a lot of shit to cram into my empty head in a short time. Sometimes the finer details escaped me.

“We got some good intel that the cult is going to try to take Darkbrier tonight.”

I just continued to stare at her. This meant nothing to me. “What's a darkbrier?”

She huffed at me and someone in the small gathering of assorted supernatural beings snorted and covered a laugh with a cough. “You really are out of touch with the workings of the magical world, aren't you?” Bella complained. “Sometimes I forget how human you've tried to be all these years.”

I shrugged. “Do you have a point? Every second we spend here it’s a massive risk that the SA or some gun for hire will come rampaging in to murder or imprison us.”

“Councilor Darkbrier is a major powerhouse in the Magea government—and has big influence in the Planus realm as well,” she informed me dryly. “The Darkbrier family is one of the oldest and strongest witch families still alive, aside from the crazy Lovell sisters.”

Okay, now that she was yammering on, the name did ring a bell. I knew they were a powerful family. Influential. I didn't really know squat about the Magean council, besides that they had formed the SA back when some assholes—ie: my family—had tried to start the last war of witch supremacy. The council had also had a very strong say in… oh… well, shit.

“He's one of the ones who made sure our parents were executed, isn't he?” I said flatly, suddenly recalling why the name rang a bell.

She patted me on the shoulder as if I was a slow child who really needed all the encouragement she could get. “Now you're getting it.”

I sighed. “Why do you want to save the beheading-happy old coot?”

People were shifting silently around us, lookouts, people double-checking weapons and spells. It ratcheted up my anxiety by about twelve-hundred percent. And so far, we were just standing around in a boring subdivision talking about history. I knew one thing for certain. I was not cut out to be a war mage.

“Andy…” Bella said, her voice dropping to a whisper. “You're not actually mad that they were executed, are you?”

I nearly laughed at her tone of offended disbelief. As if the normal assumption would be that I was happy my parents and every other relative except her and I were dead. But it wasn't really funny. Because it was true.

“Fuck no,” I muttered. “Or at least, I'm not mad at the people who put them to death. I'm more pissed off that our parents couldn't just be decent fucking people in the first place.”

She let out a sigh of relief. “Fuck's sake, Andy. I thought I'd really misjudged you for a second there. Anyway, the cult has no qualms using force and fighting their way to the top, but they are biding their time. Right now, they've been trying their damnedest to bring influential people over to their side.”

I rolled my eyes. “Like Darkbrier is going to join the cult. Didn't they learn anything from what happened to the Lovells?”

She looked around to make sure things were going as planned, or whatever. I had no clue what a rebel leader did, besides guilt people into doing dangerous shit in the name of the greater good. “Andy, please try here. Don't play dumb. We don't have time. The enemy will be here any minute now.”

I rubbed my head to try to ease the slowly building ache there. I did not want to play these games. But she was right, I wasn't actually that dumb. “What are they planning to use to get him to comply?”

Dyre piped up from beside me, his deep voice full of darkness. “Spells? Or a hostage?”

I slid a glance his way. I guess he'd know better than most what was effective. He'd lived it.

“Both, actually,” Bella informed us, stooping and leading us around the side of the house, still keeping to the shadows. “That's his house over there,” she said, pointing at the low-key mansion that stood among the other cookie-cutter houses. “The cult doesn't have the artifact that you stole from them, but they've been gathering other resources. And with those resources, we think they've managed to enslave another jinn. Not as old or powerful as yours,” she said, casting a smug look over her shoulder at Aahil. To my surprise, my moody little jinn winked at her. “But we think she's strong enough to get the job done. The cult is going to snatch Darkbrier's wife to use as leverage until they can get a firm mind-control link going. Once he submits to that, they'll have a nice little puppet on the council with massive power to influence the laws and the government reaction to the supremacists.” She scoffed. “If they were to manage that, they might not even need to fight in order to get a solid foothold in our society and start taking over, changing laws and shaping things to their liking.”

Aahil scoffed. “And if they play their cards right and their jinn is strong enough, they'll also have another very strong magic user to pull out of their pocket if it comes to a fight.”

I processed his words, and my chest constricted. He spoke so calmly. But it had been him on the receiving end of that kind of manipulation not long ago. And it had nearly broken him.

“Can't you just find out the identities of the cult members and kill them in their sleep or something?” I muttered.

Bella huffed as she scanned the dark street. “Says the girl who keeps refusing to use her powers to do just that.” She turned and her eyes glinted in the night as she stared me down. “You and your crew are about the only ones who could come close to pulling off that kind of assassination attempt. Are you volunteering? Because that would certainly make everyone's lives a whole hell of a lot easier.”

I stared back mutinously. I would not become the monster I knew I could be. Not even to save the world. “What do we need to do tonight?” I asked, deflecting her callous demand.

She didn't say anything about my change of subject. “Well, simply put, we just have to keep them from taking either of the Darkbriers off the property. There are a lot of people backing our cause, and we gather more every day. But we don’t have many who are powerful, brave, or reckless enough to rush into a physical fight. You know your people better than I do. You tell me what you can do to help.”

Goddess damn it. I wasn't supposed to be getting caught up in this. “Fine.”


Chapter 25
Niamh


The night was calm, the breeze barely noticeable. I relaxed into my hunter self, calling on my training and on my own keen fae nature to focus on the task at hand.

I didn't trust Belladonna Lovell, not really. I believed her intentions were good. She really did want to stop this conflict and protect the oppressed magic users. I believed she did care for her little sister. But I also saw something more in her. In many ways she was like Oleander. But in a few, very subtle, but very important ways, they differed greatly.

There was more of her family in Belladonna. She had been raised by them until nearly mature, whereas Andy had only been under their care for a few short years. Maybe that was why I could sense a darkness in Belladonna that I didn't sense in Andy. A bitterness. A slyness. I didn’t think she purposefully endeavored to hurt or betray our witch, or anyone else for that matter… but still, there was something there. Some feeling that told me she would be far more likely to push the boundaries of right and wrong.

Or to use people to achieve her end goals.

Oleander was confused about why we were here tonight. Why we were called in for this seemingly simple scuffle with the cult, when the rebel magic users were more than capable of protecting one aging witch and his wife. But I knew better.

It was a test. They were watching us. Belladonna was watching us. Seeing what her sister would do. How we would react. Maybe trying to gauge just how powerful we really were. She still wanted us to be her superheroes, the flashy public face of her rebellion. Even if Andy had done nothing but refuse her.

I couldn't fault the older Lovell sister. Sometimes a bit of stubborn ruthlessness was the only way to achieve your goals—or to trap your prey. I didn't disagree with her goals, or her assessment that the only thing these people would listen to was power. But I worried that Andy—that my new clan—would be harmed in the witch's mission to change the world.

If Andy sought to throw off the burden of her family name by hiding and making herself small, Bella seemed to have chosen a completely different method of escaping the family name—by demanding respect.

I suppose we'd see who was right in the end.

For now, my only goal was to keep Oleander safe while we hunted the cult.

The quiet around me slowly turned to stillness. The soft breeze picked up, and a ripple of disquiet flowed through me. My sharp eyes searched the shadows around the mansion where we now lurked, our people interspersed with rebels, just waiting for the attack.

No one had notified the stupid councilor of the impending danger, for fear he'd have us arrested instead of the true villains. He would need proof of our claims. Which he would get soon, if the shifting currents around me were any indication.

Aahil slid up beside me, heat radiating from his lithe, compact body. “Air,” he murmured, his sensual voice barely a whisper on the rising breeze. “Their jinn is an air elemental.”

I nodded in acknowledgement, and he slipped away, probably to notify the others. We didn't have fancy gear, the way we'd had when we helped the SA against the O'Leary coven before. The rebels weren't that rich or well-supplied. And technology could always be used against you. This time, we relied on magic and stealth.

I braced myself for action, my own magic boosting my senses, bringing me the scent and sound of approaching witches. I gripped my twin knives in my hands, tensed to spring. Then the fight began.

There was a flash like lightning. In between one blink of darkness and the next, the yard was filled with a dozen witches, all clad in black, moving together in a rehearsed dance as they rushed toward the mansion. Someone sensed us, and they sent up a cry of caution, but it was too late.

Andy, Belladonna, and Dyre had created a circle around the house. Such a large casting would normally require an entire coven, but they threw up the barrier with ease. Two Lovells and a necromancer harboring an ancient wraith… the cultists didn't stand a chance.

The magic around us buzzed, arching up and overhead, enclosing the entire property in a bubble of silence and invisibility that hid us from the rest of the world. At the same time, the magic pressed downward, suppressing and slowing all magic that wasn't tied to one of the powerful witches who’d cast the barrier. It slid over me and the rest of my family, thanks to our bonds with Andy, and hers with Dyre. And apparently, the rebels had some link to Belladonna which protected them as well, leaving us all free to use our magic at will.

I didn't dwell on what it might mean that Bella had linked the rebels to her, or how she might manipulate that bond. There wasn't time.

Lunging out of my crouch beneath the flowering bushes, I rose and swiftly dispatched an enemy witch who had his back to me. His blood flowed warm and primal over my hands as I slid one blade across his throat and the other into his side. I stepped away, withdrawing my knives, and whirled to dodge a ball of magic that streamed my way, thrown by one of his companions.

I kept my senses open, as much of my attention as I could spare on the thread of connection that bound me and Andy together. I had to focus on the fight, but I needed to know she was well.

A massive black cat flew through the air in front of me, a sleek, dark form that was barely perceptible in the night. A woman screamed, then went silent as the cat tore out her throat. I grinned, baring my fangs as I followed the cat, fighting by his side to clear our area.

Flames burst to life across the way, and several witches screamed as their lives were snuffed out by jinn flames.

Only moments had passed, and already the cult had nearly been eliminated. Hardly a challenge at all. I straightened to survey the situation as I wiped my slick blades on my pants. Then the wind picked up.


Chapter 26
Elijah


My morals and priorities had changed quite a bit since my death, imprisonment, and subsequent freedom and rebirth, but… still, the brutality around me was hard to accept.

And yet, I had a feeling that things were going to get a whole lot worse before they improved. Before the rebels put a stop to this attempt to cause a war.

I kept one eye on Andy and the other on Dyre, feeling pulled in two different directions the entire time, even as I punched cultists and shaped my innate magic into spells that would incapacitate, rather than kill. I didn't look behind me to see whether the people I put down were left unconscious, or killed by the rebels who followed.

As much as I wanted to keep my conscience clean and at least some small part of my soul untarnished, this was a battle and one that could prevent much greater casualties.

The cultists were quickly dispatched, and it became very apparent that this was no challenge for our little group of outcasts. But then the wind picked up, carrying with it the taste of magic, something that reminded me vaguely of Aahil, but cool and fluid, rather than fiery and consuming. Jinn.

The front door of the house we were guarding burst open, and a fit elder man took up a stance on the front stairs, a woman his age hovering behind him. The councilor and his wife, clearly drawn out by the magical disturbance around them. We had hoped to take care of the issue before they had a chance to react. But the wards on their property were high-level. And the two witches were clearly sharp and prepared for an attack—it made sense with such well known political figures. I was only surprised they weren't accompanied by security. But then, most powerful witches saw that sort of thing as a show of weakness. Councilor Darkbrier seemed the type, judging from the stern line of his jaw and the defiant tilt of his head as he took in the scene in his front yard.

“What is the meaning of this?” he demanded, twin balls of magic forming in his hands, poised to strike.

His wife was no different, her posture reminding me of a martial artist, lightning crackling in her palms.

“Get back in the house, councilor,” Belladonna called firmly, planting herself between him and the street. “We're here to stop a kidnapping.”

He scoffed as the breeze continued to increase, swirling around us. I scanned the area, seeing the unease in the others as well. The councilor seemed unaware of the impending danger as he argued with the witch who was standing among the corpses strew across his yard. His gaze slid over those of us still standing and he shook his head. “This is some stunt cooked up by the mangey rebels with their ridiculous propaganda, isn't it?” He lifted his hand. “Believe me, little girl, you'll get no media coverage for this. No attention for your cause. Once we've dispatched you, your little stunt will be erased.”

“Incoming,” Junaid said, suddenly materializing at Bella's side. “We were right. They've got a jinn.”

The councilor opened his mouth to speak, but he was interrupted when a portal ripped open on his lawn, somehow bypassing the circle Andy and Dyre were still maintaining. That was a whole lot of power to sidestep. And yet, from the portal emerged a single witch.

She was dainty, with delicate features and blond hair that looked nearly white in the combination of moonlight and porchlight spilling from the councilor's front door. And yet, she carried herself with the confidence of a much larger, more imposing person. Andy and Dyre had dropped their circle and moved closer to the councilor, just off to the side of the front stoop. Niamh and Zhong took up position on the other side, while the elementals and the boogeyman lingered somewhere nearby, but out of sight, holding to their dematerialized forms if I had to guess.

I reached out my senses, and froze. It was all I could do not to stare too long and give our newest housemate away. The jaguar was stalking from the hedges, creeping out behind the new witch, his long tail twitching and yellow eyes glued to his prey.

“Let me guess,” Andy said wryly into the stilted silence caused by the witch's arrival. “Another O'Leary asshole?”

The blond witch smirked, her tone too lazy, too laid back for the situation. Probably because she had a card up her sleeve that she didn't think we knew about. “A cousin, actually,” she drawled, then sketched a sarcastic bow. “Prime Johansen, leader of the True Race.”

Apparently, she had replaced the O’Leary cult leader we had helped the SA eliminate previously.

Andy snorted. “True race? Goddess, you morons get more ridiculous with every stupid new leader.”

The Johansen woman shrugged, as if anything Andy said was irrelevant. “Unlike my predecessor,” she said with a crooked smile, “I know how to prepare for the unexpected.”

A large, flickering ball of fire appeared in her hand as she spoke, far more power radiating from the spell than this witch's aura said she should possess. I tensed, preparing for the worst when she threw the spell right at the councilor and his wife, where they were still standing on the front steps.

My concern was wasted, since Aahil appeared and caught the powerful spell in one hand, absorbed it, and tossed a stream of jinn fire back at the witch. She threw up a barrier that deflected the flames, somehow.

Then all hell broke loose.

The councilor turned and threw the balls of magic he held in his hand… right at Andy and Dyre. Dyre deflected them with ease, but the Darkbrier had already moved on, his expression flat as he muttered a spell that hit several of the rebels and left them twitching on the ground, mouths open in a silent scream.

“David!” his wife shouted, her hands up and ready to cast, but unsure who was the real enemy. “What are you doing?!”

He grabbed her arm and dragged her down the stairs. “Come,” he demanded. “We are joining the winning side.”

Zhong rushed forward to block the councilor's path, while Niamh held a blade to the man's throat. Everyone started talking over one another, shouting questions and demands. And amidst it all, Prime Johansen smirked from behind her barrier.

It was then that I saw it. The amulet she wore around her neck. And the soul that resided there. Sticky tendrils of energy connected the milky-colored stone in the amulet to the councilor. No. To the aura that now dwelled inside the councilor.

“He's possessed,” Aahil growled, planting a hand on the councilor's shoulder and attempting to burn the other jinn out by overloading him with more powerful energy, displacing the possession. The councilor howled in pain. But it was uncertain whether it was the witch or the jinn inside him who was in the most pain.

“Aahil!” Andy shouted. “Don't kill him!”

The councilor's wife attempted to defend her husband from Aahil, and Andy leapt into the fray. They all went down in a tangle of limbs and magic. But my attention was drawn back to the enemy witch behind her barrier, grinning like everything was going to plan.

Rebels assaulted her barrier with magic, but it held, her power bolstered by something else. Someone else. I crept toward the barrier, an idea forming in my mind as my angelic power surged through me, bolstered by something dark, something dangerous and seductive. Angel and necromancer. Wraith. I… was drawing something from Dyre. But I wasn't about to question it. Instead, I followed my instinct. My intuition. What I once would have called my divine knowledge.

Slipping between the ranks of rebels, my gaze landed on the crouching black jaguar who patiently waited behind the witch, his tail lashing. His yellow eyes met mine and he nodded his sleek head. Reaching out, I planted my hand on the shimmering barrier that was visible to my third eye, to the part of me that sensed not only magic, but souls specifically. This barrier wasn't a normal casting. It was fueled by someone else's lifeforce. Some other magical creature this woman had stripped of their magic.

Seething with righteous indignation at the cruelty of it, I pressed my own angelic magic outward, shattering the barrier.


Chapter 27
Dyre


The cult leader shouldn't have been able to open a portal inside the barrier Andy, Belladonna, and I had erected. But she did. We let the magic slide away and moved closer to the irate and idiotically arrogant councilor when the single witch emerged, but now I was rethinking the wisdom of that decision.

While Aahil pulled out the jinn who had possessed the stupid councilor, I stepped away, moving closer to the perimeter of the yard. A wave of my hand and a tug at the churning magic inside me had the protective circle arching around us and overhead again in an instant. This crazy witch wasn't content to admit to failure, and the racket that had ensued was likely to call attention to the situation. Which would undoubtedly lead to someone calling for the authorities. Which would in turn mean the SA would show up and think we were to blame for the attack on Darkbrier.

While I had no doubt we could handle anything the SA threw at us, it would require me letting Sunshine out to play, among other things, and I knew Andy wasn’t yet willing to admit that if she wanted to play the game of Save the Whole Undeserving World, we were going to have to play with the ruthlessness of villains.

So, I kept my dark magic to myself, only pouring out enough to erect the barrier by myself and shield us from prying eyes and ears. And hopefully keep the SA out if they did show up.

My chest ached, and I clenched my teeth as I tried to ignore the sensation. It tugged at me, pulling me in two different directions. Toward Andy who was standing far too close to the tussle with the councilor… and toward Elijah, who was creeping ever closer to the cult leader, slipping past the rebels who were attempting to get to her.

Goddess damn it. Why? I had finally accepted that I was hopelessly in love with Andy and would change my whole way of living to put her wellbeing first. To not only look out for my own survival, as I had for a couple hundred years now. Then Ambrose wormed his way in, and I had to admit that I cared for the shadowy lurker just as much as the witch. And while the others annoyed the fuck out of me most of time, I somehow found myself not actually wanting them dead. But now. Now I couldn't stop thinking about the angelic golden boy, wondering if he was okay. Were we pushing him to use his magic too quickly? Had he fully adjusted to his new body? Was my summoning and binding strong enough to withstand an attack from this crazy blond witch with her unnatural magic?

I glanced at Andy, who was holding her own by the front steps of the mansion, casting magic I had taught her. She was remembering her defensive lessons well, repelling the air elemental as the jinn went on a rampage, trying to get at the councilor. She had the entire rest of our weird little family nearby to assist. I had to trust that she could handle herself. And trust that if she couldn't handle herself, one of those other idiots would step in before anything truly awful happened.

But Elijah was all alone.

No, not completely alone. I saw a glint of yellow eyes and moonlight on sleek black fur as the jaguar crouched low, ready to spring. I felt a surge of anger and determination, some strong, righteous feeling, as Elijah's glowing wing branches flared out around him, knocking back nearby rebels. His emotions, I thought belatedly. His anger and determination. He lifted his hand, limned in that bright golden energy, and I lent him some of my own power, watched in awe through my extra senses as a halo of darkest black outlined his angelic aura, making the gold shine even brighter.

His hand touched the witch's barrier, and it shattered.

I felt it then, recognized just what was making our angel so angry. Soul energy. As a necromancer, I was familiar with the remnants of the lifespark that allowed me to reanimate dead flesh and bone. But Elijah was an angel. He was far more in tune with life energy—with souls—than I ever would be. So of course he had sensed the wrongness first.

“Elijah!” I shouted, rushing toward him, still maintaining the barrier, but ready to drop it at a moment's notice if that bitch went after my angel.

I almost tripped over my own feet, and Sunny's dark laugh ghosted through the back of my mind. My angel. Ridiculous.

I shoved my stupid thoughts away as I ran, but I knew I wasn't going to be fast enough to reach Elijah if the cult woman threw a killing curse. Which… she was powering up to do right then. “Fuck.” I let more of my power loose, felt it ripple over me, the dead scattered around the yard calling to me. Sunshine stretched hungrily inside me, wanting to devour.

A black blur arched through the air, flashing between Elijah and the witch, and she screamed as she went down under the sleek, muscular feline. The curse she had been weaving went wild, missing Elijah. It seemed certain that the jaguar was about to die. But the glowing green spell missed him by a hair's breadth, passing him by and shriveling a nearby decorative tree instead.

I was having a hard time reining in my power. It crawled beneath my skin, begging to be unleased. To dominate and control. To protect the people I loved.

The witch screamed again, and I finally reached Elijah's side. But he was already moving away, reaching toward the mele on the ground at our feet. I grabbed his arm and jerked him back. “Stop!” I roared, my fear for him accidentally turning the request into an order. He went rigid, his arm frozen in my grip as he looked at me, his blue eyes glowing like sapphire flames.

“Dyre?” he said, his voice deep and reverberating, carrying so much power of its own. Speaking to whatever remnants were left of my own shriveled soul, nearly strong enough to echo my command with one of his own. Nearly, but not quite. I was still the one in control in this odd dynamic.

“Stay back,” I said, making it a request this time, not a maker's command. He was not some mindless walking bag of bones. Damn it. “Let River handle it.” I arched a brow. The jaguar seemed to be more than capable of murdering one scrawny little witch.

But Elijah shook his head. “I have to get that amulet.”

I frowned. But River's cat screamed an inhuman scream as the witch blasted him off her and lurched to her feet. She was dripping blood from half a dozen bites and long scratches that had flayed flesh all the way to the bone. The right side of her cheek was destroyed.

Her hand flew up to clutch at the amulet she wore around her neck, and I cursed my own stupidity and distraction over the angel. “Fuck,” I muttered again, drawing on Sunny's power as I felt her drawing from what was clearly an ancient magical artifact.

One powered by soul energy.

“Grab the woman and let's go!” The command was slurred from her destroyed face, but it was enough to reach the jinn she had enslaved.

The councilor's wife jerked, then she started jogging toward the witch and the portal she had opened. I laughed. If this woman thought she was wining, she was seriously mistaken. I was done playing around.

Sensing the souls trapped in that amulet, seeing the way she enslaved the jinn… it reminded me violently of the time I had spent playing captive to the Lovells in their cursed bestiary. Every corpse in the yard rose to their feet, but I wasn't commanding them. They were simply responding to the residual power that flowed from me, awaiting a purpose.

Reaching out a hand, I started to drain the woman's life force, letting Sunny feed the way he had been longing to do. It was dangerous. Reckless. If I let Sunny off his chain, there was a really good chance that I could never stop him. That he'd remember what he was and go into a soul lust that would end with an entire city dead and devoured. But something inside of me had snapped.

Something burned. Heat flared in my arm. But I was hungry. I was so tired of being hungry and restrained….


Chapter 28
Ambrose


The councilor was free. But his wife was possessed now, and running right toward the portal that would make her a powerful hostage. Aahil was after her in a blink, and I knew that he could handle a little case of jinn possession. It seemed our little firecracker was older and more powerful than the jinn the cult had managed to enslave.

Andy was rolling around on the ground with the councilor, both of them glowing with magic, but she had Niamh and Zhong with her. I would be worried that the older witch would get the better of our untrained powerhouse of a leader. But I knew it wouldn't get that far.

Zhong proved me right, stepping forward when the opportunity presented itself. The councilor managed to make it to his knees, swaying as he knelt there and prepared a spell that would probably fry Andy’s synapses. Our witch didn't back down, snarling obscenities at him and something about how we were trying to help his stupid ass. But the gargoyle ended the threat by bringing one very large stone-hard fist down on top of the councilor's head. The man's eyes rolled back in his head, and he pitched to the ground, hopefully just unconscious and not dead.

I grinned to myself in my half-physical form, still hanging out in between this world and the otherworld. I felt unnecessary. Though I had helped put down a couple of cult members earlier. Bella was right. Our little group could probably put an end to this silly war before it even really got started, if we were so inclined. We were certainly more power than was needed for this little spat.

My amusement faded with a sharp tug at my gut, followed by a crawling sense of dread that I shouldn't be able to feel. Only one person could truly unnerve a boogeyman. I immediately looked for Dyre. And found him about to lose his mind.

Corpses lurched to their feet all around the yard, not rushing into action, but swaying in eerie readiness. I registered the angel standing way too close to the crazy blond witch and immediately knew what had happened. “Shit.”

Andy was pressing a hand to her chest, a frown on her face. But there was no time to explain what was happening. I dematerialized entirely and rushed to Dyre's side. Elijah had a hand on the necromancer, whose eyes had gone completely black. Dyre's aura radiated out around him, and I had to step into the blackness to reach him.

“Dyre!” I shouted, faint whispers filling my ears. The cries of a million lost souls pleading for mercy. “Sunshine!”

Was this what it was like every time he tapped into his true power? I was a creature of darkness myself. I gave people nightmares and fed off their terror. But this… this was disturbing, even for me. Dyre seemed to be in a trance as he held out his hand, the darkness of his power twining around the witch before him, and pulling. I gaped as I saw a faint, shimmery essence begin to leave her, pulled into Dyre. He was consuming her essence. Her soul.

“Dyre,” Elijah was saying. “I know. I know what she's done but please, stop.” His blue eyes glowed and he was outlined in his own glowing gold aura of angelic power, his hand gripping Dyre's arm as he did something with that magic.

“You idiot!” I snapped, wrapping my own aura around Dyre's, attempting to remind him of the here and now. A good nightmare might distract him. But then again… it might send him over the edge in an attempt to save himself. “We need that bitch alive,” I said, shaking him. “If you drain her, we won't be able to question her!”

The drain didn't stop, but those black eyes slid my way. His deep voice reverberated with the echo of all the souls he had consumed in his long, long life. “I hunger,” Sunshine informed me. And wasn't that just great.

“Yeah, well, rein it in, buddy. We need this one alive and coherent. Maybe you can snack on her later.” I was out of my depth here. I knew hunger. And I couldn't even begin to imagine how much worse a half-starved wraith must feel. “Dyre's not gonna be too thrilled when he realizes you lost your shit and embarrassed yourself like this.”

He regarded me with narrowed eyes, but his life drain on the witch seemed to have at least paused for the moment. “He is often upset by silly things,” the wraith agreed. “However, in this case, we are in agreement. He wants this woman punished for her actions.”

A glowing hand gripped Dyre's deathly pale cheek and turned his head away from me. The angel stared into his black eyes, his wings flaring out behind him, angelic power so radiant it hurt to look at. “She will be punished for her sins,” he assured the necromancer, sounding exactly like the holy instrument he had once thought himself to be. “I will ensure it, master. Let me do this. Please. Let me serve you.”

My eyebrows nearly met my hairline at that little outpouring. I glanced between the two men, my cock giving a little twitch despite the situation. I had never really envisioned Dyre as the master sort of guy. But now I was imagining the golden boy kneeling at my lover's feet, ready to obey his every command, and… I really needed to fucking focus.

“Sunny,” I tried again. “Maybe you should let the angel handle this. Then Dyre can be mad at him, not you.”

“As if I care if my vessel is disappointed,” the wraith muttered, his dark voice absolutely chill inducing.

Ahh, but Sunny did care what Dyre thought. And we all knew it.

“He'll be upset that he lost control,” Elijah chimed in. Then the clever angel went right for the big guns. “And Andy will be disappointed in you. She'll be mad we won't be able to get information from this witch.”

Dyre's body shuddered as Sunshine and Dyre no doubt had some sort of internal conversation. Then he dropped his hand, severing the drain on the cult's leader. “Fine,” Sunny bit out. Then he grabbed the angel by the back of the neck and drew him even closer, “but you owe me for the loss of a feast.”

Elijah was every bit as tall as Dyre, and a bit broader, more muscular. But he let himself be manhandled by the slender necromancer. Who, to be fair, was wraith-powered right now. “Of course,” he said, lifting his chin and meeting the wraith's black gaze. “Whatever you want.”

A slow, evil smile curled Dyre's blue-tinged lips as he leaned in even closer. “I will take this instead. And I will tell you something, because my host must pay the price as well.” He leaned to the side, whispering in Elijah's ear, but I heard every word. “He lied to you.” Then the wraith was devouring the angel, kissing him hard, one hand still gripping the back of his neck, while the other pressed between his glorious wings, crushing them together.

He released the stupefied angel and turned to me. “Boogeyman,” he said, lifting a hand to brush my hair back from my face. “I've missed you in our bed. I wish to taste you as well. Before Dyre insists on making us boring once again.”

A surprised laugh escaped me. Here we were, standing in the aftermath of a magic battle, and the wraith wanted to make out. “Any time, Sunny,” I said, holding my arms out to him. “And make sure Dyre hears me when I say, I've missed you too. Both of you.” Things had been rather busy, and there were a lot of budding relationships going on in our little family. It had been some time since I’d spent the night alone with my shy necromancer and the impatient houseguest who shared his body.

I had never really kissed Sunny on his own, when he was fully in control. It was overwhelming, but right, somehow. His darkness and mine were… comfortable with each other. I knew he could devour me in a heartbeat, feed off the fear and connection to the otherworld that made up who I was. But he devoured my mouth instead, tasting, claiming. The same body, but an entirely different person.

When he released me, I chuckled again. “This has been a very strange evening.”

Sunshine blinked and his eyes bled from black to violet. Dyre ran a hand through his long red hair and muttered, “Fucking wraith.”


Chapter 29


Ishook my head at the chaos around me. I wasn't sure if this was a big win or an embarrassing clusterfuck. But then, the councilor and his wife were still with us, sitting on the front steps looking defeated. And the cult fuckers were all dead or unconscious. I wasn't sure how I felt about the dead part. But I wasn't thinking about that right now.

River in jaguar form dragged the unconscious cult leader up to the front steps of the councilor's home, the back of her shirt collar clenched in his massive teeth. I almost smiled at the way it reminded me of a mother cat hauling a kitten around. But I suppressed my amusement. This kitten was a bit bigger and more dangerous than most.

Behind him came Ambrose, Dyre, and Elijah. I arched a brow at them and gave them all a look that said I had absolutely seen them all making out over there in the corner a few minutes ago. Honestly, my people had no chill. But then again, I had also felt the rage and surge of dark power along my bond to Dyre, so maybe I should wait to hear the full story before I judged them for being horny morons. Not that I was usually much better….

Bella's little group of rebels had mostly made it out of the confrontation unscathed. A couple were pretty battered or magically drained. But they'd live.

And a little off to the side, stood a tall, slender woman with blue-silver hair and limpid misty blue eyes. The tiny eddies of wind swirling around her were the only thing that gave away her anxiety. Aahil stood next to her with his arms crossed over his chest, his flames banked, but clearly in no mood for any more fucking around. “Your master isn't giving orders right now,” he purred to the other jinn. “Grow a backbone.”

It was almost comical the way the female jinn towered over our tiny flamethrower, but still deferred to him, looking lost. A quick glance at their auras said Aahil was far older and stronger. Which was probably why the cult had been able to trap and control the air jinn so easily.

“Will someone please explain to me what just happened,” Councilor Darkbrier said tiredly, glancing around the circle of people gathered in his lawn. Then his gaze landed on me.

I arched a brow and crossed my arms over my chest, but didn't speak. No way was I going to let him make me the spokesperson for this shit. I had no idea why the idiot singled me out among all the other powerful people here—especially when Bella and her people were all dressed up like assassins in their matching slinky black clothes.

Bella shot me a wry look, but stepped forward and claimed the title of shit-stirrer. “Sir, we've been working to stop the witch supremacists. We got word they planned to kidnap your wife and use you to influence things at the government level. We came here to stop them.”

He huffed. “That is what the Supernatural Alliance is for. Not some band of self-proclaimed militia.”

She arched a brow, giving him a look that said he was full of bullshit and they both knew it. “With all due respect—which is none—the Supernatural Alliance is as much of a problem as the supremacists. They've been corrupt for years now. And they are using this war with the cult to take advantage of their citizens and spread that corruption. We are fairly certain that there are also quite a few supremacists working for the SA, slowly guiding them toward the same goals.”

He just sighed. “And what,” he asked tiredly, “do you propose I do about it? I am one man.”

Bella arched a brow at him. “I suggest you use your considerable influence to open people's eyes and put a stop to this nonsense. It's what you were elected to do.”

He gave her a skeptical look, his gaze darting toward the two jinn and back. “And you plan to coerce me the same way your supposed enemies did?”

“Oh, don't be fucking stupid,” I snapped, my patience at an end. “Does it look like any one is possessing you or taking hostages right now, old man?”

He narrowed his eyes at me. “I pushed through the orders for your family's execution, back during the last witch uprising, little girl. I know who you are. I doubt your intentions toward me and my family are good.”

I huffed a humorless laugh. “You did the whole world a favor and everyone knows it. A lot of people thought you and the council were being too harsh. Too bloodthirsty. But I know the truth. If you hadn't handled things the way you did, my family would have found a way to get revenge. The only way to stop people who are that determined to be awful is to end them permanently.”

He just stared at me for several beats, clearly surprised. “No love lost between you and your relatives, I see.”

I shrugged. “Most of them were awful people. They fucked up my life nearly as much as they fucked up everyone else's. And I'm pretty sure if they had lived, my parents would have turned me into some kind of magical cash cow. So no, love doesn't factor into it. I've seen enough of the fallout of their evil to understand that the world is better off without them.”

“All we ask is that you keep in mind who saved your ass tonight,” Bella said evenly. “And that while we are out here risking our necks to do the actual fighting, you could be helping in other ways.”

He nodded. “The new laws they are trying to pass. I understand.”

I didn't. I hardly had any idea what was going on outside my little pocket world in general, let alone specifically in the political sphere. Bella anticipated my cluelessness and explained tersely. “The SA has been pushing through more and more laws and regulations, most of them targeted at non-witches. Registration requirements. Oaths of allegiance. Anything to make sure that the people the cult wants to enslave or extinguish belong to the SA—so they can use them instead.”

I rubbed my temples. Headache-inducing. “So, are we done here? Do you need us to stick around while you wake that witch up and play twenty questions?”

Elijah stepped forward and crouched by the unconscious witch. “Before you do that.” He rolled her over and grasped the chain of the necklace she wore around her neck. “I'll take this.”

A flash of light flared when he unfastened the necklace clasp, his angelic magic breaking whatever ward the cult leader had placed on the necklace. I sucked in a breath as Elijah stood. With it removed from the witch, I could suddenly sense the strong, sick-making magic that pulsed from the amulet.

“An artifact,” I muttered. The thing felt old, steeped in power. But it also induced this gross, gut wrenching feeling that made me want to vomit. “What is it?”


Chapter 30
Andy


“That is how she slipped past our barrier,” Dyre said flatly, his deep voice full of repressed anger. “And how she repelled the rebels' attack and controlled the jinn.”

“Souls,” Elijah whispered, his expression somber as he gazed at the softly pulsing glow of the amulet. “So many trapped souls. Ripped from their hosts in whole or in parts. Harnessed to create a massive source of power.”

The air jinn lurched forward with a little sob, but Aahil grabbed her arm, preventing her from going anywhere. “Please,” she sobbed, going to her knees. “Please.”

Aahil rolled his eyes and released her, looking unimpressed with her display of emotion. “It's linked to you?”

She nodded fiercely. “She stole a part of me. My essence.” She clutched a hand to her chest. “I need it back. Please.”

Bella held out her hand to Elijah. “Give it here, we'll look into releasing her.”

But Elijah made no move to hand the artifact to my sister. His glowing blue eyes met mine and I knew what he was asking. Whether it was because of the way I was linked to him through my bond with Dyre, or just because I knew him so well… I knew he didn't want the rebels to have this artifact. And I knew what he would think was the correct way to handle this situation. He was an angel, after all.

I nodded to him. “Do it.”

Bella probably thought I was telling him to give it to her. To hand over the old magic that contained so much suffering and just trust that she wasn't going to use it for her own gain. This was where she and I differed, I thought. I wasn't sure if I should be so mistrustful. But my gut told me this was the right thing to do. And I listened to my gut.

Elijah nodded back, then he cupped his free hand around the amulet and began murmuring a string of words I couldn’t understand. Angelic language. The precursor to human Latin. His aura swelled with magic and his hands were encased in pure light.

Bella swore and took a step toward Elijah. “No!”

But she was met by a wall of looming necromancer, flanked by a boogeyman, a massive gargoyle, and a water weaver who pushed calm into her like a drug.

The light flared, and hundreds—maybe thousands—of glimmering motes of light swarmed outward and upward, dispersing into the night sky like reverse shooting stars. I sucked in a breath at the poignant beauty of it. At the way the sick energy turned into euphoria. Freedom.

The light died out and Elijah reached past Dyre's shoulder, holding out the now useless and discharged amulet toward Bella. She snorted and batted his hand away, clearly no longer interested in the dead piece of dull metal. “Moron.”

I was right. She hadn't wanted to destroy the thing. I wasn't sure what she had planned to do with it. But I knew this. I needed to be wary, or I might end up like that locket—just another tool in her arsenal.

“It was filled with trapped souls, Bella,” I said firmly.

She nodded. “I know. I just wanted to study it first. Then release them.”

I could find several issues with that. But I chose to sidestep the argument. For now. Elijah looped the empty necklace around his neck and turned to the air jinn, who was pressing her hands to the center of her chest and crying. “Better?” he asked with a soft smile.

She nodded fervently. Then she darted a quick look around at all of us, probably realizing she was free. A strong breeze kicked up and swirled around her, and she was gone.

“Be smarter and don't get caught again!” Aahil called to the retreating breeze.

I shook my head at him. “Don't be cruel. You have no idea how she was captured.”

He crossed his arms over his chest and gave me his most searing glare. “Perhaps not. But I do know it probably involved trusting a damned witch.”

I heaved a sigh and ignored his bitter words. I knew they weren't really aimed at me. His words were a warning directed at the other witches we were currently mingling with. Or a reminder to me. Either way, Aahil's resentment and paranoia might be well-founded for all I knew. I should keep that in mind.

“Tie her up and ward her,” Bella said with a nod toward the witch leader. “We'll question her somewhere else, where we don’t have to worry about the SA or more of her coven showing up any second.”

I wanted to protest that. Part of me thought I should be there to see and hear everything myself, rather than trusting my sister and getting my information second hand. But I firmly squashed that part down deep inside me. I did not want to get any more involved in this crap. This wasn't my war. It wasn't my problem. Not my circus, not my monkeys. I just needed to let the rebels and the government people handle it. I had my own issues to deal with. Like how long the pocket world was going to hold up and where we could relocate in Magea and still stay out of this mess. How to keep myself and my new family alive and well, and out of the spotlight.

I had a sinking feeling that I was lying to myself. That there was no way to keep us all safe, return to the real world, and stay out of this impending war between witches, the supernatural governing body, and the rebels. But goddess damn it, why should it be my responsibility? Why? Didn't I have enough bullshit to deal with already?

My insulin pump vibrated a silent alarm, and I looked down at the screen to see my blood sugar was low. And I needed to refill my insulin cartridge soon. From my dwindling supply of insulin back in the pocket world.

Bella met my eyes as her people trussed up the unconscious cult leader. “River would probably like his stuff, since he seems to be staying with you now.”

I glanced at the Jaguar, and he slunk over to rub against my leg, letting out a loud, rumbling purr. I ran a hand over his sleek head without pausing to think whether that might be offensive. “Um. He says he wants to stay. But honestly, it's probably safer for him here.”

He growled.

Bella shrugged. “Nowhere out here is safe anymore, little sis. Go back to your hidey hole and take my best spy with you.” Then she smiled. “I'll send his stuff through to you. And all the insulin I can get my hands on.”

I studied her earnest expression for a moment, still not sure what to think of this woman who was my sister. “Thanks,” I finally said. She had just saved an important witch and was leading a good cause. But she had also tried to snag a nasty and powerful magical artifact for herself. And now she was making sure I had what I needed to live hidden away in my safe little bubble.

Then again… she had just given me her “best spy.” I wasn't sure if that was a gift to me, a kindness toward River, or a way to keep tabs on me via said spy.

The councilor had found his feet, and he started demanding that Bella allow him to be present when she questioned the cult leader. His wife was chiming in with all the safety precautions he would need to take if he was going to go gallivanting off with Dangerous People.

I rounded up my own crew with a wave. “Come on. Let's get the fuck out of here before they think up something else for us to do.”


Chapter 31
Hasumi


The room swirled with so many rich, varied emotions. Every one of my beloved family had mixed feelings about the fight we had just participated in. I tapped into my magic and sent soothing, calming, safety... But I didn’t push too hard. I knew it was also important to let them feel whatever they were feeling, so they could process it and let it go.

I kept most of my attention on Aahil during the fight, afraid that the enslaved jinn's situation might be too similar to his prior experience, that it might trigger his old fears and trauma. But, while it did affect him, he handled it far better than I anticipated. Apparently, I had been attending to the wrong person.

Dyre's anguish and fury had been nearly overwhelming.

Now, as we stood in the center of the great entryway of the Lovell mansion, regrouping, centering, I expanded my awareness outward, making sure I hadn't missed anything else in the chaos. Ambrose met my eyes and gave me a nod and a soft, wry smile. While I sent out softer emotions, he unobtrusively fed off the less pleasant ones, drawing in the fear and anger, as we worked together to restore balance.

Andy said she needed some time alone, and a quick check along our bond told me that she wasn't overly distraught, she just wanted space to clear her mind and rest as she sorted out just what she did feel. Which I could have told her was primarily fear and obligation. But I left her to her own musings.

Zhong was worried about the rest of us, but was content to soothe those worries by moving off to the kitchen to make food for everyone. Niamh stared everyone down and headed up the stairs behind Andy. The fae was feeling protective. But she was good at silent support. She could be with Andy while giving her space to decompress.

River shimmered with magic and became person-shaped once more. He was completely naked, and I smiled faintly to myself as everyone in the room tried not to show how interested they were. I let my own eyes slide over the shifter's body, taking in his coppery skin and smooth, lean muscles. He was certainly pretty. He stretched, setting his beautiful cock bobbing, and looked around the circle of people as if being naked among strangers was an everyday occurrence. Perhaps it was, for a shifter.

“I guess I'll go help in the kitchen,” he said with a shrug. His emotions were calm. He was used to stressful situations, and had been working with the rebels long enough to expect some confrontations. I got the sense that fighting to the death wasn't a new experience for him. Which was curious. We really knew so little about this captivating man.

“Do us all a favor and cover up your dick before you handle the food,” Aahil said dryly.

River ran a hand through his shiny black hair, ruffling up the messy shag cut and shrugged. “If I must.” He padded off to go find something to wear.

While Aahil had kept his composure surprisingly well during the confrontation, now that we were home safe I could feel his control unspooling. His snarky commentary was an attempt to hide the fear and other emotions that were creeping in. I was torn. I should help him stabilize. But I knew he would only accept my help in private. And… the emotions I sensed hidden behind Dyre's cool mask were a desperate cry for help to my sensitive aura.

Elijah was feeling overwhelmed and confused… and a bit sad. But he would bide. “Elijah,” I said softly. “Maybe you should go see if Zhong and River need help in the kitchen?”

The angel's expression said he knew what I was doing. But he also exuded a burst of relief and gratefulness. When his glowing blue gaze lingered on Dyre a moment before he headed to the kitchen, I realized that most of his emotional turmoil was centered around the necromancer.

Why did everyone in this house always fight their feelings, deny their wants and needs so fiercely?

Dyre shook his head as if clearing it of his tangled emotions, and started walking toward the back of the house, where the big library was. His outward appearance said he was calm and unaffected. But I knew better. Aahil popped out of existence in a shower of sparks, probably off to hide in his room. I met Ambrose's eyes.

“I'll take the jinn,” he said with a crooked smile that revealed his gray shark teeth. “The stuff he's putting off right now is more my thing.”

I nodded in acknowledgement. We had agreed that Ambrose would help with the darker emotions, while I would handle the others. He was better able to process heavier energies—fed off them, even. Whereas those energies tended to deplete me. And Aahil was currently spiraling toward some very dark feelings.

“Thank you,” I murmured.

“Anytime.” Stepping closer, the boogeyman took my hands and tilted his head. “May I?”

At my nod, he bent and pressed his lips to mine in a soft, fleeting kiss. Then he winked and dematerialized, off to assist Aahil.

If Aahil would let him.

I sighed and went to find Dyre.

As predicted, the necromancer was in the back library, slowly pacing the floor-to-ceiling shelves of books and frowning. He paused when I softly knocked on the door frame. “Oh, Hasumi,” he said, as he pulled himself from his rumination. “Did you need something?”

I watched as he sank down on the antique chaise lounge on the far side of the room and started braiding his long, blood red hair. It really was quite beautiful, and the light from the window across the way brought out the gold within the dark, rich red. I shook myself. Now wasn't the time to be distracted by shiny things.

I crossed the room and sat on the end of the chase beside him. “You seem upset,” I said simply.

He snorted. “Caught on to that, did you? Was it your superpowered elemental abilities, or the walking corpses that gave it away?”

I kept my expression placid in the face of his attempt to deflect. “Was it the artifact that upset you so?”

He didn't look at me as he finished his braiding. “Hasumi. You know what happened the last time you tried to go digging around in my head.”

I shrugged. “I was unprepared then. And you were angry with me. I assume we are both intelligent enough to avoid that happening again.” I hadn't enjoyed the experience of complete overload, or the seizure that followed. But it wasn't Dyre who had caused it. It was Sunny. And the wraith really hadn't been trying to hurt me.

“You are very attached to Elijah,” I observed lightly. “You were concerned for his safety.”

He scoffed. “I made him. I was concerned that my spell might get destroyed when he rushed into the line of fire.”

I scooted closer, slowly entering the necromancer's treasured personal space. “I can feel what you feel,” I reminded him. “I try not to, most of the time. But it's very hard to ignore when you are intent on pushing it down and ignoring it. That kind of repression leads to explosions. Loss of control.”

He finally looked at me, his pretty violet eyes pained. “It won't happen again. Sunny was just… hungry.”

I smirked. “You're blaming the wraith?”

He returned my wry grin. “He should be good for something, don't you think?”

“He's being awfully silent now,” I observed.

Dyre sighed and slouched back against the taller swoop of the chaise's backrest. “He's pouting because I wouldn't let him eat people.” Then he huffed a dry laugh. “And he thinks mortal hangups like feelings and morals are dumb.”

I reached out on impulse, without really thinking about it. I hadn't spent much time alone with Dyre. But he was just as compelling as the others. He was simply more guarded. My fingers traced the line of his pale, angular jaw. “It is frightening,” I said softly. “To open yourself to others. To care.”

He watched me with wary violet eyes, but didn't slap my touch away. “You're going to overload yourself and end up hurting,” he warned.

I shook my head. “No. This isn't darkness you're feeling. It's yearning. A different kind of fear—one tinged with the tiniest bit of hope, rather than absolute despair.”

He closed his eyes and turned his head into my touch, surprising me with his surrender. The necromancer always projected such stoic calm. But the energies he couldn't hide from me spoke of woundedness and need. “Can you make it go away, then?” he whispered.

“No,” I said evenly. “That's not how hearts work. And what you feel isn't something to be ashamed of or try to be rid of. Why are you so afraid to love, Dyre?”

His eyes were still closed as he spoke, but he lifted one big hand to cover mine, where it still lay against his jaw. “Because I keep loving people I shouldn't. Wanting things that are inappropriate, wrong. Because I'm pretty sure I'm broken inside and that's the only way I know how to love. All the people who call me an abomination are right. I taint everything I touch.”

I clucked at him impatiently and moved, swinging a leg over his, settling so I straddled his lap, so I could take his face between my hands and make him look at me. Why were they all so stubborn? Why didn't they see that they all needed each other? That we needed each other. That we could be a family. A clan. If only they all stopped being so stubborn. Why didn't Dyre see that he had so much to give, if he'd just get past his self-loathing, past the beliefs his birth family had beaten into him so long ago?

Dyre's eyes flew open in surprise at my closeness, and he froze, staring up at me. “Do I seem tainted to you?” I demanded. “I'm touching you. I haven't descended into madness or suddenly turned evil.”

He huffed. “Hasumi.”

I felt his surprise and confusion, followed by a wave of lust. But he was so contained. So sure he was a force of evil. A monster. Or… more accurately, that he was unworthy of affection, repellant, unlovable. So, I leaned forward and pressed my lips to his.

The necromancer's dark power surged up slightly, rising to meet me with curiosity before settling back down to a background hum, to a presence that watched but didn't interfere. Sunshine, quietly accepting that there was no danger here, despite Dyre's fear.

“See?” I said when I pulled back. “I seem to be just fine.”

His hands came to rest on my hips, as if he didn't know whether to pull me closer or push me off him. Instead, he just squeezed, his fingertips curling inward, pressing into my skin through my light layers of clothing.

“You don't understand,” he whispered. “Maureen. I destroyed her life, put her in danger, left her alone to raise a witch child. Andy is my progeny. By most standards our relationship is unnatural. Ambrose is only safe because he's made of darkness, like me. And now I feel this pull, this desire to take advantage of Elijah. When he's under my control. When he's dependent on me for life.” He shook his head sadly. “And no matter how much I try to ignore it, the desire only gets worse. Do you know what I thought, back there in that fight? Aside from just being livid with the witch for enslaving people and drawing power from trapped souls… I thought 'he's mine. And no one puts my angel in danger. As if I have some sort of claim on him. On the man I turned into a revenant.'“ He scoffed. “Tell me. Does any of that sound healthy to you? Normal? Sane?”

I shook my head. “Dyre, I'm sorry that life has left you with so many scars. In here.” I placed a hand on his chest, over his heart. “But you are no monster. You're a deeply complex living being just like the rest of us, who is trying his best to figure out how to live his life while navigating some very unfortunate obstacles.”

He rolled his eyes. But I kept going. “The people in this house. Andy. Those of us she rescued from the bestiary. Our new cat friend. Don't you see how we all fit together? For once in your life, you have the chance to be part of something real. Something amazing.” I gave him a meaningful look. “And you are fucking it up.”

His red brows arched in surprise at my direct tone and my language. “I know I'm fucking it up. That's why I'm trying to keep my hands off the damned angel!”

Fed up with his stubbornness, and sure that he wasn't going to understand words alone, I unleashed my magic, pushing emotion into him where I still touched his chest. Yearning to match his own. Fear. Anxious trepidation and the deep need to feel accepted, wanted. The hunger for physical touch after so long feeling nothing. Gratitude for the deep trust that this man represented. For the anchor that I needed him to be in this new, terrifying, glorious life.

I withdrew my power, watching Dyre's face as his wide violet eyes stared into mine. Tears pooled in his eyes, then spilled silently down his cheeks at the force of the feelings I had just pressed into his aura. “Elijah?” he whispered.

I nodded. “Even if your feelings are enhanced by the bond, you mean more to him than you think. You represent so much more. If you weren't interested in him, then fine. It would be your right to say so. But since you clearly want to love and protect him, why deny him these things? Why deny you both the happiness you could provide?”

He searched my face for a moment, his usual calm mask crumbling away to leave a vulnerable, beautiful rawness. “I keep thinking it's all too good to be real,” he whispered, with a little nudge from me to keep him calm. “I keep thinking I'm not good enough to have all these people want to be close to me. I'm too cursed. And ugly. And scarred.”

He really didn't understand. He had no clue about the potential I saw in him—and that I suspected he others could feel, even if they couldn't put the notion into words. This man was meant to be a leader, not to cower in corners afraid of his own beautiful darkness. Maybe one day he would see it. And the family we were building would be better for it.

“You're beautiful,” I said adamantly. “Dyre, they are all drawn to you—we are drawn to you—because you're an amazingly alluring man. Powerful, smart, knowledgeable, handsome, and more sensitive than you want to let on. Darkness can be beautiful. Like night sky full of stars.” I tugged on his braid, making him laugh. “And this hair is quite sexy too, you know.”

He wiped his eyes and shook his head, sitting up straighter, with me still in his lap. “You're the worst,” he grumbled. But there was no true anger in his words. “Getting under people's skin and making them see things. It’s awful.”

I shifted back and stood, giving him some of his personal space back before he could start to feel awkward again. “Give Elijah a chance. You both need it. You can help him find his footing in this new life. Help him feel grounded. He worries about being a monster too, you know.”

“He does?” Dyre said with an adorable frown for such a dark, broody man.

“Of course he does,” I said, heading toward the door. “We all do, sometimes.”

Then I left him to his thoughts.


Chapter 32
River


Only one day had passed since our little confrontation with the cult, and already I felt restless. I thought that once Andy and the others decided to get involved in matters, things would get more exciting. That maybe I'd get to stretch my legs a bit, use my abilities. Maybe even see what these strange, fascinating new people around me could do.

And yet, here we were, biding our time. The witch was back to focusing on how to reinforce or move the pocket world. She didn't want to talk about the rebels, her sister, or the councilor, and she growled at anyone who tried.

She seemed to care very little about what went on in the outside world. Though… perhaps that was an act. I didn't know her well enough yet to really say for certain. But the others said she had a big heart, and an even bigger sense of responsibility for other people's problems. (Some of them said it with fondness, and some with a tone of annoyance.)

She certainly wasn't showing those traits at the moment, though. Currently, she was acting as though nothing mattered outside this pocket world she inhabited.

It was maddening. The whole reason I decided to join up with the rebel cause was to make a difference. To protect my family and others like them who couldn't defend themselves from the cult. I needed to go, to move, to do… something. And yet here I was, prowling this curious, dusty haunted mansion in another dimension. I had made my opinions clear about the cowardice of hiding away here. But for some reason, I couldn't quite bring myself to push these people into joining the cause and heading out to fight.

Curious. Maybe I just didn't want to give up my access to all the information that resided here, all those delicious old tomes and the fascinating unexplored nooks and crannies of the Lovell mansion. Yes. That must be it. I did have a deadly addiction to needing to know things.

Which was why, against all logic or discretion, I was currently making my way down the hallway on silent feet, carefully placing each step, shifting my weight so the old, gleaming hardwood didn't squeak, so my scent didn't waft in the air and give me away. I listened to the currents of my magic, the subtle-yet-powerful sense that told me my luck would run out if I crouched down just there, but that everything would be warm fuzzy rainbows and hot chocolate vibes if I moved over here. Yes. Just here. Lowering myself silently, I allowed a little bit more of my magic free to play, giving me fuzzy ears and sharpening my already excellent shifter hearing as I lurked outside the kitchen.

“If all you're going to do is complain, go bother someone else,” the fae said in a flat tone. I heard the soft thunk of a knife on a cutting board, and smelled the distinct scent of green peppers. “I'm busy.”

A soft huff answered her. “Do you really think I'd be here with you if there was anything even remotely interesting to do around here?” The jinn's silky voice was full of disdain.

A whiff of smoke tickled my nose. Then a wash of fae magic. “There is a working stove for that, Aahil. Do not set the kitchen on fire or Andy and Zhong will murder you. And I'll take great joy in helping.” A pause. Then a long-suffering sigh. “Where is Andy?” she asked softly.

Aahil snorted. “Researching spells with her pet corpses and their boogeyman voyeur.”

“Don't call Dyre a corpse. Or Elijah.” Silence. More smoke. The distinct sound of a knife sinking into wood. “Flame again, and I won't miss, jinn. Maybe you'll be less moody if I castrate you.”

They were quiet for a moment, both working on food prep, if the sounds coming from the kitchen were any indication. Then the fae spoke again, her voice softer. “What's Hasumi up to?”

“I have no idea. Probably fussing over the corpses. It's their favorite hobby these days.” Aahil's voice was bitter.

“Aahil…”

“Don't,” the jinn snapped. “Don't start in with the pity. I can't take it from you, of all people, fae.”

I tilted my head, curious as usual. I found myself increasingly interested in figuring out how these people fit together. How they all seemed to somehow work as a family unit, when by all rights, they should mix like oil and water. Perhaps I didn't see the whole picture. These two sounded more like squabbling siblings than like two people who honestly disliked each other.

“I'm not pitying you,” Niamh snapped right back. “Maybe I just want you out of my damned space.”

“Fine. I'll go.” Jinn magic rose, flared and dissipated.

“Aahil…” Niamh called him back, but the jinn was gone. “Poor fucker,” she muttered under her breath. “I didn't mean it.”

My curiosity got the better of me and I moved from my hiding space, tucking my ears away. I didn't try to conceal my eavesdropping. The information I needed was more important than my pride. And the currents around me told me no ill luck was waiting for me. “You feel sorry for him?” I asked as I paced into the kitchen.

The fae huffed and shook her horned head, but didn't look up from the vegetables she was sauteing on the stove. Which somehow worked despite not being connected to any real power source. Oleander’s pocket world spell was truly fascinating. There were so many questions about how she had managed something so fantastical. I was pretty sure no other witch could duplicate it… I yanked my wandering curiosity back to the matter at hand.

Niamh had turned to watch me with narrowed eyes as she no doubt sensed my wandering attention. “You are a strange man,” she decided.

I shrugged, liking the way my flowy blouse rippled along my shoulders and back. The peasant skirt I wore with it today made it easy to lightly leap onto the table and settle into a cross-legged seat as I nibbled on an apple I snagged from the fruit bowl. “Thank you,” I said in response to the compliment.

She frowned. “Where in the world did you find that get-up? Seems a bit too… bright to have belonged to anyone who ever lived here.”

I grinned. “I didn't scavenge it. It's mine. Came with the stuff Bella sent through yesterday.” My suitcases, along with a big ol' white bag of insulin vials for Andy. And suddenly my mind was off on another tangent, wondering about how they created insulin in Magea for the few afflicted humans there, and whether they had magical methods that could benefit the humans in the Planus realm…

“My goddess, you are like a child,” the fae huffed, turning back to the stove and whatever she was making when I apparently missed something she had said.

I straightened my spine and did my best to focus. “I'm much more intelligent than a mere child,” I assured her. “My brain simply works differently than yours. I'm complex.”

She chuckled. “You're something, alright. Are all shifters so nosey and scatterbrained?”

I frowned, seriously pondering her flippant question. “Are all fae the same as you?”

She huffed. “Similar enough.”

“Oh,” I said as I finished my apple. “Then I suppose your question makes sense. No. Most shifters I've met find me absolutely obnoxious. They think hunting and fucking are more important than knowledge and understanding the world around you. As a generality. But I suppose cat shifters are somewhat more curious than the others.”

“Well, good to know you aren't interested in fucking. Because skirt aside, you're not exactly my type.”

I laughed. “Oh, I'm aware. Though I didn't say I don’t enjoy hunting and fucking… I just don't see why those activities should preclude expanding one's mind.”

She gave me a suspicious look. “Well, whatever. Just don't go breaking hearts while you're here, spy. The others might all be far too ready to trust anyone they fuck. But I'm not so easily convinced. Hurt them, and I will kill you.”

I nodded. “But you see, that's exactly the sort of thing I'm trying to figure out. Not that I'm here to spy.” I waved a hand dismissively. “But I’m curious to know how this strange clan works when you are all so clearly different. I thought you hated the jinn. But you sounded sorry for him just now. The two of you sounded almost like siblings who don't want to admit that they love each other.”

She turned toward me, and I smiled faintly at how cute her antlers were. Did her whole fae clan have deer-like expressions of animalia? Or was it individual to the person?

“Aahil is a fussy, arrogant, annoying prick,” she said evenly. “But he's our fussy, arrogant, annoying prick. Someone has to look out for him. And his usual caretakers have been… distracted lately.”

I grinned. “You care for him. And clearly he cares for you, or he wouldn't have come to you searching for companionship. I see.”

She rolled her eyes. “Maybe. But all I managed to do was hurt his poor little feelings. Is that all you wanted?”

I frowned. “I'm not certain. More study is warranted.”

She went to the for-some-reason-operable refrigerator and started rummaging around. “Why don’t you study Aahil, cat. I bet he'd love that.”

I could sense the sarcasm. But still… it wasn't a terrible idea. “Okay,” I said, unfolding and jumping down off the table. “Have a nice afternoon, Niamh.”

I felt her eyes on me as I left the room. And heard her mumbled, “weirdo.”

My visit with Aahil went about as I had expected. The jinn was beautiful, as alluring as a jinn of fire and sensuality should be. But he was also deadly, and he really didn't like questions. Particularly personal questions about relationships or feelings. I supposed that in and of itself was valuable information, though. So, I didn't consider my investigation a total loss.

Though I would miss the skirt he had set on fire. Only my catlike reflexes had kept the second burst of flame from landing on my blouse.

I lifted a lock of my damp hair and sniffed to make sure I'd gotten rid of the smoke smell. Finding the aroma acceptable, I pulled on a pair of trousers and a soft, fitted t-shirt and ventured off to find someone else to interview.

I loved fashion—especially playing with different fabrics and textures, since I was a tactile creature at heart. But this time, I didn't bother with socks or shoes, padding barefoot down the two flights of stairs from my third-story room. I had a feeling I'd end up outdoors, and I really wanted to feel the grass beneath my feet.

Sure enough, I found my target in one of the side courtyards. The gargoyle was positively massive. Especially with those giant bat wings spread, like they were at the moment. I crept around the courtyard silently, so as not to disturb… whatever he was doing. A faint trickle of magic waxed and waned, and his spade-tipped tail lashed. When I crept around far enough to see his expression, his handsome face was creased in concentration.

He held the faintest ball of magic between his big hands. I watched curiously as he knelt down and gently pushed the magic into a nearby plant. Mint of some sort. And the thought made me crave some good quality catmint. I could almost feel the euphoria the herb could cause. Maybe Oleander would be able to grow some for me, if I could manage to obtain the seeds….

I sat cross-legged on a nearby bench made of large, twisted vines and patiently waited. Eventually the gargoyle finished what he was doing and glanced up at me with his fascinating yellow eyes. “Hello,” he said in a deep, gravely rumble that always made me want to purr.

I gestured to the plant he had just been fiddling with. “What were you doing?” Magic was always interesting to me. I couldn't really cast spells or anything like that. A shifter was made of magic, and if we had additional abilities they were limited to a few specific tricks. Most paranormal creatures were the same—only able to perform whatever magic was inherent in their nature. Witches and fae were the only real casters. But it was my understanding that while gargoyles were also made up of magic, like us shifters, they could learn to do some casting.

Zhong's light gray cheeks flushed dusky pink as he ran a hand through his springy curls and over a horn, looking adorably flustered. “Oh. I… Um. Andy has been teaching me some magic here and there, when she has time. I can't do much. It's hard for me to make my magic… external, if that makes sense? But I was practicing. Just a little charm to help the plants grow.”

I smiled at him. A gargoyle's focus was usually on the home, on protecting the physical structures and fortifying the place their master resided. But somehow, I wasn't at all surprised to find this particular gargoyle extending his skills to gardening. There was something so… solid and warm about him. Nurturing. I thought perhaps his idea of “home” and what needed protecting might be a bit different from some others of his kind. Maybe that was what made it possible for him to use his magic this way.

“Do the others tease you for wanting to learn magic?” I asked, tilting my head as I observed the way he looked at the ground when he stood. As if he was embarrassed.

He glanced at me in surprise, then came over to sit next to me, taking up the rest of the considerably large bench. “No,” he replied to my question. “Why would they?”

Interesting. “You seemed embarrassed about it.”

He shrugged and resettled his massive wings against his back, the ends trailing over the back of the bench to the ground. “Oh. Well… before I came here, I was determined to learn magic. To make some sort of living for myself. People I knew then seemed to think it was a stupid dream.” He met my eyes, and a small smile quirked his chiseled lips. “But it’s different here. When I told Andy about wanting to learn magic, she didn't seem to think it was silly at all. And she doesn't mind teaching me. No one else seems to really have an opinion about it one way or another. It's nice. That they just accept my interest as normal.”

I hummed in understanding. Then I frowned. “Even the jinn?”

Zhong laughed, the corners of his eyes crinkling up and honest amusement in his open expression. “Everyone knows not to take anything Aahil says at face value.”

I arched my brows at him. The gargoyle seemed like he might be more… sensitive, I supposed. It was surprising to me that he seemed unconcerned with any implied slights the tiny terror might throw his way. “Is that so?”

He shook his head, his smile fading a bit, but still lingering around one corners of his wide mouth. “It took us all a while to really get to know and understand one another,” he said easily. “And I admit, I hated him at first. He was out of control. A danger to everyone around him—especially Andy. But… he's gotten a lot better. And somewhere along the way, I realized that the more he pushes someone away, the more he actually wants them to love him.”

Now that answer really was surprising. And insightful. I considered this for a moment. But it seemed to fit. Hadn't I just witnessed the affection between Niamh and Aahil not too long ago? I was surprised that they all had the patience required to love someone as difficult and complex as the fiery jinn. But by this point, I supposed nothing should surprise me anymore.

“Are you intimate with him?” I asked, my mind whirring with questions, still putting all the puzzle pieces together. If I remained here, what would be my place in this clearly tight-knit family? I only realized the rudeness of my question when Zhong paused. “Oh. I'm sorry. Sometimes my mouth gets ahead of my brain.” I waved a hand. “I was simply curious how you all fit with each other and the nature of your relationships. I didn't mean to pry.”

But the gargoyle just shrugged and answered the question honestly. “We have been a time or two,” he said, looking down at his big hands, which were clasped between his knees. “He has a way of knowing what a person wants. Part of what he is, I suppose. And… he's a better person than he likes everyone to think he is.”

I pulled my knees up and wrapped my arms around them as I considered this. “I know that Niamh isn't interested in men. But do you all fuck each other? Are you all Andy's lovers? How did that happen?”

He gave me a sideways glance, but didn't balk at my odd questions. I expected at least a little reprimand for being so weird and direct. But no. The gargoyle just rolled with it.

“Well… it's not like she's collecting some sort of super-powered harem or something,” he said slowly. “Master—uh, Andy—rescued us all. She freed us from a grimoire where her ancestors had trapped us so they could call on our magic and abilities anytime they wanted.” He shrugged his massive shoulders.” I think every one of us came out of that situation with a different set of wounds. But we all had one thing in common—we were suddenly lost and adrift. The lives we had led and the people we knew before our imprisonment were gone. And Andy just… took us in. Gave us a home.” His smile was warm and genuine. “I can't speak for the others, but I felt drawn to her the moment I met her—once I convinced myself I wanted to keep on living, that is. And the others grew on me along the way. We’re all in love with Andy. And some of us have found deeper connections with the others as well.” He shrugged again, and I had to pry my eyes away from the distracting way he rippled with muscle.

“I see,” I said slowly. “I suppose the connection was natural, given what you've all been through. And your master certainly is an attractive woman. She seems to love you all fiercely.”

“What about you?” he asked, turning to face me on the bench, a curiosity to match my own etched on his handsome face. “I'd like to think you aren't really here to spy on us like we first suspected. But you have a family out there in the real world, right? A clan. A place you belong. And you seem pretty invested in the rebel cause. Why are you here?”

Why was I here? I had asked myself that question quite often since I made the decision to stay here with these people in this strange mansion in a pocket world. “I don't know,” I said honestly. “You know about my luck magic, right?” At his nod, I continued. “Well, I tend to be a bit of a… free spirit. I go where my magic directs me. I've lived my whole life based on what feels right. And for some reason, this feels like the place I should be.” I shrugged, confounded. “It makes no sense, logically. But I've never put much weight in logic—at least, not when it comes to the heart and soul.”

He grinned at me, showing fangs. “All that knowledge you're always gathering. The books you've always got your nose stuck in. I would have thought you'd be logical to a fault.”

I waved a hand dismissively. “I like to know things. Learning new information is exhilarating. But I've never understood the scholarly need to be all serious about it. Information leads to ideas, and imagination, and exploration. Why try to make it all fit into a bunch of arbitrary rules? We have instincts, and hearts, and souls for a reason, don't you think?”

He watched me for a moment, maybe thinking what everyone always seemed to think about my approach to life—that I was flighty, scatterbrained, not serious enough about some things and too serious about others. In a word, weird.

“I get it,” he said finally. “That's kind of how I felt about staying here once I was free. I just knew. I didn't have to think about it or question my reasons. I knew I belonged here, with Andy. And that was it.”

I reached out and touched his hair, tracing the tight coil of a white curl. It looked as perfect as a marble sculpture, but was surprisingly soft to the touch. Then I pulled my hand back and scrunched my nose, realizing I was being weird yet again. “I'm sorry,” I said immediately. “Sometimes I just can't help myself.”

He just chuckled, soft and deep. “And my hair was interesting?”

I nodded. “Of course. You're like a work of art, you know. You look like a marble sculpture. I had to know what it felt like.”

Yellow eyes met mine but, oddly, there was no judgement there. “And?”

“It’s soft. Surprisingly soft. Though I suppose that's a stupid statement. Of course you aren't really made of marble. At least, not until you want to be.” And I was rambling now. But, oh well. Such was my life. And he didn't seem mad. “Gargoyles are fascinating.”

He chuckled again. “You think everything is fascinating.”

“You are not wrong, sir,” I informed him.

“You don't miss them? Your family that you left behind out there?” he asked with a searching look in those yellow eyes.

I sighed, letting go of a tension I hadn't even realized I was feeling. “Of course I do. I didn't really fit in very well among my clan. But I love my family and they love me. And, there are certain things that only a shifter would understand. Cultural things that I miss. Still though, it feels right to be here. I just need to figure out my place. My role here.”

He considered this for a moment. Then the giant of a man held out a big hand. I took it in mine naturally, without thinking anything of the gesture, still waiting to see what he was thinking.

He smiled a bit. “Big cats are really tactile with each other, aren't they? Pretty social among their own family groups? Are shifters the same?”

I looked down at our clasped hands, slowly realizing that maybe my reaction to his offered hand hadn't been what others would do? “Yes,” I said slowly.

“You're feeling lonely, even though you want to be here. You have all these strangers around you, and we all have a family bond, but you're an outsider. I won't laugh at you or judge you. But… why did you come out here to talk to me? I'm kind of the most boring person in this house.”

I huffed. “Well, the fae told me to go away. The jinn set me on fire. And the others are busy. Besides, you don't seem to mind my annoying questions. You're the nice one.” I winked.

He shook his head, still smiling in amusement. “You don't do so great with isolation, do you?”

I shrugged. “I do try to avoid it. Unless I have some interesting new research to do.”

He released my hand. Then he lifted his big mitt to stroke my half-dry hair, gently petting me. That faint little hint of a blush tinged his cheeks again, but he seemed determined to ignore his embarrassment. “I don't mind your questions at all,” he said, his deep voice gentle and soothing. “But… is this okay? Or, do you need… a hug, maybe?” Then he stopped petting me and held up his hands as if to ward off a protest. Probably because of my earlier line of questioning. “I'm not propositioning you or anything. I just… um. You don't have to sleep with anyone to get your needs met. I mean. It's okay to need touch. Or. Bonding?” He ran a hand over his face and let out an exasperated sigh. “I'm saying this all wrong.”

I gripped his wrist and pulled his hand away from his face, then scooted closer on the seat and guided his arm around my shoulders so I could snuggle in against his big, solid body. “Yes,” I said in relief. “For the love of all the gods and goddesses. I just need to touch someone. Please!”

Zhong laughed, and the deep sound reverberated through him and into me, making me want to purr in response. “Little cat, you are so wonderfully strange.”

I huffed, but didn't move out from under his massive arm. “I'm not a little cat. You're just gargantuan. Any normal-sized person would seem small by comparison. And yes, I'm used to being called weird. I've learned to just accept it.”

He removed his arm from around my shoulders, but only so he could grip the back of my neck with one huge hand and squeeze, massaging and comforting. I did purr then, the rumble of pleasure rippling through me. Perfection. Now if I could convince everyone to sleep in a giant pile tonight with me in my leopard form, all would be right with the world.

“I know I look like I’m made of stone and all,” Zhong commented with a hint of humor in his deep voice. “But I like this too. Touch. Affection. Just being near someone. Any time you want to cuddle, I'm your man. I won't set you on fire or get mad you're in my personal space.”

I purred louder. Then, throwing caution to the wind, I swung a leg over and moved to sit straddling his massive thighs, pressing my nose into the crook of his neck so I could scent him. He smelled of flint and mountain air, and I rubbed my cheek against his jaw, giving in to the instinct to mark him. He chuckled, but didn't flinch away, wrapping his strong arms around me instead. Despite the intimacy of the pose, that was all. We just sat there in silence, soaking in the comfort of touch and closeness with another living person.

Eventually, a surprised rodent peep intruded, and I lazily lifted my head to regard Andy's familiar. Bis stood up on his two back paws and peered up at us over the side of the bench. “If you're not going to mate now, can I come up and cuddle too?”

I laughed at his phrasing. “No mating just now,” I assured him. My curiosity newly awakened, I leaned away from Zhong to scoop up the strange, wonderful creature and pet the soft, spineless fur of his tiny head. He was a wonder. “Would you like me to shift?”

He peeped excitedly and pranced in my hands. “Yes! I want to cuddle with the kitty.”

Zhong chuckled. “Am I allowed to pet you if you're in cat form? Is that rude?”

I shook my head adamantly. “You're definitely allowed, big guy.”

Shedding my clothes, I made quick work of shifting. Then I leapt back up onto the bench and draped myself over Zhong's lap. Bis clambered up onto my back and walked in circles, kneading my fur like a tiny masseuse before he curled up into a happy ball.

This was what I had been missing, though I hadn't realized it on a conscious level. Zhong was a very perceptive man. And thankfully, a very tolerant soul. I leaned up and swiped my rough tongue along his smooth cheek in thanks, then lowered my head on my paws, drifting off to his soft chuckle and the feel of his big hand stroking my head.


Chapter 33
Andy


Ifrowned as I read through my notes. Try as I might, I was still coming up with zilch. I had no idea how to stabilize the pocket world we were hiding in and make it more permanent. Dyre said it was impossible, that no matter what we did, our only true options were to either stay here until the pocket world imploded and hurled us out into the space between realms… or take our asses to another realm—one where there was a war brewing. I knew he was right. But I kept worrying at the problem like a half-starved dog with a bone.

And yes, I was self-aware enough to know that I was using it as a distraction from other things. Things I didn't want to think about. Like how, try as I might to resist, all roads seemed to lead to me eventually joining up with the crazy rebels, not only putting my neck on the line, but risking the lives of the new family I had only just begun to build in the process.

“I did just what you said,” Zhong murmured, his deep gravelly voice pulling me out of my downward spiral. He was standing a few feet away, by the bookshelves, frowning at the open pages of The Kitchen Witch's Guide to Gardening. “But I'm not sure it worked.”

I shoved my notes aside, guiltily glad for yet another way to distract myself from my thoughts of doom and gloom as I turned toward the gargoyle. “Your magic isn't ever going to be the same as a witch's magic,” I reminded him gently. “Just because you didn't see big results right away, that doesn't mean the spell didn't work.”

I went to him and laid a hand on one big bicep, drawing his attention away from the book he was glaring daggers at. “You're not a failure, Zhong. Our magics just work differently. The fact that you are a gargoyle and can cast spells like this at all is a huge accomplishment. It's a big step outside your usual talents.” I shook my head. “But look at it this way, dude. I could never connect to this house and sense all the currents of each bit of stone and timber as if they were living, breathing things, the way you can. I can't turn my skin to stone and become impervious to harm. I can't draw power from protecting the people who dwell in my domain.”

I shrugged, feeling like one of those silly positivity posters humans seemed to love so much. “We all have our own unique strengths. Don't beat yourself up if you can't master everything.” I looked up at him and winked. “I mean, you are perfect and all, but you've gotta let the rest of us excel at something now and then.”

He sighed, then shook his head, his frown easing into a wry acceptance. “I'm sorry master. I… just want to feel useful. I thought if I could master these gardening spells, I'd be better at feeding everyone, and--”

I reached up and clapped a hand over his mouth, giving him a threatening look. “Stop. Everything you do is already enough, you big, sweet, idiot. I'll teach you magic all you want. But it's not so you can be more useful.” I removed my hand from his mouth and made a gagging gesture at the thought of valuing people by what they could do for me. “You know damned well that's not why I keep you around.”

He chuckled, finally. “I know.” A huge sigh. “It's just… hardwired into me, I suppose.”

I grinned up at him. “Come on,” I said, setting his book aside and taking his big hand in mine. “We both need to get out of this workroom. Show me your plants and I'll see how you did.”

He bent and planted a soft kiss on my forehead, making me melt. Zhong was such an addictive combination of solid strength and patient love. I could sink into his arms and never leave. But, sadly, I couldn't use cuddling and sex to escape all the time. And I really did want to see how his spells were coming along. It was a fascinating experiment, trying to teach magic to someone who wasn't a witch. And Zhong really did have a knack for it that most of his kind didn't possess, especially when it came to spells that enhanced or contributed to his own innate home and protection-based magic.

Stepping back, I led the big gray hottie to the stairs. As we descended, I quizzed him on the elements of a strong spell. Drawing on his inner reserves, connecting to the resources around him, intent, focus and concentration.

It seemed he had done well in most of those areas, but as we reached the ground floor and headed out into the courtyard, he scratched the back of his head and looked away as if embarrassed. “I'm not sure my concentration was as good as it could have been,” he admitted.

I arched my brows at him in amusement as he led me to the little patch of earth where he'd planted his vegetables. “Oh?”

He shrugged, resettling his wings. “River came out while I was casting the spell on the last of the plants.”

I chuckled. “Ah. I don't blame you one bit. He can be distracting.” He was probably asking Zhong a million questions about how his magic worked, or what recipes he'd use the vegetables for, or his favorite kind of rock or something. The word “curious” didn't even begin to describe his unquenchable thirst for knowledge of every sort. It was oddly endearing.

Zhong gave me a wry look that confirmed my suspicions. Then he gestured at the baby plants. I crouched down and ran a hand over them, reaching out my magical senses to feel for his growth spell.

I grinned when I felt what I was looking for. A soft, gentle hum of gargoyle magic. “You did great,” I told him honestly. “It's not as strong as a witch's spell, but… maybe that's even better. This way the plants will get a gentle boost along the way, rather than burning themselves up in one big burst of growth.”

He gave me a hesitant smile. “Really?”

“Yep. Really. I told you, Zhong. Just because your spells are different, doesn't mean they aren't just as good.”

He nodded as I stood. “Thank you master.”

I gave him the side eye. He knew that I'd gone from hating that title to it reminding me of some kind of kinky dominance play. “Watch it,” I warned in a mock growl. But then again, if this was his endgame—to lure me out to the courtyard for sexy fun time, I was all for it.

Zhong chuckled and joined me as I walked around the courtyard, checking on my own growth and productivity spells. With the weaker soil and the general lack of inherent life in this created world of mine, growing food for us all was a full-time job that required a hefty dose of magic. Thankfully between my witch magic and Niamh's fae skills—and now Zhong's contributions—we were able to harvest things much more often than usual.

Still, one day the nutrients in the soil would run out, and the magic that sustained us here was not as potent as the magic in the real world… we'd run out of food. Food. Insulin. Magic. If the pocket world didn't collapse, we'd die of starvation or some other lack. Just another reminder of what I already knew—we couldn't stay here forever.

Once again, Zhong saved me from my downward spiral of worry.

“What do you think of him?” he asked in a very nonchalant tone of voice.

I stopped poking at a bean plant and straightened to look at him, realizing I had missed half the conversation. “Who?”

He smiled patiently at my absentminded reply. “River. What do you think of him?”

Oh. Fair question, I supposed. Our newest houseguest was still a bit of an enigma, and of course Zhong, with his caring, nurturing personality, would want to know where the other man fit in with the rest of us.

“Um,” I said intelligently. Then I went and plopped down on the living bench Niamh had shaped with her magic and a couple of ornamental flowering trees, and stared up at the gargoyle. “Honestly? I have no idea. And now I feel like shit because I haven't really given it much thought.”

He gave me a wry look and sank down beside me. “I think that's a problem,” he murmured. “He chose to stay here with us. But he's… not like a lot of our other family members. He's still an outsider, but I don't think he wants to be. Not like the way Aahil needs space, or Dyre is happy to spend time alone, or Niamh is used to being independent, or Hasumi gets lost in their own world… I think he's more like me, maybe? Or Ambrose?” his words slowed to a halt, and I glanced at him to find him staring at his hands.

Zhong was great at asserting himself when there was danger, a real life-or-death threat to me or the others he had come to care for. But generally speaking, he didn't speak up, didn't disagree or voice strong opinions. Unless he was looking out for someone.

What did I think of River? “He's interesting,” I said honestly. “I love how he's fascinated by absolutely everything around him, and he's not afraid to ask stupid questions. He also seems really comfortable speaking his mind—like when he told us all off for being cowards when we wouldn't join the rebels. But he's content to say his piece and let you make up your own mind. He doesn't seem like someone who holds a grudge or gets all pissy. Unlike some other people I know.”

He huffed a soft laugh. “No.”

I studied his face for a moment, then grinned as I spoke, watching for a reaction. “And he's hot as hell, in case you hadn't noticed.”

Zhong's cheeks turned slightly pink, and he glanced at me out of the corner of his eyes. “I noticed.”

I laughed. “Is that what this is all about? You want to fuck the cat? Zhong, you don't need my permission to be attracted to people.”

He shook his head and straightened, finally meeting my eyes. Faint amusement colored his expression as he spoke. “I didn't exactly think you'd mind. But I'm not asking to court the man. I just… wanted to know your opinion. Do you really think he's a spy? Should we be keeping him at arm's length? Or…”

I raised my brows at him. “Or…?”

He sighed, looking resigned, probably expecting my laughter. “Can we keep him, master? Please?”

I couldn't help it. I did laugh. But only because he was so fucking adorable. “He's not actually a cat, you know? Not some domesticated animal you can make into a pet,” I teased.

He narrowed his eyes at me. “Don't tease. I'm serious. He's lonely, and I… I like him.”

I sighed, forcing myself to be serious. “No, I don't really believe he's a spy or anything. I honestly don't know what the hell he'd gain by staying here with us, if that were the case. He could tell the enemy we're hiding in a pocket world. But that still doesn't do much to help them find us. And if he was here to murder us in our sleep, he'd have done it by now.” I pressed my lips together for a moment as I thought about how to put it. “I think he's just… weird. Like the rest of us. So, in that respect, he fits in just fine.”

Zhong chuckled. “We all have our strengths, I belive that is what you told me earlier.”

I shook my head and leaned into his side, nudging him with my shoulder. “I'll try to get to know him better. I've had so much on my mind that I've kind of just… ignored him and let him do his own thing. But I know the others probably haven't gone out of their way to welcome him into our weird little circle. Thanks for reminding me.”

He slipped a big arm around my shoulder and pulled me closer. “I think he's one of us,” he said softly. “Or… that he could be? It seems like he's looking for something. But I don't think even he knows what that is. Maybe… maybe it's us.”

It sounded so damned cheesy. But I knew what he meant. I think every single person in this household had been searching for the same thing. Had been in that same situation not so long ago—that feeling of something missing, though you had no idea what it was.

“You're such a softie,” I muttered, slapping his chest weakly. “Stop making me cry.”

He chuckled and pressed a kiss to the top of my head. “Yes, master.”

What would I do without Zhong's strong, quiet, insightful presence in my life? In my case, I hadn't even known something was missing, until I found it and the pieces slotted perfectly into the gaping hole in my heart.

I breathed deep and let myself relax into the moment of peace. Which, of course, was the exact moment that peace was shattered.

The wards screamed warning as something powerful broke through our protections, making the bubble of magic around the pocket world ripple ominously.

“Oleander Lovell,” a booming voice shouted into the silence, as a blinding golden light flared. “We've found you!” A shimmering portal appeared in the courtyard, and several massive, glowing figures stepped out, all carrying flaming swords.

Well, fuck.


Chapter 34
Andy


Idrew my magic from deep inside my well, preparing to use every defensive spell Dyre and Sunny had taught me, as a group of vengeful angels stepped through the portal and into our sanctuary. It was inevitable that they'd find us, I knew that, but I had foolishly hoped that we'd have more time.

“How did you find us?” I demanded, keeping my voice even, stalling to allow the rest of my housemates to arrive before the shit really hit the fan. Ambrose and the elementals materialized within seconds, able to sense the disturbance and teleport to us. The boogeyman took up a place behind me, a looming darkness that I could feel at my back, alongside Zhong's towering bulk. Aahil and Hasumi bracketed me in on either side, their wild elemental magics swelling.

The big blond angel who seemed to be in charge of this little extermination mission let out a scoffing laugh. “You've attached your ugly little magical creation to the angelic realm,” he said, looking down his aquiline nose at me. “Did you honestly think a world of divine beings wouldn't sense your dark magic?”

Niamh, River, Elijah, and Dyre came rushing through the door into the courtyard, all of them on-guard, ready to meet whatever fresh hell had found us now. Dyre's already cold expression darkened even more when he laid eyes on the angels. I knew Sunny would probably love nothing more than to snack on some angelic energy. Elijah hung back, his head held high, but his eyes darting from angel to angel. Goddess, what he had to be thinking right now, since he was now technically a revenant wearing a remodeled angel corpse. He hadn't been on the best terms with his people as a ghost. I had a feeling that wouldn't improve now that he was inhabiting one of their dead like a rental property.

The angelic portal snapped closed with a wash of foreign magic, and I was surprised to see that there wasn't more of an army after us. Six towering, muscular angels, all packed with powerful soul magic, were capable enough of causing carnage, but… I had kind of expected more.

Aahil waved a graceful hand, and the winged asshats were encircled by towering flames, jinn fire that could burn through anything in seconds. I tensed, readying myself for their attack. They could simply fly out. Dyre and Sunny would probably drain them, but they could get some serious shots in while our necromancer and wraith feasted on their life essence. I felt the magic swelling around me, every one of my found family poised to fight.

The futility of it all grated against my nerves. We would fight. We would probably win. But some of us might be injured, maybe even killed, in the process. And for what? If these angels died, the angelic realm would just send more people after us. The only solution would be to move the pocket world. Something I wasn't sure I could do without killing us all. That, or we could escape to the Magea or Planus realm… where even more people were waiting to kill us.

My wild train of thought trailed off when I realized that we still weren't being attacked. I stared at the guy who seemed to be in charge—though I didn't recognize any of these particular angels from our previous encounters. He was just standing there, arms crossed over his muscular chest, blue eyes staring right back at me.

“Uh,” I said intelligently, glancing around me to see if I had missed something here. “Why aren't you trying to murder us right now? Stage fright?”

He drew in a deep breath and let it out, as if he was trying his best not to show impatience with a very slow child. “If we wanted you dead, you would already be dead.”

I huffed. “It's funny that you think so.”

He arched one golden brow. “Instruct your slave to remove his fire and lead us to a comfortable place to parlay.”

I just stared at him. Slave. Parlay. Angels were such douche canoes.

He uncrossed his arms and leapt into the air, the glowing branches of his wings flaring out wide as he soared over Aahil's flames. The jinn tensed, probably getting ready to send the fire up higher to singe the angel's ass, but I put out an arm, gesturing for him to hold back on the murdering. Something wasn't right here.

The angel landed in front of me, and I really wondered if he knew how close he was to getting his ass torn apart by the people around him. Was he stupid? Had to be a bit dim not to sense all of the hostile power surrounding him.

“Witch,” he said in a clipped tone. “I do not have time for your idiotic games. We will speak, or you will die.”

Dyre stepped forward, his eyes gone completely black and his aura swelling with dark rage. Aahil's fire circle disappeared, but a ball of flames formed in his hand as his golden eyes watched the angels. Tendrils of terror snaked out between us, Ambrose's dark magic ready to take over their minds and fill them with horror at a moment's notice.

I sighed. “For fuck's sake. I'm not in the mood for this bullshit today.” Shaking my head, I turned around, pushed past Zhong and Ambrose and headed toward the door. “Angels are such arrogant dickbags,” I muttered under my breath.

I felt a strong, but shadowed, angelic presence at my side and glanced at Elijah as he spoke. “They absolutely are.”

I huffed a laugh. But the holy host behind me didn't seem amused.

Once we were all awkwardly seated in the front sitting room where I usually tended to assholes I hated but had to play nice with, I waved a hand at the stupid angel. “Well? Now that you have a nice place to rest your ass, what do you want?”

He arched a brow at me. “You attached an unstable pocket world to our realm, attacked our High Choir, slaughtered several angels, and stole a powerful magical artifact from us, and you wonder what I want?”

I waved that away. “I did ask nicely to borrow the nullifier first. But you pompous asshats wouldn't listen to reason. I had to do something to stop the shit that's been going down in our home realm. And it was the stupid cult that caused all the carnage. We didn't kill anyone.”

His blue eyes landed on Elijah momentarily, one chiseled lip curling in disgust. Then he returned that stony gaze to me. “I have the feeling our dead would tell a different story, were they given the opportunity to avenge the wrongs done to them. But that is beside the point.” He waved a dismissive hand. “The High Choir has been cleansed due to their incompetence. They should have been more than capable of taking care of a few lowly misfits from Magea.” His wings flared and settled as he crossed one leg over the other and leaned back into his chair, like he was unconcerned with the vendetta the angels should have against us.

“As the new High Ophanim, I have been tasked by our Most High Seraph with handling our parasite problem. I am not as unreasonable as my predecessor.” He smiled, and I really wished he hadn't. It wasn't a nice smile. “You will give me the nullifier and I will refrain from executing you and your slaves in exchange for your pledge of loyalty to the angelic throne.”

I laughed. Like, actually fucking broke out in hysterical barks of disbelieving laughter.

Everyone stared at me as if I had lost my mind. Which, to be fair, was probably true. I had been worried all this time, afraid that the angels would sense us lurking here, our pocket world sanctuary attached to their realm like a supernatural boil. I had feared they would one day find us, find a way into our only safe place, and murder us all for our various offenses. Or for just existing, because angels were assholes that way.

But they didn't come here to kill us. No. Of course not. That would be far too simple and straightforward. They came here with hopes of using us. Just like every other fucking person or institution we encountered. And if they couldn't harness the power of my strong Lovell magic and the abilities of the creatures who had tied themselves to me, well, then they'd murder us.

If they didn't find some way to force us into slavery when we declined to do their bidding willingly.

My laughter died out and I was suddenly, bone-achingly, tired.

I was tired of everything. Tired of fighting. Tired of hiding. Tired of being who I was. I just wanted a fucking break. But I could never seem to catch one, no matter how hard I tried. And now, as if it wasn't enough that the Supernatural Alliance and a cult of crazy zealots were out for our blood, now we had an entire race of beings from another dimension gunning for us.

But much as I wanted to, I couldn't just lie down and give up. Because there was more at stake than just my own witchy skin. Everyone who had foolishly tied themselves to me since I destroyed the bestiary was now in danger.

“We won't be doing that,” I told the golden-haired angel dickhead. “Swearing loyalty to you. Or anyone else, for that matter.” I gripped the arms of my chair as I stared him down, trying my best to channel the Lovell haughtiness that came with knowing just how powerful you were. He could try to force us. Attack us now with his handful of minions. Some of us might be hurt, or worse. But ultimately, I would ensure this jackass died a horrible death in the process, and probably a few of his stupid lackeys with him. Hell, if Dyre let Sunshine off his leash, we might all end up dead. And I was pretty sure this jackwad knew it.

His blue eyes narrowed at my challenge, but he took a good look around the room and seemed to understand that either way, he wasn't walking away with what he wanted today. No easy prey. No power play as the new high whatever-the-fuck-he-was. We weren’t buying into his authority or helping him look good for his superior. And if he tried to force us, absolutely nothing good would come of it.

At least, I hoped that was the message he was getting. Because honestly, I was getting really sick of pretending to be a bad ass. One of these days I was just going to forget the pretending part and go full Lovell on the next person who pissed me off.

“As I told you,” the head asshat said slowly, “I'm not as foolish as my predecessor. I don't believe in wasting assets, power, or opportunity.” He arched a brow at me. “Tell me, Lovell. If you refuse to swear fealty to the angelic empire, why should we allow you to shelter at our border, to hide in the shadow of our realm?”

I snorted. “Because I'm pretty sure you can't stop us. I mean, if you brought an entire army in here to murder us, then you'd get rid of the pocket world, sure. But that would cost you a lot of resources. And if you're so against wasting resources, then there's not a fucking thing you can do about our hitchhiking. I don't even know how I created this place. And you're all angels without the ability to tap into the magic that is uniquely witch-created. So, good luck figuring that out.”

His nostrils flared, but he kept his expression calm and unreadable. I'd give him this—he didn't seem easily riled up by my attitude, my audacity, or my general lack of humility, the way his predecessor had been. “And,” he said, as if I hadn't even spoken, not acknowledging the fact that I had served up an annoying checkmate. “Should we be so divinely beneficent and forgiving as to simply take back our stolen property and ignore your existence, what would prevent you from causing us further… irritation?”

Aahil snorted from somewhere behind me. It was a distinctly jinn noise, one of haughty disgust. I agreed wholeheartedly.

“Well,” I said with a bland smile. “Given that you won't be taking back the nullifier when you leave, but will instead be letting us borrow it indefinitely, I suppose I will have reason enough to behave. Just to repay the favor. But then again, I can't absolutely promise that the universe won't once again force me to one day be in a position where irritating you is the least of my worries.”

He narrowed his eyes again. “You will give us the nullifier.”

I rolled my eyes. “Nope. I still need it. The rebels who are currently fighting to prevent genocide and corruption that would span two entire realms still need it.” I narrowed my eyes right back at him. “If you insist on fucking with us, on taking back your little toy, you might be condemning the Magea and Planus realms. You know, where you divine angel-types draw most of your power by pretending to be deities?”

He sighed, then waved a hand in a magnanimous gesture, like a god giving the mortal permission to speak. “And what would you have us do, then, witch? Interfere with your realm? Insert our authority where we have no business doing so? You make backward slights toward my kind for how we benefit from the perceptions of lesser beings. Would you not take affront if we were to interfere with their governance?”

That word—governance—made my skin crawl. Angels weren't deities. They weren't the silly religious messengers that many thought them to be. They were simply another race of beings from a different realm who somehow got a big ol' power boost from the misguided belief and devotion of their followers in other realms. But they were extremely powerful and wielded some kind of magic that could manipulate life spark, a person's essence—souls, despite how much I hated to feed into the religious nonsense.

Until now, the angels had maintained a stance of aloof distance. They'd make the occasional appearance in the Planus realm or parts of the Magea realm, just often enough to inspire awe in their believers and perpetuate the whole game they had going on. But they mostly minded their own business and were serious about maintaining their distance. Would inviting them into our problems only replace the witch supremacists with an even stronger, more dangerous group of overlords?

I could see it in this angel's eyes. He wanted me to understand that his people could easily take over either realm, should they choose to. He wanted me to realize this. And to see that the only thing that made sense was to hand over the artifact and start bowing now, so they'd leave us alone.

A big hand squeezed my shoulder, Zhong's firm grip and solid aura grounding me as the fear took hold, and the world spun out from under my feet. This wasn't my place. This wasn't a decision I should be making. I wasn't responsible for the future of the two realms. How had I ended up here?

Deep, withering blackness swelled into being behind me, and I took in a shallow breath, my mind racing as the darkness bloomed.


Chapter 35
Sunshine


Oleander was lost. I could feel it through our lifebond. Her emotions and her mind were in a chaotic state of unease, spiraling out of control. Something about this situation had made her distraught.

The angel seated across the room from her was the source of her unhappiness. I had rarely encountered angels in my existence before I was fused with my host, but I recalled how delicious their energy was. How the rare angel I had been able to catch and devour could sustain me far longer than a human or another supernatural being. The angel before me was radiating power. He would be a feast the likes of which I had not experienced in centuries.

“No, Sunny don't.” Another angel had grabbed my arm, his warm fingers wrapped around my bicep. Our angel. “Don't do it,” he pleaded, his deep voice soft, but urgent.

I regarded him with a raised brow as I felt Andy squirm in her seat. Why shouldn't I eliminate the source of our witch's pain and displeasure? My host agreed with me. He might deny it, but he had barely even put up a token of resistance when I decided to take over and handle matters myself.

Elijah's glowing blue eyes met mine, unflinching. Uncaring what I was. His angelic power was nearly as strong as the other angel's. But it had layers of darkness wrapped around it, tying him to Dyre, and to me. He would be delicious. But not nearly as filling as the other angel, since he was our creation. Besides, I knew Andy would be upset with me if I lashed out at the revenant for daring to challenge me.

Dyre was also attached to him. And putting up with my host's disapproval and sadness wasn't something I enjoyed.

Also, I did like the intensity of the blue eyes that stared into mine. So vivid and alive. It would be a shame if they no longer existed in this world.

“Why?” I asked, instead of draining every angelic soul in the room and using them to bolster my power to dizzying new heights.

Elijah opened his mouth to speak, but Oleander beat him to it. “Stand down, Sunny,” she said firmly, clear warning in her voice.

I sighed. “But he has upset you,” I reasoned. “He deserves his fate.”

She didn't look back at me, but she shook her head. “Not unless they attack first.”

The angelic intruder glanced from Oleander to me, and I smiled, slow and with promise, showing him the blue-black teeth of my host, which always unsettled people. His glowing golden power seemed to shrink, his aura pulling back from mine, as he sensed the predator in the room.

“What evil entity lives inside your necromancer, witch?” he demanded, shooting to his feet as if he could do anything to escape my wrath.

Oleander sighed. “Sit down. He's harmless. For now.” She looked over her shoulder at me, shooting me a glare. “Knock it off.”

My upper lip curling in displeasure, I retreated slightly, pulling in my aura, sharing our body with Dyre more equally. I knew that our eyes would change color, one black, one lavender. And for some reason, that also seemed to unsettle people. Mortals were so easily shaken by the silliest things. Even powerful mortals like these.

The angel glanced around the room warily, as if he expected everyone else to suddenly exhibit signs of possession as well. Andy cleared her throat, and he startled slightly.

“Look,” she said tiredly. “Let's not pretend I'm the right person to decide the fate of the realms or anything. For fuck's sake, I can barely manage not to completely fuck up my own life, let alone the lives of others. But someone has to do something about the war that is brewing—hell, the one that, if we're being honest, is already actively taking place right now and will only escalate. And apparently, the universe is determined that I get involved.”

She paused and swallowed hard, and I could feel through our bond as her wild uncertainty slowly morphed into something like determination. Even if it was a reluctant kind of feeling.

“The only people who are standing up to the corrupt Magean governing body and the growing cult of evil witches are a group of rebels of assorted supernatural heritage with very limited resources. They need—we need—all the help we can get. And if you angelic bastards want to uphold your holy divine image, it seems like now would be a really good time to lend us lesser beings a hand.”

She drew in a deep breath and straightened her spine, and I felt Dyre's admiration for our witch echo my own. “No one wants you assholes taking over the other realms. But if you and your holy host would just sweep in now and then to turn the tide, restore balance and safety to the realms, it would make you look like heroes. Like saviors. Wouldn't that give you a big, yummy burst of power? All that belief?”

The angel slowly sank back into his chair, studying our witch with a sudden intensity that I didn't like, for some reason. I wanted to growl at him and tell him she was my witch and he should go get his own.

Jealousy, Dyre told me, the word laced with cold amusement.

I huffed. I was not afflicted with such silly mortal emotions.

“You are an interesting woman, Oleander Lovell,” the unwelcome angel said at last. “I will agree to offer the assistance of the High Choir, on one occasion. And you will agree to return our artifact the moment it is no longer of use to this cause of yours.”

Andy cleared her throat, and I noticed how all of her lovers unobtrusively moved just a bit closer to her. They didn't like this angel either. I felt mollified by that fact. Clearly, I wasn't jealous of the angelic prick. I was simply showing due concern for my witch, the way anyone would.

They're all sensing his interest in her too, Dyre said smugly in our shared mind. You're still jealous. It's just that they all are too. You're all morons.

I huffed. Nonsense.

Don't worry, Dyre said, his mental voice almost cheerful. I'll kill him myself if he so much as thinks of touching her. He'd make a good corpse guard for the back courtyard.

I chuckled out loud. Then I realized that everyone in the room had stopped to stare at me. “Oh. Carry on,” I said with a dismissive wave.

Oleander shook her head and turned back to the angelic interloper. “Don't mind him. You get used to it. Eventually.”

The angel glanced around the room again, studying each of us in turn before returning his attention to our witch. “Our intelligence and reports from your world insist that you have enslaved these creatures, bound them to yourself to exert full control over their powers and make yourself untouchable. It seems logical, given that you are a Lovell. Even my people know of the horrors and atrocities your ancestors committed. And yet… these creatures do not seem subservient. Could it be your insistence that they are not slaves has a grain of truth to it?”

The jinn scoffed.

The gargoyle spoke with a note of defensiveness in his deep voice. “Andy would never use people that way.”

The water weaver stepped forward, bringing a sense of calm and peace with them as they soothed the room with their subtly powerful magic. “We are not slaves.”

Then our angel stepped up beside Andy's chair to address his brethren. “Oleander Lovell is unique among her lineage,” he said firmly, with the air of someone who was used to passing divine judgement, as if he were one of the High Choir himself, rather than a revenant created by necromancy. “It's why I chose her to undo her family's evil. To right their wrongs. If you don't stand in her way, this woman will cleanse her entire ancestral line with her deeds and the pure intentions in her heart.”

Andy rolled her eyes.

All of the angels stared at our revenant as if they were seeing a ghost. And yet, there was some grudging respect in the expression on their leader's face, and he said nothing about our angel’s newly embodied status. “We will offer aid as I have outlined. To be clear, this is a favor granted to you by me personally, Oleander Lovell, and not by the Most High Seraph. Our governing body will not be involved in your petty war. But I am amenable to offering a favor which you will repay by returning the artifact. We shall see how you redeem your ancestral line.”

He stood and gestured to Andy to join him. When he reached out and took Oleander's hand, I forced myself not to react. But Ambrose materialized from nowhere, shadowed tendrils inserting themselves between Andy and the angel. “Release her,” the boogeyman growled, a wave of terror pulsing out from his aura, his eyes blazing red.

The angel stood his ground, his own aura flaring with light in response. “Call off your guard,” he told Andy with a haughty lift of his chin. “I am merely placing a summoning rune on your hand. You may use it to call for aid one time.”

I watched as the jinn slid closer to our witch, his gold eyes narrowed as small flames licked along his hands. “It will only work one-way? You will not be able to summon her to you? Or bind her to you in any way?”

The angel let out a sigh, frustration finally making its way through his controlled mask. “Is your entire menagerie of pets always so possessive, witch?”

Andy just grinned. “Yep. So, I really wouldn't fuck around with that rune if I were you. Probably wouldn't end well for you.”

He just shook his head and began tracing a pattern with magic, embedding the rune into the skin of Andy's palm. “I will only answer your call. I will only deal with you directly,” he warned. “I do not trust the other Lovell. Belladonna. She was affiliated with the cult, and she assisted in at least one attack on our realm.” His blue eyes met Andy's as he finished his rune. “You would do well to remember that as well.”

She just sighed and took her hand back, rubbing her palm on her jeans like she was rubbing off dirt. “Noted.”

Then the angels returned to the courtyard, where they created another portal and disappeared.

“Good riddance,” I muttered.

No one disagreed.


Chapter 36
Andy


Well, that was fun.

I left the others discussing angelic politics and made my way to the main library at the back of the house in search of some peace and quiet. Once upon a time, this had been my father's study, a place where children weren't allowed unless we were there to be talked down to or punished for some awful crime—such as behaving like a child.

I didn't have a lot of memories of my childhood with my family, most of them blurred out by time and trauma. But I distinctly recalled being made to stand here in front of my father's big, antique desk while he stared at me with cold gray eyes and told me that I had to act in a manner befitting the next great Lovell witch, not like some uncouth peasant street urchin.

He hated it when I acted like a child. Which, was pretty much always, because, you know, I was a child.

This was one of the rooms I had initially avoided whenever I came to the old family shack to find things to pawn. But eventually, I took great glee in dismantling his stupid hideout, in selling his shiny knickknacks and the Lovell family heirlooms he so proudly displayed here. Nothing dangerous, of course—they kept those items more securely hidden. No, I had sold off the little things, with no real magical value. Personal treasures that had given him smug old-family bragging rights. Because fuck him. And fuck everyone who had thought he was a great man, some all-powerful, awe-inspiring old-money god they should suck up to, or aspire to become.

I looked around the room with my own sense of smugness now. Since I started living at the family home, I had slowly reclaimed the rooms I used most—like the kitchen and the workrooms—gleefully making them my own, decking them out with things that would make my uptight parents roll their eyes. I was determined to infuse the place with my own energy in a very purposeful attempt to wipe away the last traces of the people who had come before me.

Now, despite the faint lingering memories of this place, the library had become a peaceful place for me. A bumpy hand-woven rag rug covered the gleaming hardwood. Paintings of birds and forest scenes replaced the musty old portraits of evil ancestors. And the bookshelves were lined with valuable and entertaining tomes of the non-dark variety, framed by pots that trailed vines of ivy and pothos.

And on the big, gleaming antique desk my father had loved to loom behind, was a fancy pink nameplate declaring “No Assholes Allowed.” I made mental note to add one of those small, brightly-colored rubber penis party favors they sold for bridal showers to the desk, if I ever got a chance to visit the Planus realm again.

I trailed my fingers over the leaves of a trailing ivy vine as I tried to release the tension that had my shoulders aching and my gut in knots. I felt… trapped. Like a wild animal in a cage. It seemed like a fucking ridiculous feeling to have right now. I should be mad. Angry with the arrogant-assed angels. Pissed off at my sister, my family, society, at my always being in the wrong place at the wrong time… all of it.

And yet. Here I was, feeling like an animal pacing the confines of her tidy enclosure. Numbness, laced with a side of pent-up energy. With a snort, I pulled a book off a shelf and threw it at the shelves on the opposite wall. It sent a ceramic cat wearing a witch's careening off the shelf to hit the rug with a thump. The cat's comically wide crossed eyes started at me accusingly from across the room. So, I threw another book at it. And another. And another…

A sound that was somewhere between a scream and a growl tore from my throat as I threw books, their pages fluttering, spines breaking. Hundreds of years of Lovell literature—and some of my own collection as well—hit the opposite wall, the shelves, the ceramic cat, and the pretty old fainting couch, with a satisfying series of thumps and bangs. Each thud echoed the fury in my soul.

The last book in the row flew from my hands and knocked a painting of a rowan tree askew, and I just stood there, panting.

I started, nearly jumping out of my skin, when a soft hand touched my arm. It was like I had left my body for a moment there, and the touch called me back.

I met Hasumi's vivid turquoise eyes, suddenly embarrassed at the outburst I only now realized had just happened. “Oops?” I muttered, my face burning.

One corner of Hasumi's beautiful mouth lifted in a faint, wry smile. “Welcome back.”

I sucked in a deep breath, registered Niamh standing in the doorway behind Hasumi, and wished the earth would swallow me up. The only thing worse than completely losing your damned mind, was having witnesses.

Dyre joined Niamh, arching one blood red brow at me as he took in the mess around me. “Did the books suddenly become sentient and try to attack you, Lovell? That's the only reason I can think of for murdering perfectly innocent literature. You monster.”

I turned away and ran my hands over my face. “You couldn't have used your magic to calm my tits like five minutes sooner?” I groaned at Hasumi.

Footsteps approached, and I heard the door click closed.

“Sometimes, quelling an emotion is much more harmful than letting it be felt,” the irritatingly calm water weaver informed me in their ethereal, alluring voice. “Your anger needed to run its course.”

I huffed. “Right.”

Turning, my hopes were crushed when I saw that Niamh and Dyre hadn't left the room and shut the door behind them. No. Of course not. Because that would help me save face. Instead, they had shut themselves in here with me. Dyre leaned against the closed door with his arms crossed over his chest, studying me, while Niamh perched her butt on the desk, her green eyes watching me like she was on the hunt.

“What?” I demanded. “What do you want? Can't a girl have a mental fucking breakdown in peace around here?”

Hasumi shrugged, the movement a graceful ripple through their willowy form. Now they were putting out feel good vibes, their magic gently soothing the edges of my frayed nerves. “Everyone wanted to check on you. To see how you were doing after our visit with the angels.” Turquoise eyes met mine, full of understanding. “I told them you didn't need to be… mobbed.”

I snorted. “And yet, you brought friends.” I flopped onto the fainting couch, feeling like a complete moron. So…that had happened. Smiling brightly, I gestured from Niamh and Dyre to the rows of books that were still undisturbed. “There's plenty more stuff to throw, if you want a turn. Good times.”

Niamh shook her head at me. “Andy. Stop deflecting. It's beneath a warrior like you.”

I stuck my tongue out at her. We couldn't all have the poise and giant stick up our asses that a haughty fae hunter possessed.

Dyre scoffed. “She's not a warrior, she's a whirlwind.”

Hasumi came to join me, gracefully folding into a cross-legged position next to me on the fainting couch. “You need to stop fighting yourself and embrace the decision you are refusing to make,” they said softly, still radiating comfort. “It is time, Oleander.”

I narrowed my eyes at the beautiful master of emotions and currents. “Oh, fuck you.”


Chapter 37
Hasumi


“Oh, fuck you.”

I smiled faintly at the stubborn witch. “In a bit, perhaps. But right now, we need you to stop resisting the currents of life before you tear yourself apart on the rocks.”

She arched a dark green brow at me, and her pretty gray eyes flashed with warning. “Very poetic.”

Reaching out, I carded a hand through her soft green waves, my eyes locked on hers. She was so colorful. So vivid and full of life. But she was hurting. She was fighting against fate. Torn between who she knew she was, deep inside, and who she wished to be.

Dyre was correct, she was a whirlwind. The emotions swirling around her were pure chaos. She needed to be steady to face what was to come. We needed her to be steady. She was the center of this strange, wonderful new family of ours—our heart.

And, whether she liked it or not, two entire realms needed her.

“Andy,” I said gently, still drawing my fingers through her soft hair, like stroking an agitated cat. “We will be with you. All of us. No matter what you decide to do. But you do need to make a decision. The internal struggle is taking a toll on you.”

She closed her eyes and let her head drop back against the tall side of the fainting couch. “If I pretend not to know what you're talking about, will that make it go away?”

I laughed faintly. “No.”

“What is it?” Dyre crossed the room and crouched down in front of her, putting a hand on her knee. “It's the rebels, isn't it?” he said, answering his own question. Then his eyes darkened, not turning black—quite—but a deeper shade of violet that I had never seen him exhibit before. As if he and the wraith inside him were seamlessly blending as they peered out at their love. “I meant what I said before,” he said, his deep voice soft, but firm. “If you want to hide, fine. If you want to embrace our lineage and show the assholes what happens when they test us, then that's fine too. I'll help you be the hero, if I must. But I'll also stand beside you while we watch the world burn, if that's what you choose.”

I arched a brow at that, but I wasn't truly surprised. There was darkness within Dyre's heart, and not just because of the wraith. The world had treated him cruelly. Of course he would pledge his unwavering loyalty to the woman who had shown him mercy, acceptance, and understanding. I couldn't fault him at all. Because as much as I preferred the lighter emotions, I understood his need.

It was a need we all shared. To preserve this miraculous second chance we had all been given. We owed our freedom and our very lives to this witch. Without her we were lost.

Niamh came to stand by the arm of the fainting couch and loom over the three of us. “Andy, as much as I hate to agree with the necromancer here, he's right. Whatever choice you make will come with a fight—whether it’s to do with this war, or simply because the SA and the cultists would hunt us wherever we choose to go. So, if you are hesitating because of some silly idea that you need to protect the rest of us, stop that nonsense. Nothing worth achieving is ever really without struggle. The most important hunts involve the most risk. And everyone who lives in this cursed mansion with you knows that. We know it in our souls, Lovell.”

I was silent as I let their words sink in and bolster Andy's resolve. Their safety—our safety—was incredibly important to her. But I knew that wasn't the real reason why she hesitated.

Her gray eyes met mine, and she took a few slow, deep breaths, as if bracing herself. Trying to keep from having another outburst. I didn't bother telling her that she needed to let those feelings free, let them out, voice them aloud so they would stop clouding her mind. She was a smart woman, with a keen intuition. She didn't need me to tell her what she already knew. She just needed… safety.

I cupped her cheek, letting my magic flow between us, letting it flavor our bond with the sense of solidarity I felt. “It's okay,” I whispered, my eyes never leaving hers. “No one here will judge you.”

She closed her eyes, and her shoulders rounded as she sighed, giving in to the invitation. When she opened her eyes again, she glanced around at all of us, then studied her hands, where they rested in her lap, as she poured out the fears that had been burdening her heart.

“I'm afraid of what I'll become,” she said, her voice husky with unshed tears. “I know all too well what black blood flows in my veins. All the horrible things this magic I've inherited has done over the generations. And, well….” She let out a dry laugh, the sound full of bitterness. “What if…Goddess, what if the people who came before me weren't evil either? No one is born into this world as a little baby set on genocide or world domination, right? What if it's the magic that makes Lovells go bad? What if the only reason I'm a halfway decent person is because I've refused to dip down into that deep well and really use my magic to its full abilities?” She shook her head, curling her fingers inward against her thighs, dragging her fingernails over the rough fabric of her jeans. “What if I think I'm going to help, but in reality, I become the villain? The monster? Just like every fucking Lovell before me.” Another of those dry, haunted laughs. “Would I even know? Or would I be convinced that I was doing what was right the whole time?”

I glanced at Dyre, feeling her fears reflected in him. He always feared the monster inside him would one day win. When he learned of his link to Andy's family, he feared his blood had spawned an entire coven of monsters. I could sense his fears even now, the way he battled with feelings of low self-worth and mistrust. He had gotten better. His aura was dark, yes, but that didn't necessarily make him evil. Sunshine's understanding of the world and his sense of morals were different from Dyre's, and yet, the wraith had learned compassion and mercy from his host. The difference between Andy's current struggle and Dyre’s was that Dyre had come out on the other side of his battle with the realization that he was not a bad person. That he wasn't evil. And that it was the choices he made every day that defined who he was. Andy hadn’t quite embraced that truth yet.

Dyre’s dark lavender eyes met mine briefly, and a faint, wry smile lifted one corner of his mouth, as he no doubt recalled our own conversation not too long ago in this very room. The one where I reminded him that he was capable of loving and being loved.

He returned his attention to Andy, taking one of her hands in his and lacing his long fingers through hers. “Your ancestors made their own choices,” he said firmly. I could feel him shoving away the faint lingering traces of his own fears, his desire to comfort Andy far outweighing any lingering traces of doubt or guilt. “You are your own person. You control your power. It doesn't control you. And,” he smirked, the expression turning his sharp, hauntingly handsome face into something wickedly alluring, “you're not alone. You've got a whole herd of people here to remind you who you are, if you ever start to forget.”

Andy's expression softened, love and appreciation pushing back the fears.

“He's right,” Niamh said with a sharp nod. “Some of your boy toys might gladly follow you on a murderous rampage, but there are those of us who would stand up to you and give you a good wallop if you needed to be checked.”

Andy laughed at that. But she didn't need my magical link to emotions to sense the sentiment behind the fae's hard words. I think she could feel the love and devotion that simmered underneath Niamh's desire to protect her from herself just as clearly as I could.

“Thank you,” Andy said, her voice growing stronger, her emotions less chaotic. “For being such ridiculously supportive idiots.”

Niamh bent and pressed a swift, firm kiss to her lips. “I only volunteered to kick your ass, witch. I don't know how you construe that as supportive.”

Andy just chuckled. “That's called doing what's needed.” She tapped the tip of Niamh's nose with a finger, and the fae playfully snapped her teeth at our witch.

Dyre withdrew his hand and stood, his emotions starting to close down as he witnessed their banter. “If you two are going to be all… whatever that is, I should go.”

I tilted my head at the necromancer, my senses and my attention now drawn to an entirely different puzzle. Without thinking about it too long, I followed my instinct, reaching out and wrapping my hand around his wrist. “No.”

I felt the emotions in the room slowly shift, tasted the delicious undercurrents of suppressed wants and needs, as all eyes turned toward me.


Chapter 38
Andy


Iwatched as Hasumi wrapped a hand around Dyre's wrist to stop him from leaving. The water weaver probably wasn't intentionally messing with our emotions, but sometimes just being in the same room as them had a way of heightening things—especially when Hasumi seemed to be feeling strong emotions of their own. I watched Hasumi and Dyre stare at each other in silent conversation and tried not to squirm in my seat.

Of course, I was ridiculously attracted to everyone in this damned household. Well… except for River. Liar, my mind whispered, but I ignored that whole distraction. Anyway, I thought all of the people I'd saved from the bestiary were ridiculously attractive, so I wasn't exactly surprised when I learned one of them was attracted to the others. But still, it gave me a little thrill every time.

Dyre and Hasumi? I had never contemplated it. Both were kind of reserved. Both had parts of themselves they didn't share with others—boundaries related to their bodies, though for different reasons. And yet, I couldn't deny the spark that I sensed between them right now. Or the way my body reacted to that knowledge.

Hasumi tilted their head, as if pondering a question, their silver hair falling over their shoulder in a way that immediately drew Dyre's gaze there, then back to those riveting turquoise eyes. I turned to glance at Niamh, to see if she was about to start making gagging noises or something, since my fae had never been interested in any of the others. I arched a brow in surprise when I found her gaze fastened on Hasumi, her high cheekbones slightly flushed.

Oh boy.

I cleared my throat, and suddenly three pairs of eyes were focused on me. “Sorry to, uh, ruin the moment or whatever,” I said awkwardly, “but… Hasumi, are you… um, helping us along right now?”

The water weaver turned to me, but didn't release their hold on Dyre's wrist, as if they were afraid the necromancer would scurry away the moment he got the chance. “Are you implying that I am manipulating you all with my power?” they asked softly, a bit of hurt momentarily flashing across their perfect features. “I would never do that in a situation such as this, Oleander Lovell.”

And now I felt like an asshole. Of course Hasumi wouldn't do that to us. They might use their powers to ease our pain, or navigate difficult emotions, or help us stay calm under stress, but they would never do something so awful as messing with free will where sex was involved. “Of course,” I mumbled, running a hand through my hair. “I'm sorry.” And yet… I glanced at Niamh again. “It's just…”

Hasumi shook their head, as if they were disappointed in me. “I am not purely male,” they said easily. Not upset. Just… stating a fact.

I let out a sigh. “I know that,” I said, rolling my eyes. “But you know,” I waved a hand toward Niamh, “always with the ‘dick's are gross’ comments.”

Niamh huffed and crossed her arms over her chest. “Andy.”

I threw my hands in the air. “What? I know what's going on here, and I just want to make sure you're not uncomfortable. Because I care. So sue me.”

She rubbed a hand over her face, apparently mortified. “I don't need you to defend my honor, witch.”

The room was silent for a heartbeat. Then Dyre's deep voice filled the space. “I have no idea what's going on right now.”

Hasumi chuckled and dragged the uncomfortable necromancer over to the fainting couch, where they shoved him down to sit next to me. “Children,” the water weaver muttered. Then they crossed the room and locked the library door. “Niamh does not regard me as male. Because I am not purely male. But I am confident that she is intelligent enough to know that I am also not purely female. If she finds me attractive—and the feeling is certainly mutual—then there is no cause for concern.”

Turning, the water weaver arched their brows at Niamh, that aura of command settling over them. “Well, fae? Do you need a formal invitation?”

Niamh smiled, the flash of her small fangs turning the expression into something feral. Without speaking, she stalked across the room and buried her hands in the water weaver's silky hair, pulling them to her for a kiss that held not a single ounce of hesitation.

Fuck that was hot. Both of them willowy and graceful, but laced with power. I hadn't meant to cause an issue over Hasumi's gender. They were perfect just as they were, one of the most beautiful people I'd ever laid eyes on. I had only meant to make sure Niamh wasn't feeling pressured in any way. But clearly, my worries were stupid. One look at them together erased all doubt from my mind.

Niamh was so assertive, and yet there was this feeling in the air… like Hasumi was allowing it. Goddess, I had never even guessed I had so many kinks until I met these amazing creatures. They just seemed to pull the freak in me right to the surface. Suddenly I had a vision of Hasumi dominating the strong fae hunter, holding her down and making her submit. I groaned.

Dyre chuckled darkly from beside me. “Agreed,” he murmured, gaze still riveted on Hasumi, as if he wasn't even aware he was speaking.

I smirked at him, thinking he was probably enjoying the show for different reasons. “She won't kiss you like that,” I teased. “So you can stop pining over Niamh.”

That shook him out of his haze. “Don't be disgusting,” he replied, clearly repelled at the thought of the fae as anything other than a friend. Then he caught the smirk on my lips. “I hate you,” he muttered.

I just grinned wider. “No you don't.” A glance told me that Niamh and Hasumi had progressed to undressing each other. I watched their hands slide over each bit of skin that was revealed for a moment before turning back to Dyre. Throwing a leg over, I planted myself on his lap, straddling him with my back to the others.

Despite his words, there was no hesitation, nothing but love in his touch when his lips met mine. His hands landed on my hips, long fingers squeezing, pressing me up against the bulge in his pants. Fire licked through my veins as I rubbed against him, my breasts smooshing against his chest, my clit finding friction against his rigid dick, despite the layers of clothes. We were both breathless in seconds. But I wanted more than this.

Forcing myself to end the kiss, I leaned in to whisper in his ear instead. “If you want Hasumi so bad, you should go do something about it,” I taunted. “Today seems to be their day.”

He growled, and the grip on my hips grew tighter, bordering on painful. “I want to taste you, to be inside you, witch,” Sunny growled in his dark, multi-layered voice.

I shuddered, unable to help my response to the wraith's seductive darkness and need. “Later,” I managed to gasp out. “Right now, Dyre needs this.”

I looked into their eyes, knowing they could both see me, on some level, and spoke to Dyre. “Don't hide behind the wraith. I see you, Dyre. I've told you before, and I'll keep telling you for as long as it takes to fully sink into that stubborn head of yours. You. Are. Worthy. And I'm not the only one who thinks so. Hasumi asked you to stay.”

The blackness in his eyes bled back to a more normal violet color, and Dyre pressed a soft kiss against my lips. “I hate when you do that,” he muttered. “When you see everything I try so damned hard to keep to myself.” He kissed me again, then pressed his forehead to mine. “And I love it too. This doesn't mean I don't want you as well,” he whispered, suddenly sounding shy. “Like with Ambrose. Or… that one time with the jinn. I don't… you can't think you're not enough… or think that I'm not devoted to you.”

I huffed a soft laugh. “Idiot. Do you think you're not enough, when I'm off fucking the others? That my loving them makes me love you any less?”

He shook his head. “No, of course not. But I…”

I took his face in my hands and sat back a bit so I could look into his beautiful, terrified violet eyes. “You still think you're different somehow. That I love you less, or somehow would judge you differently. That, what? That you still aren't one of us?”

He pressed forward to kiss me again, short and hard. “Sometimes. Until you remind me otherwise. I love you, Lovell.”

I chuckled against his lips. “I love you too, idiot.”

A strong, graceful hand slid over my shoulder, and Niamh leaned in to whisper in my ear. “Too much talking, witch. Too many clothes.”

I watched as Hasumi strolled to the other side of fainting couch, their flowing pants still on, but small breasts and lean torso bared. They placed a knee on the couch beside Dyre and stroked a hand through the necromancer's long ponytail. “So beautiful,” Hasumi purred, emotion dripping from their achingly beautiful voice as they made no attempt to reel it in. “Take this out.” They tapped the band holding Dyre's hair. “I want to see the blood red curtain of your hair fall around us when you fuck me.”

I thought Dyre might actually die right then and there.


Chapter 39
Dyre


Ishouldn't be surprised. Everyone in this house was apparently sex-crazed.

But still… When I first realized Andy was as attracted to me as I was to her, I thought it was a once in a lifetime miracle. I had eyes. I knew I was in no way handsome or beautiful, like the others. And my looks and my black aura made it impossible to hide the aberration I had become. It was usually enough to send most people running in the opposite direction. But Andy was Andy, and I had come to understand that she could see through all of that to the man underneath. To what was left of the good in me.

When Ambrose expressed his interest, well, I at first assumed it was just a passing thing. It could be argued that he was as monstrous as me, in his own way. I was sure some people would see his strange red eyes and sharp teeth, be caught up in the aura of fear and shadow that hovered near him at all times, and be put off. But he was compelling in a way I was not. His physical body wasn't wasted away, all leeched of color, and covered in scars. I knew I was probably just a curiosity to him. An amusement to pass the time now that he was free from the bestiary. And I told myself I could enjoy that attention while it lasted, fully expecting it to end. Except, it had turned out to be something more. Somehow he saw me too. Somehow, he also seemed to genuinely care about the abomination he'd bedded.

It had taken some time for me to accept that the two of them really did care for me. That it wasn't just about sex or some fun, perverse diversion at the necromancers expense. I knew now that they loved me as fiercely as I loved them. And that all of us here in this strange pocket world cared for the wellbeing of the others, even if we didn't always see eye-to-eye.

And, well, there was that strange interaction with the jinn. But I was pretty sure that was just him being impulsive and weird. There was no way I was going to try to figure out his feelings, not when he couldn't even figure them out himself most of the time.

But this… Hasumi seemed determined to show me that my perceptions of myself were wrong. Not long ago, in this very room, the stunning, perceptive water weaver had encouraged me to explore my feelings for Elijah. Then they had kissed me. And it fucking blew my mind.

Afterward I told myself they were simply being dramatic. Only trying to prove a point. That they couldn't really find me attractive. And yet… why bother to speak with me about Elijah? Why did Hasumi care what I did or what I felt? Unless my bottled-up emotions were leaking out, annoying the sensitive elemental.

Now, though, I couldn't hide behind my excuses and fears. It was obvious, if I let myself actually believe what common sense was telling me. Hasumi had pursued me that day, had insisted I follow my heart, and had even gone so far as to show me unexpected affection because… they genuinely cared. Somehow, I was permitted the strange, incomprehensible blessing of being loved by Andy and Ambrose, of being allowed to be part of this odd family we were building with the others, and now… Hasumi was watching me with those all-knowing turquoise eyes, standing half naked before me, making demands that made all the blood rush to my dick in a painful throb.

And… I tore my gaze away from the ethereal creature before me to glance at where Niamh had coaxed Andy to her feet and was slowly stripping our witch out of her clothes. She was good-looking, but I didn't see Niamh that way. The fae wasn't attracted to men, and I wasn't attracted to her. But still, something seemed to have changed. She wasn't shy about her body, or about sharing Andy with the rest of us. But… I thought she hated me. That deep down, she only tolerated me because she had to. And yet there was no feeling of awkwardness or resentment in the air right now.

Her eyes met mine for a brief moment, and she… winked. Could I have read her wrong as well? Could we be… friends? Platonic partners in this strange new world I found myself in?

Hasumi's graceful fingers tugged at my hair again, reminding me that I'd been given a request… no, an order. I shuddered, a full-body thrill going through me. This couldn't be real.

Do as they wish, Sunshine insisted, jolting me from my paralysis. Or I will take over completely. My patience is not endless, witch.

I smiled, both at Sunshine's impatience, and at the thought that I could, maybe, just let myself enjoy this moment.

Standing, I reached back and pulled the band out of my hair, then shook it out, letting the long, deep red locks spill down my back and over my shoulders, my one tiny point of vanity. The one bit of pretty or soft that I had left to my name.

Hasumi's beautiful face shone with an approving smile that was half joy, half lust. “Lovely,” they purred. Then they stepped closer, their hands coming to rest on my hips, their willowy body brushing up against mine. “Now kiss me, necromancer. And none of that self-doubt nonsense. I want to taste you.”

Letting the last of my doubts fall away, I did as I was told. I cupped their face, glorying in the feel of their warm, soft skin, the beautiful angles of their sharp jaw, and the sparkle in those turquoise eyes. And, up this close, I saw the faint opal glint of the fine scales that swept across their cheekbones and along the side of their neck. My fingers ghosted over the soft scales along base of Hasumi’s throat, exploring, and their eyes grew heavy-lidded with pleasure.

I had never stopped to really think about it, but… Hasumi did have an almost serpentine quality sometimes, in the way they moved, those mesmerizing eyes…. I dipped my head without conscious thought, drawn in even as my mind whirled, trying to take in the beauty and wonder before me, pressed up against me, warm and waiting beneath my hands.

Hasumi's lips were soft, but sure, and they tasted like drinking from a cool, fresh stream. Those sweet lips parted, and I moaned softly as a forked tongue flicked against my mine. The kiss grew heated, as Hasumi pressed closer, letting me tilt their head further and deepen my exploration.

I pulled back when something sharp pricked my tongue.

The water weaver stared up at me, one pale brow raised in question. I shook my head. “I… is there something sharp in your mouth?” I tasted the faint tang of blood. Probably from a small nick, since it didn't seem to be flooding my mouth.

Hasumi huffed. “I apologize.”

Andy and Niamh had appeared behind the water weaver at some point. Andy laughed, shaking her head. “You really need to warn people about the fangs, if you're going to go making out with them,” she said as she leaned in to press a kiss to the side of Hasumi's neck. Then her teasing gray eyes met mine, and I was floored by the warmth there. She wasn't upset, she wasn't jealous or anything like that. She seemed genuinely happy for me. For us. “Don't worry,” she said with a wry look. “I've been told the venom isn't an issue unless Hasumi wants it to be.”

Venom? I looked into Hasumi's mesmerizing eyes. “You're venomous?”

The water weaver shook their head, then sighed and opened their mouth. Niamh sidled up beside me and we both watched in surprise as a pair of thin, viper-like fangs flicked forward and down, unfolding from the roof of Hasumi's mouth. “I have complete control of the venom,” they informed us easily, with a tiny hint of a lisp. “But I do tend to forget that others are unaware of the risk of injury.”

I laughed. I couldn't help it. The whole situation was just so unreal. “Are you a snake then?” I asked, running my thumb along their soft bottom lip, where the fangs slightly dented the flesh. “An aquatic serpent?”

Hasumi shook their head. “More… dragonish, perhaps? Not the same as the dragon shifters that used to roam the realms. But I can take on a rather serpentine water form. I suppose the eastern ideas of a water dragon might be the closest description?”

We all stared at them in awe. Even Andy. Hasumi was a sea monster?

Then Niamh put an end to the distraction. Inserting an arm between me and Hasumi, she cupped the water weaver's cheek and turned their head toward hers, her green eyes flashing with curiosity and want as she stole Hasumi from my arms.

I might not feel any attraction to Niamh, but I could definitely appreciate how well the two of them fit together, how pretty they were, all wrapped up in each other. I sighed as Niamh slid her hands into the water weaver's silvery hair and kissed them, pausing to run her tongue along one dangerous fang.

Andy's warm hands slid up my chest, drawing my attention to her. There was just so much to wonder at here, it was hard to focus. Her amazing breasts pressed against my chest, warm and heavy against my cool skin. My hands fell to her lush hips, and I only then realized that I was the only one still completely clothed.

I felt Sunshine's impatience in the back of my mind. I knew how he felt about Andy. And I heartily agreed. We needed to be inside her. Now.


Chapter 40
Niamh


Hasumi tasted like a cool, clear spring on a hot day in the deep forests of my clan lands.

I slid my hands downward, trailing my fingers over their graceful neck, across the faint scales dusting their collarbones, and lower, to the soft swell of their small breasts. The water weaver sighed happily, leaning into my touch, and I was struck by the fluidity of this amazing creature. How one moment they were soft and calm, the next instant firmly giving orders and controlling the situation, and a moment after that… melting in my arms. Perfection.

I trailed kisses along the arch of their neck, pausing to bite down teasingly. Hasumi's hands were at my hips, but they moved back further, cupping my ass and fitting me closer to them. I felt the hard bulge through the thin fabric of their pants, and a moment of uncertainty flitted through me.

I hadn't been lying when I said I was attracted to this amazing creature whether they fit the mold of my typical female partners or not. And yet… I'd never had a lover with a cock.

Hasumi, of course, sensed my moment of doubt, pulling back to look up into my eyes with that calm, endless patience of theirs. “Would you prefer that I stay clothed?” they asked simply. “We could turn our focus to Andy if you wish. Or… I could simply pleasure you, without any other expectations.”

I swallowed around the lump in my throat. How could they always be so calm? So unaffected. Never offended. Never wounded by the feelings of those around them. “No. I… it's not like that. I just.” I ran a hand through my hair and over one antler, frustrated at my inability to express myself as clearly as Hasumi. They were as honest and straightforward as Andy. A trait I admired in both of them, and which I thought I possessed myself. Until this moment.

“You are unsettled by the unknown in this situation,” Hasumi said gently, brushing graceful fingers along my cheek, drawing their hand downward so their palm rested over my heart. I felt a gentle pulse of magic from them, and a wave of peace that eased the tension in my shoulders. “I understand.”

I covered their hand with my own, keeping it pressed to my heart as I leaned in and kissed their forehead. Then I pulled back to meet their eyes again. “I know you're different than my other partners,” I said honestly. “That doesn't bother me. But I don't know the first thing about… cocks. And I don't want you to be offended if I have a bad reaction or something.” I grimaced. “That sounds stupid, now that I hear it out loud. Can we just forget this conversation ever happened? Go back to getting you out of those pants? And maybe you just try not to notice my emotions for a while? I promise it’s nothing personal.”

Hasumi chuckled, the sound musical and light. “Oh, Niamh, you are wonderful. Come here.” I let myself be led closer to the fainting couch, where Andy was splayed out like a goddess with Dyre between her legs, her fingers tangled in his long red hair. I stumbled a bit, distracted by my reaction to the sight.

Dyre certainly wasn't my cup of tea. But watching Andy enjoy her boys was always hot as hell.

I pulled my gaze away from them as Hasumi stopped us on the plush rug next to Andy and Dyre's little display. “I'll attend to your discomfort,” the water weaver whispered against my throat. “But only as a guide. If you want to stop, you'll have to tell me so directly. Yes?”

Those graceful hands slid over my hips again, as Hasumi pressed a lingering kiss to my neck. “Yes,” I agreed instantly. “Please.”

I felt Hasumi's smile against my skin. Then they dipped their head lower, drawing one of my nipples into the wet heat of their mouth, swirling their forked tongue over the hardened nub. I sighed in pleasure, one hand coming to rest on their head to keep them there, as the other slid over their back and downward, slipping beneath the light, flowing pants they still wore to caress their perfectly round ass. Really, how could a person be so perfect? I was doubly blessed, since I asked myself that same question about Andy all the time.

Hasumi continued to tease me, sucking and nibbling at my breasts as they slid a hand downward, to where I needed them most. When they cupped my pussy, the heel of their hand pressing deliciously, I groaned and pushed my hips forward, instantly wanting more. I might feel a bit off kilter when it came to how to please them, but I knew they would have no problem where I was concerned.

Those clever fingers teased, caressing and drawing away, pressing through my folds to test my wetness, then circling my clit. I wasn't here for teasing, though. I gripped the water weaver's face and lifted their head to steal a searing kiss. “More,” I demanded. “And get these off.” I moved one hand down to tug at the waistband of their pants.

Hasumi huffed a laugh, then obliged, gracefully shoving their pants down and stepping out of the flowy fabric. I licked my lips as my gaze traveled over their amazing body. I had seen them in bits and pieces before, the few times we ended up in an orgy with Andy at the center. But I hadn't ever seen Hasumi fully nude. Broad shoulders, small, pert breasts, long, slender limbs, and two hard cocks.

Definitely serpentine, my cracked mind noted.

Then Hasumi stepped closer, taking my hand and pressing it to their body. A pair of hard cocks brushed against my arm, but that wasn't the water weaver's goal. I barely breathed as they slowly guided my hand beneath the dicks, to the familiar feel of a wet, inviting pussy. “Focus here,” they suggested with the hint of a wicked smile.

I growled, a bit of my animalistic fae nature coming to the surface as I surged closer, capturing their perfect lips in a hard kiss as I took control of my own hand, sliding my fingers through their slick folds, not teasing, the way Hasumi had. I slipped a finger inside them, my thumb automatically searching for their clit, but only finding the base of one hard cock.

Hasumi hummed encouragingly into my mouth, deepening our kiss, their own hand coming to grip the base of the dick in question. I murmured encouragement, trailing kisses to their jaw, their neck, as they rocked against my hand, stroking their own dick at the same time.

Andy's panting breaths were a background chorus to my lust. But when she cried out, I tore my mouth from Hasumi, turning my head to watch as our witch came undone. Her warm aura swelled, her love and her magic reaching for us all along our bonds, and we all groaned in unison.

Hasumi pressed a kiss to my shoulder, then pulled away, and I knew they thoroughly understood my distraction. We both moved to join Andy and Dyre. Hasumi stroked their hand through the necromancer's hair, murmuring praise, while I knelt and stole a kiss from Andy's soft, flushed lips.

My witchy love wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled me closer, still slightly breathless from the orgasm Dyre had just pulled from her with his mouth. I had to give it to the eerie man, he at least seemed to be up to the task of satisfying our witch. That certainly earned him points in my book.

“We need a bed,” Andy complained, pulling away from me to sit up.

Hasumi shrugged one graceful shoulder. “Or a rug.” Their pretty turquoise eyes landed meaningfully on the plush rug beneath my knees.

I didn't need any more encouragement. And neither did Andy. She lost the lingering lethargy of her orgasm and pushed me to the floor, her hands sliding up my legs in a long caress before she dove between my legs. My head fell back onto the rug with a dull thump, and I gripped her soft green hair, arching my hips up to meet her talented mouth. All of Hasumi's teasing had me ready to explode.

But I did delay my own pleasure long enough to tug at Andy's hair, pulling her head up enough to direct her gaze to the scene playing out beside us. Her eyes glazed over, and she practically drooled at the sight of Dyre, his clothes discarded and his too-thin body on full display, red hair like a curtain of fire as he knelt at Hasumi's feet. The beautiful water weaver glanced our way with a wicked smirk, then directed of their attention toward the scarred man before them. The smirk melted away, replaced by a look so tender it made my chest ache for Dyre—surprising, since it wasn't like I loved the idiot or anything.

But I knew how insecure he was. And how much he yearned for love and affection. Because we were all the same that way.

Hasumi gently guided Dyre's head toward one of their cocks, and I looked to Andy, drank in the fierce mixture of love and lust shining from her beautiful gray eyes. I nudged her, shifting so we could both watch the show. Our legs tangled, and I kneaded her big, soft breasts as we both got off on the friction of our thighs pressing against each other's clits. My gaze was torn between Hasumi's gorgeous expression of pleasure and Andy's shining beauty. Meanwhile Andy drank in the sight of Dyre worshipping Hasumi's cocks, pausing now and then to kiss me as if she needed my touch like she needed breath in her lungs.

And I was struck by how this weird clan of ours couldn't be more perfect.


Chapter 41
Andy


Ilay on the floor with my head in Niamh's lap as she slowly raked her fingers through my hair in a rhythm that had me relaxed and ready to fall asleep. Dyre and Hasumi were both wrapped around me, their legs tangled with mine. I watched with a lazy sense of comfort and warmth as Hasumi propped themselves up on one elbow and reached for Dyre, drawing the hesitant necromancer into a slow, sweet kiss.

Sometimes I thought my life couldn't be more perfect. Usually when I was basking in the afterglow like this.

Then the universe went and reminded me that I shouldn't get complacent in my happiness. The library door opened, and a pair of soft masculine voices halted whatever conversation they'd been having. I hadn't even heard them or noticed their auras as they approached. None of us had, too caught up in post-coital bliss to be on high alert.

River's captivating citrine eyes raked over us, then landed on me with a flash of what could only be interpreted as avid lust, before he packed the expression away and averted his eyes. Seeing that expression on his handsome face did things to me, even in my currently very satisfied state. But I couldn't linger on that thought for long, because I caught a glimpse of another face over his shoulder.

Elijah froze, and I was surprised to see the look of pain on his angelic features. Until I realized where his gaze had landed. He only had eyes for Dyre. Who hadn't yet realized he had an audience as Hasumi made out with him like they were long-time lovers. I nudged them and sat up, breaking the spell.

Elijah turned sharply and left without a word.

River cleared his throat and ran a hand through his hair before giving us all a sheepish look. “Sorry to… interrupt. I didn't realize “she's in the library” meant “she's in the middle of an orgy.” He shrugged and gave me a bit of a wry, teasing smile, the expression all cat. “But I suppose I'll survive the shock, somehow.”

I shook my head. “Did you need something?”

He arched a dark brow. “I came to borrow a book I saw in here the other day. But I ran into Elijah on the way.” He glanced over his shoulder and noticed that the angel had disappeared. “Um. He said there was an urgent message from Bella and was coming to fetch you. I tagged along.” He shrugged again. “I'm afraid I don't really understand all the dynamics here. But regardless, you should probably hurry up and come see what's going on. You're the only one who can open the letter.”

I nodded and started searching for my clothes. “Coming.”

He paused, glanced around the room, his gaze snagging on Dyre as the necromancer scrambled to hide his scars. Then he laughed, deep, and hearty, and free. “I assume you already did. But I'll tell the others you're all on your way to the kitchen war room and make sure there's tea on.”

With that, the strange shifter turned and left us to get dressed.

I just shook my head again and took the underwear Dyre sheepishly handed me. “I thought the door was locked.”

He arched a red brow at me as he dragged a hand through his thoroughly tangled hair. “It was.”

Hasumi gracefully stood and started pulling on their clothes. “I assume someone unlocked it while we were distracted. I wonder at their motives.”

I huffed as we all continued dressing and hastily righting the room. The furniture had gotten some rough use, and a few things were knocked over or shoved out of place. “Ha,” I said dryly. “Being an ass. What other motive could there possibly be, since whoever it was didn't jump right in and join us?”

The water weaver paced over to me and gently kissed my temple. Their turquoise eyes were full of warmth, and their perfect lips curved up in a soft smile. “Perhaps the perpetrator only wanted what I want. What we all want.”

I sighed. “And that would be?”

Graceful hands cupped my face. “For all of us to make a home together. To see how perfectly we all fit here. To belong. To love and be loved in a way I never dreamed was possible before.” They kissed me, slow and sweet. “Perhaps whoever it was left the door unlocked hoping someone would stumble upon us. Sometimes people need a little nudge to realize they actually deserve these things.” Then, with a meaningful look at Dyre, the water weaver dematerialized and left the room.

I had a feeling I knew exactly who had unlocked that door. Sneaky, Hasumi. Sneaky.

“You know,” Niamh said as she secured her small utility knife to her belt. She never went anywhere without it. “They're right. If it wasn't for Hasumi, I think most of you idiots would still be fumbling in the dark with your repressed feelings and all that bullshit.”

Dyre snorted. “Oh, like you've never struggled with your emotions, fae.”

But she just smirked at him. “I did. For all of a day and night. Then I decided Andy was mine and this was where I belonged and that was the end of it.” She shook her head. “Women are much smarter than men when it comes to these things. I think the creator borrowed brain matter from males to make the useless dangly bits between your legs.”

I barked a laugh. She wasn't wrong. Niamh had hated me when she was freed from the bestiary, but she appeared the next day and demanded that since her clan was gone, I was her new family. She had never wavered the way the rest of us did from time to time. I wasn't sure if it was a fae thing, or just a Niamh thing. But whatever the reason, her loyalty and love were fierce and steady. Unwavering.

I reached for her and drew her in for a firm, enthusiastic kiss. “Thank you.”

Then I walked past Dyre on my way to the door, smacking his ass as I passed. “You both looked hot as hell with Hasumi, by the way,” I said with a grin. Turning to glance back over my shoulder, I stuck my tongue out at Niamh. “Which reminds me… what were you saying about never struggling with your feelings? It sure took you long enough to make a move on our pretty water weaver.”

I laughed as I dodged the book she threw at my head. Then I headed down the hallway, bracing myself for whatever new problem was waiting for me. Dyre and Niamh followed close behind.

When we reached the kitchen, Aahil immediately shoved the letter into my hands. “There's blood on it.”

I arched my brows, but Dyre reached past me to touch the envelope. “Not Lovell blood,” he said after only a second's analysis. “Pixie, I believe.”

I winced, both loving and hating the blood affinity that was Dyre's base witch talent. “Pixie? Who hurts a pixie?” They were delicate beings who mostly preferred to avoid any sort of confrontation. The bad feeling in my gut instantly got worse.

Tearing open the envelope, I read the blood-smudged letter. One word was scrawled across the paper, with a hastily drawn sigil at the bottom that looked like a locator spell so we would know where to portal.

I stared at the word as my blood pounded in my ears. “Help.”

That was it. Nothing more. As if my sister—or whoever sent this on her behalf—had only had time to scribble out those four little letters, with their hands covered in blood.


Chapter 42
Andy


We stepped out of the unsteady portal and into chaos.

Bis had insisted on coming with us, and he was furious when I told him no. But now I was glad that he was safe back home in his nest, far away from this carnage. I only hoped I’d make it back to him and he wouldn’t end up stuck in an uninhabited pocket world when we all got our asses killed. Because this was no simple little “defend the councilor” spat.

Smoke billowed from what looked like it had once been an idyllic encampment of simple, storybook cabins set against a backdrop of towering trees. This was fae land. I could feel it in my bones. The fact that anyone had dared to cause such destruction here in fae territory was shocking.

But apparently, the cult had gotten bold. They had overcome the fae protections. Trees older than my entire family lineage were singed, blackened and burned, splintered from magical blasts. People screamed and cried. I stumbled over something and looked down at a severed arm.

Turning, I vomited into a smoking bramble bush.

Help, the letter had said. But it sure as fuck looked like we were far too late to be any sort of help. I didn't have time to wonder what had happened here, as Dyre grabbed my arm with a growl and threw a hasty shield around us to save us from the killing spell someone had just hurled at us.

“Andy!” Bella's voice carried to me over the noise around me as Aahil set fire to the witch who had just hurled that spell at us. I watched as my sister—sweaty, dirty, and with blood trickling from a split lip—rushed toward us while she hurled high-level defensive spells right and left.

“We've got the survivors in one of the remaining cabins, under a shit-ton of wards,” she panted. “But we’re trapped. They've got us surrounded and we can't create portals out. Only in. They must have some sort of fucking artifact blocking our attempts.”

I stared at her as her words sank in. As chaos continued to rain around us, resistance people fighting with what I slowly realized were an entire force of witches arranged in a loose, distant ring around the clearing that had once housed this little village. Was she saying we couldn't get out of here? Fear battled with rage at that little trinket of knowledge. But now wasn't the time to bitch-slap my only living relative for calling us into a situation with no escape. I could do that later. If we survived.

“Explain,” I demanded. “Quickly.”

She nodded once, curt and to the point. “I'm strong. Some of the rebels are good. But we're outclassed magically. We need you to blast us a way out of here. Don't care how. Just help me find a way to nullify those bastards so I can get these people out. Low powered types of non-witch species. Cult wants them all enslaved or dead. No time for conscience here, little sister. Do whatever you have to do.”

As succinct summaries went, that one was a doozy. Goddess damn it! This was exactly the sort of thing I had been trying to avoid. And yet, I couldn't exactly stand here and let the cult kill everyone just for funsies.

“Fucking fuck.” I muttered.

Bella nodded again and darted off to help her people push back an advancing line of witches who had emerged from the woods. Somewhere amid all the noise, the high, keening sound of a crying baby reached my ears. Rage overcame whatever other emotions I might have felt. “Ideas?” I bit out, glancing around at the group of powerful creatures around me.

“Burn everything to the ground?” Aahil shot back, his hands dripping jinn flames that extinguished when they hit the ground. For now.

“I can give us numbers with animation,” Dyre said calmly, still holding the magical shield around us. “Sunshine can drain anyone who gets close to us, but he's not sure he can be as selective as you'd want. He'd probably take out some rebels as well.”

Elijah made a strange motion with his hand and a shining sword made of pure angelic energy appeared in his hand. That was new. He must be getting far more comfortable with his magic. “We could simply fight our way through. Create a gap in their noose so the others can get through.” He met my eyes, his own gaze flaring with power. “Less casualties that way.” Zhong nodded in agreement, his massive wings flaring and skin hardening to create a stone-like protective layer.

River snorted. “Only if you're counting enemy casualties. I guarantee the assholes will try to pick off easy prey rather than defend their own. We'd make a hole in their defenses but lose refugees in the process.”

I rubbed my head. “River's right. We need to incapacitate them all and take out whatever is blocking exit portals in the process. Then the refugees won't have to make a run for it. They can portal out right from their cabin.”

Zhong laid a big hand on my lower back, probably because he understood how much I hated what we were about to do. I squared my shoulders and shoved down my emotions. “Fine. If anyone chooses to fight rather than escape, they need to be either unconscious or dead.”

Grim faces met my gaze, but no one objected. “Aahil, fire circle. Hasumi and Ambrose, do a lap and make them want to turn tail and run. Dyre… fucking go for it, I guess. But only if you're absolutely sure the corpse is from the enemy side.”

I ran a hand over my face. “I'll do what spellwork I can from behind the fire. The rest can stay with me and physically fight off any lucky idiot who manages to make it through all of that. Sound like a plan?”

Aahil nodded. “I'll make a circle and push it outward. Anything in the way will either move or burn. Someone needs to tell the other morons to get out of my way.”

Hasumi shared a glance with Ambrose. “I'll communicate with Bella and the rebels, then join you to influence the cult.”

And with that, we were off. Aahil didn't waste any time raising a circle of flames around us. The heat immediately made me sweat, but the fire didn't harm anyone in our group. “I'll leave you some toys when I see them,” he told Dyre with a feral grin. Then the jinn half-dematerialized to float just high enough to see over his flames. Hasumi and Ambrose disappeared, off to do their part.

“Hold the protections,” Dyre told me evenly. “That way I won't have to split my concentration.” And, with an ease that only the lifebonded could manage, he smoothly passed me control of the shield that protected us.

I felt the pull settle over me, like a workhorse donning a harness. But the effort wasn't a strain. It was a weight I could carry. And honestly, I was happy to do this. To take over protection duty, rather than crafting spells to maim and kill. Dyre's black and violet eyes met mine, and I knew he sensed my relief. That he had assigned this task to me precisely because he wanted to spare my soft, squishy little heart. I nodded, unable to form words.

At some signal from Hasumi, Aahil started expanding the circle of flames, pushing it outward, burning everything it touched to ash in an instant. Occasionally, he left a hole in the wall, pulled the flames there down for a moment to avoid burning a corpse in its path. Dyre smoothly chanted something under his breath and the corpses rose, falling into formation with us, their shuffling gait just able to keep up with our slow pace. On the rare occasion when a daring cult member decided to try to leap through the gap in the flames when Aahil pulled them down to admit a corpse, Zhong, Niamh, River, or Elijah were waiting there to put an end to that idea with fists, blades, or claws.

When Aahil's wall of flames came down, the enemy would be surprised to see our ranks had grown in number… and that their downed comrades were now fighting alongside us. I tried not to look too closely at the corpses and their obvious wounds.

We were really doing this.

The rebels had fallen back to surround a cabin at the center of the village as we simultaneously burned away and cleaned up the enemy in one fell swoop. It made the battle until now seem pointless. We could have ended this conflict immediately, if we'd been here at the start. It was almost too easy.

Which should have been my first clue that things were about to go to shit.

As we advanced forward with our ever-widening circle of flames, Ambrose and Hasumi used their influence over emotions to drive away those of the cultists who would have stupidly stayed to fight. It seemed like forever, like ages passed as I held up the shield around us while Aahil's flames cleared the way and Dyre's necromancy created an ever-growing force of undead, but it was probably only a few minutes.

Eventually, Hasumi reappeared by my side, taking up a place between myself and River, who had been helping to defend the opening in Aahil's flames to my right so Dyre could create yet another puppet. Bella and Junaid appeared on my other side, but they were hardly needed. It was frighteningly easy how we overcame the cult. And how we only grew stronger along the way, Dyre and Sunshine amassing a small army of animated corpses to fight at our side, if it ever actually came to that. I was beginning to think that Bella was right. My newfound family and I could probably end this war before it ever really got started, if I was willing to step into the spotlight, drag my loved ones along with me, and conquer the cultists and anyone else who stood in our way with the same sort of righteous self-importance that the bad guys displayed.

It was tempting. We could end this all. Be heroes. And finally stop hiding from the people who were hunting us from all sides.

But in that moment, I could see how my birth family had become so corrupt. It would have been so easy for them, witches with unusually strong magic and inventive minds, to dominate everyone around them, to bend the will of others when things didn't go their way. To maybe think that they were even in the right while they did it. While they committed atrocities… for the greater good of witch kind, of course.

I was sure my ancestors had thought they were doing what was right too. Didn't every villain see themselves as the hero of their own story? I could so easily see myself slipping into that darkness. Into taking what I wanted, molding the world and our society to fit my preferences, and damn anyone who stood in my way.

I took a steadying breath. I was not my family. I was more than just another evil Lovell. The things I did today—the people who were, even now, dying because of my actions… it was for the greater good. To protect innocent creatures who couldn't defend themselves. Who were being persecuted and killed simply for daring to exist. This was right. I was sure of it.

Then why did my chest ache with every corpse that rose to march at our side?

I shouldn't have let my attention wander. When he was teaching me magic, that was always Dyre's first warning. Keep your focus. Don't get distracted, even for an instant. Be aware of your surroundings at all times… and never underestimate how underhanded your attackers might be.

I should have listened to his advice instead of letting myself worry about whether I was a good witch or a bad witch. Maybe things would have turned out differently then. Or maybe not. Maybe everything I did really was cursed, every effort to do good tainted by the karmic effects of the Lovells who came before me.

Whatever the reason, I looked up from my musing slowly, only becoming aware of the three witches standing before our wall of flames far too late. They seemed immune to Ambrose's boogeyman tricks. He appeared out of the air behind them to shout a warning to us, but it took a moment to understand his words. It was like everything moved in slow motion.

Not three witches, I realized then. Two witches and a woman who had all the tall, lean beauty of a fae, but the rounded ears and meek demeanor of a human. A hybrid who probably had no real magic to defend herself with. Her long brown hair blew across her face, hiding her wide, terrified blue eyes as I watched through the flickering wall of flames.

One of the witches, a short, curvy woman, held some sort of glowing amulet in her hand—probably what was protecting them from Ambrose's power. The other witch, a broad, gray-haired man, had a death grip on the fae hybrid’s slender arm. What in the world were they doing, attempting to bargain with a hostage? Surely the stupid cultists could see that they'd be burned to ash if they continued to just stand there.

Then everything sped up, happening too fast for my shocked brain to keep up. Dyre was right. I shouldn't have underestimated the depths my enemy was willing to sink to. I was still thinking like someone with a heart.

The necromancer himself was distracted by the magic he was working to raise the most recent corpse soldier, otherwise he probably would have caught on much quicker than I did. Aahil shouted his name, clearly seeing what was about to happen and knowing I couldn't hold the shield around us without help. “Dyre!” he yelled, his smooth voice cracking like a whip as his wall of flames rose higher in an attempt to protect us. “Blood curse!”

My heart stopped as something I couldn’t quite see happened beyond the flames. The girl crumpled to the ground, and a massive ball of magic came hurtling toward us. Even then, I wasn't really worried. My shield had held against everything else the cult had thrown at us. Why should this be any different? But Dyre's concentration tore from the corpse he was working on, his violet eyes flashing black as he lurched toward me. Too late. The spell hit the shield.

And the shield shattered like glass.

The impact was soul-numbing as the powerful magic I had been channeling burst around me, the force of it searing through my nerves and making me fall to my knees in pain. Dyre thrust out a hand to try to re-establish the shield, but his attention was split, his dark gaze flicking to me in concern for just a second too long, our bond flooded by the pain of the magical backlash from the shield breaking. The cult's second spell made it past Aahil's flames and hurtled right toward us. I clenched my eyes closed as I braced for the pain.


Chapter 43
River


Ifelt it when the protective shield around us fell. My own magic tingled through me, sharp and fast in response, as the necromancer pulled his magic away from the corpse he'd been raising and tried to snap the shields back up in time. I pulled back from defending the circle and instinctively reached into my own bag of tricks. Wrongness tingled over me. Bad luck warring against my own innate luckiness. The feeling said I had to get out of here. Now.

I saw it clearly in my mind’s eye, well used to making predictions by now. Dyre wasn't fast enough. And though the other magic users in the group would try to help, they were a beat behind him. They would all fail to get the shield back up in time, and even if they did, only the necromancer's magic had any chance of standing up to the next spell.

Dark magic. Black magic. Blood magic. The cultists released their sacrifice, her blood still pumping from the slash across her throat, soaking the dirt as she crumpled to the ground, her life force now powering their spells.

The killing spell hurtled toward our group. The caster's aim wasn't perfect, maybe because they were trying to control a magic that wasn't meant to exist. For whatever reason, I could see the trajectory, in that moment when my magic rose up and time stood still. It would hit the right side of the group.

I forced myself to watch it happen, to see what the reality was before I attempted to change it. I had long ago learned not to ignore that vital step, or I would only make things worse. Cats had lots of tricks up our sleeves. But this one was the rarest among my kind, and the most carefully guarded secret.

Because it had as much chance of failing as it did of succeeding.

The spell hurtled toward us. I used my magic to sidestep through time, watching from a safer distance. Bella and Andy were going to take the brunt of the spell. But of course, their lovers had other ideas. Junaid reached for Bella, using his jinn magic to phase into the path of the spell and violently shove her out of the way of the worst of it, but he wasn't quite quick enough. All of Andy's harem whipped their heads toward their witch, but the only one close enough to help was Hasumi. The water weaver stepped in front of the witch and wrapped their slender body around her, shielding them both in a bubble of water magic.

The spell hit, and everyone was thrown backward. I watched the carnage. Watched as four people I cared about were killed and two were badly wounded.

Not wasting time with the aftermath, I reached for my magic and rewound time. This time, I didn't stand still in safety. This time, I moved to save the strange people I was becoming so fond of.

And I failed.

Sucking in a deep breath, I yanked on the slippery fabric of time again.

And again.

And again.

I was only one person. I could only be in one place at one time. And I could only warp time for seconds…not even an entire minute.

It wasn't enough. I knew it from the moment that blast came hurtling toward the rebel leader and her reluctantly recruited sister and friends. And yet, I had to try. I couldn't stand by and watch this happen.

Of all the times I had cursed the limitations of the amazing power I had been gifted, this was one of the absolute worst.

Dead. Again, and again, they were all dead.

My legs shook and the magic burned as I grasped it again. I had to keep trying.

This time I only made it worse. I moved Aahil closer, hoping he could phase Andy and Hasumi out faster than the water weaver could. He couldn't.

I hit my knees as the blast hit the group, my vision wavering and the air burning as I forced my tired body to continue to suck in oxygen. As I forced my exhausted synapses to fire. One more. I thought I might have one more time skip left in me, though I had never pushed myself this far before.

I felt tears trickle down my cheeks. My body was burning hot and icy cold by turns as I forced it to keep doing things that went against the natural order. I pushed myself to my feet, swaying when dizziness swept over me. I had to move now, or I'd lose too much time. I could only set things back so far from the present. I had to try again.

I had to choose.

“I'm sorry,” I whispered as I grabbed the slippery, burning threads of time in one final attempt. “I’m so fucking sorry.”


Chapter 44
Andy


The cultist's killing spell was hurtling toward us as I tried to re-build the shield they had just destroyed. But I knew I wouldn't be fast enough. And even if I was, there was no guarantee it would hold. I felt Dyre and Sunshine's magic surge to me through our bond. Maybe together we could--

I hit my knees hard, quite a distance from where I had just been standing. Strong arms banded around my waist when I reflexively tried to stand, tried to get to my family, who were all now standing in the path of killing magic while I was somehow just out of blast range.

It all happened so fast that my mind had trouble keeping up. It seemed like I only blinked, and the horrific scene unfolded before me. Hasumi was standing awkwardly, a watery shield up as they tried to shelter the place where I had been standing just a second before. Junaid threw Bella away from him… and the spell hit.

I screamed, clawing at the ground as I tried to crawl toward the place where my family were now lying scattered on the ground. Toward the place where Hasumi had just been standing.

I couldn't stop screaming. The arms around me shook, and a deep, broken voice reached my ears through the white noise that was taking over. “Sorry,” he whispered, over and over. “So sorry, Oleander. I'm so sorry.”

I glanced aside long enough to see that it was River who was holding me back. Something was wrong with the shifter. He was shaking. His coppery skin had lost its luster, and there were dark circles under his eyes. But I couldn't focus on that. I could barely breathe.

Struggling free of his grip, I scrambled to my feet and ran. But I was too late. I knew that. And I knew what I had just witnessed would haunt me forever. “Hasumi!” I shouted as I reached the place where the water weaver had just stood seconds before.

Where they had been vaporized by the enemy spell. Steam filled the air, and I whipped my head around, expecting Hasumi to simply reform from the ether and give me one of their unconcerned little smiles.

Bella was sobbing. Holding Junaid's mangled body in her lap. He wasn’t moving and no aura surrounded his body. Dead.

Ambrose was helping a bloodied and stumbling Zhong carry Niamh to the shade of a large oak. She was alive, judging from the state of her aura, but there was a lot of blood. They were both badly hurt. I took all of this in between blinks. Like still frames in an old family slide show. Flat. Emotionless. As if nothing around me was real. It couldn’t be.

Dyre stood in the middle of it all, wearing a truly terrifying expression, his eyes completely black and his gauntly handsome face twisted in bitter rage while his dark aura flared around him like the waving arms of a hungry shadow. His army of corpses had frozen in place, but with a wave of his hand, they rushed forward, moving faster than any undead should move.

They fell on the remaining cultists like hungry super-powered zombies, screams and wet crunches filling the air.

No more spells came at us. Not that I would have cared if they did. I was too busy trying to breathe around the painful vise that crushed my chest. “Hasumi!” I yelled again, spinning in a circle. “Where are you?”

Aahil appeared at my side in a shower of sparks. His eyes were wild and filled with jinn fire, and his graceful motions were sharp and so fast it was hard for my eye to follow. “Weaver!” he demanded in his best impatient, no-nonsense tone. “Show yourself. This isn’t humorous.”

“I can feel their magic,” I said, though I knew I was only trying to convince myself at that point. “They just have to… re-form.”

The mist that had hung in the air around us was beginning to dissipate. I tried not to think about what that mist was. And what it might mean that it was disappearing without leaving a gorgeous water weaver behind. I started shaking uncontrollably and my voice cracked. “Hasumi?”

Dyre came to stand closer, pulling his attention away from the ravenous horde he had created. His black eyes flashed to violet and he lifted a hand to touch my shoulder, then his gaze went black again as Sunshine took over. “The water weaver is dead, my witch,” the wraith said evenly. “There is no use calling their name.”

I slapped his hand away. “No! Hasumi isn't dead. They're just… water molecules right now. They'll be back.” My voice broke as tears spilled from my eyes. “Hasumi…” The name was just a whisper on my tongue.

Aahil let out a low, eerie whine beside me, like a mortally wounded animal, and I couldn't take it. I couldn't take the realization and recognition that filled his blazing golden eyes, the pain that twisted his beautiful features.

“I can feel their magic,” I insisted. Though even that was fading as the breeze carried away the scent of magic, replacing it with the lingering smell of burning trees.

Aahil hissed. “Leftover traces. Nothing more.”

I swallowed hard. “No.”

He closed his blazing eyes and tilted his head back, letting out an inhuman yell. Flames burst from his body, engulfing him in impenetrable jinn fire and searing the earth where he stood. I watched, feeling almost numb, as Aahil lost control. As he lost the anchor that had kept him contained, the powerful fellow elemental who had helped put him back together when he had been broken beyond repair.

Aahil's screams echoed around the clearing, mingling with Bellas’s sobbing. The pain in his soul called to mine as he sank to his knees, shoulders hunched, head hung low, crying silent tears inside his cocoon of fire.

Only the thought that Aahil might hurt himself again got me moving. I somehow put one foot in front of the other until I reached him, ignoring the blistering heat that beat against my skin and lifted my hair.

“Aahil,” I whispered. Then I tried again, my voice louder, but still cracked and raw. “Aahil, please. I can't lose you too. Let me in.”

He lifted his head, his rage-and-pain-filled eyes met mine, and I thought for a moment there that I really had lost him this time. Then he sucked in a breath and his flames went out with a muffled whump of sound. He didn't speak as I sank down before him and wrapped my arms around him, both of us shaking with the force of our pain and grief. His lean arms wrapped around my waist, and he held me so tightly I knew I would bruise. As if it was only me keeping him from losing himself.

Which, I supposed it was now.

Hasumi had kept us all together, at one time or another.

I broke then, ugly-crying against Aahil's soft hair, not caring if the rest of the world fell apart. Fuck the rest of the world. Fuck politics, and the SA, and the cult. Fuck the rebels and their fucking cause. I knew exactly how Aahil felt, because at that moment, I wanted it all to burn until there was nothing left, not even ashes.

I felt darkness stirring within me, and I wasn’t sure I had it in me to fight it anymore.

Elijah quietly knelt beside me and Aahil, the bright branches of his wings curling around us, sheltering us in angelic light. I saw Dyre move out of the corner of my eye, saw him kneel down beside Elijah and take the Angel's hand in his as he closed his eyes, silent in his own grief. Ambrose stood behind Dyre, his hands gripping the necromancer's shoulders so tightly I knew he must be thinking what I was. That it was a blessing any of us had survived at all. And that any of them might slip away from me at any moment.

But I was still lucid enough to remember I had one person to thank for my own life. Someone who shouldn’t be left out of our circle of grief. I lifted my head long enough to reach for River as he turned away, snagging my fingers in his pantleg and tugging, letting him know the only way I could, that I was thankful to be alive… even if being alive hurt so fucking much I didn’t know how I’d survive it.

But when he turned back to me, River’s exhausted face was haunted. He shook his head, his tangled black hair falling forward over his eyes. “I'm sorry,” he said again. And this time, somehow the weight of his words got through the haze of shock. He sounded… guilty.

I had somehow ended up out of harm's way. And River had been with me.

While Hasumi was left to die.
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