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      “I am ready for life to settle without chaos and fighting evil.” I loved having my best friend living full-time in Cottlehill Wilds for the past eight months, even though along with Fiona came trouble.

      "You do realize you’ve jinxed us now. You’re part of the magical world now. You can’t go around inviting the bad guys to surface.” I locked my bookstore and scanned the street. Ever since the first murder in our small town, I had a hard time walking home at night.

      “We killed the evil King. There’s no one left to attack us.”

      “Fiona Grace Shakleton. Watch your mouth. That’s asking for trouble. Besides, we still have a murderer out there,” Isidora, her grandmother, said in the background. It was still odd to hear her voice and see her. I was with Aislinn when we discovered her dead in the living room. None of us understood what Fiona did to bring her back to life or how long she would remain alive. All spells lost their power eventually unless you continued to feed it energy. You couldn’t add to what you didn’t understand.

      Fiona sighed. “That’s exactly what Violet just told me. Did Mae stop by today?”

      I stuff my free hand into my purse and clutch my pepper spray. My magic had been acting up ever since I was injured in the battle in Eidothea, so I didn’t want to rely on it in an emergency.

      “She did. Apparently, Lance is stumped over the murder of that human months ago. It's no surprise that he is frustrated by the lack of leads. While the supernatural office of investigations is inundated with evidence. Gardoss reported that his office is analyzing as fast as they can. Mae said Gardoss told her they’d detected Dark, demonic magic.”

      “That’s not surprising. Did any murders occur after we killed Vodor? Bas assured me his lackeys would have felt his demise and given up and gone into hiding.”

      “I didn’t get a chance to ask her for more information. A customer came in, and she left. Did Isidora hear anything useful while we were gone?” The night closed around me like a cloak. Close and all-encompassing. It wasn’t a pleasant sensation.

      “She lost her connection to the dead when I resurrected her. The last thing she discovered was from Tunsall’s sister when she crossed to the afterlife. Her murderer had grey skin and black horns on his head and red scales on his arms. Grams thought she was confused.”

      “A bilge changes their appearance and mimics other creatures when they kill, but they don’t leave evidence behind. They wouldn’t be the best assassins if they did. It doesn’t make any sense.” We were convinced the culprit was a bilge, one of the King’s assassins. Now, it seemed unlikely. I was torn between hoping it was one and wanting it to be something else. Neither option was appealing.

      “I never considered it as anything other than the bilge. What Grams described sounds like a demon to me. Please tell me they don’t exist.”

      “Unfortunately, they are real creatures. However, they don’t cross through the veil that often,” I said at the same time Grams responded in the background on Fiona’s end of the call. “Of course, demons exist. And I would bet there is one stalking supernaturals in Cottlehill Wilds. Our town is a veritable buffet for a creature from the Underworld.”

      My heart picked up speed, making me dizzy for a split second. The skin where I had my new marking prickled and stung. During the fighting in the Fae realm, a Dark elf’s spell sliced into my chest. When the skin healed, the image of a burning bird was left behind. Now it flared to life anytime my blood surged through my veins.

      “That doesn’t sound very good. Is there a system in place to deal with rogue demons on Earth? It sounds beyond Gardoss’s ability to handle. He seems like a competent cop, but he isn’t all-powerful or anything.” Fiona wasn’t wrong about that. Most in our law enforcement didn’t have experience with anything demonic.

      I looked into the shadows along the road as I walked past closed businesses. I had lived here all my life, yet it felt like a foreign town now. There was an energy in the night that I couldn’t identify. At times, it seemed to be coming from me. And others, it was foreign magic outside of my body.

      “Maybe it isn’t a demon. We could be dealing with a sloppy bilge. The deaths have all looked as if various creatures were responsible. First, it seemed like a werewolf was the culprit. Then we found the dragon scale. Mae mentioned one with fang marks as if a vampire had drained her. That fits with our original theory. The Dark magic calls that into question. They don’t mimic anything demonic.” My head ached, and I wanted to forget all about these cases.

      I wasn’t a member of either the human or supernatural law enforcement. This wasn’t our responsibility. And yet, ever since Fiona moved to Cottlehill Wilds and became the new Guardian of the portal, I had joined her and Aislinn, and we’d fallen into that role. Gardoss wasn’t the only one that didn’t like us sticking our noses into each of his cases. I was getting pretty tired of it, as well.

      Investigating cases excited me before I accompanied Fiona and Aislinn to Eidothea. Now, my body was changing, and my magic was on the fritz. I didn’t have time to deal with this crap. An out-of-control witch was dangerous. Suppose Camille or Gardoss discovered I was having trouble. In that case, they’d want me incarcerated until they could be certain I wouldn’t blow something up.

      I pulled my hand out of my purse and tried to conjure a fireball on my palm. The flames sizzled and sputtered. Instead of going out, they shot into the air. I curled my fingers which should have smothered the fire. They were beyond my control and hit the bark of a tree in the distance.

      “What was that? Are you alright?” Fiona’s voice penetrated my mind and snapped me to attention.

      “Yeah, sorry. I was just wondering if it could be someone trying to force us out into the open. Many paranormals have tried over the years, claiming we should be in positions of power over humans. Maybe it’s someone trying to get Lance’s attention.”

      “If that were the case, Lance would have been called to the scene of the deaths. The culprit would have made sure he became involved. Without him investigating, the existence of supernaturals wouldn’t be revealed,” Fiona countered.

      “Good point. I feel like we’re spinning in circles. The investigations are best left to Gardoss. We could all use some downtime seeing as we had already saved one realm. This one will have to wait until we’re all one hundred percent again.”

      Fiona chuckled. “What did you tell me months ago? Something about evil not waiting for me to be at my best and to get off my ass and learn everything I could. You’re my best friend, and I can’t imagine facing this world without you. But if you need rest, you don’t have to help with this. Aislinn, Bas, and I can handle it.”

      I considered that for one second. I wanted to tell her it wasn’t a matter of getting sleep. My magic was on the fritz. The Fae realm fight did something to me that I couldn’t figure out, and I wasn't working right now.

      “As if you could handle this without me. Someone has to be the voice of reason here. Plus, when the witch elders objected to bringing the SEA or Supernatural Enforcement Agency in on the deaths, they cited you as their reason. They agreed you are a force to be reckoned with. Plus, for as long as anyone could remember, the Shakleton’s and their Guardianship have extended to the town.”

      Isidora made a hmph sound. An image of her hovering next to Fiona as she listened to our conversation popped into my head. “Our family had always solved disputes and stepped in before disagreements got out of hand. We’ve earned the town's faith, but I don’t think your elders want Fiona to handle the case out of the goodness of their hearts. It’s about money. They don’t have to pay her like they do Gardoss and SEA. They’re cheap bastards.”

      A noise in the park up ahead froze my blood and my feet. I was on freaking edge and about to jump out of my skin. “There’s something in the park,” I whispered into the phone.

      “What?” Fiona’s whisper-yell echoed from my cell like a foghorn.

      “Be quiet. I’m going to investigate. I sure wish I had driven to work tonight.” About ten years ago, when my husband left me, I started walking to work as a way of getting back in shape. Middle age had a way of creeping up on you and blindsiding you with random hair, body aches, hormone surges, and hot flashes.

      As if I conjured the symptoms, heat barreled through my body, starting in my feet and heading for my scalp. Sweat dotted my skin in its wake. I resembled one of those hot dogs that roll around on a heater all day waiting for some unsuspecting victim to buy it.

      I was breathing so hard I swore it was shining a light on my crouched position at the edge of the pavement. Walking toward the park while staying hunched down was slow going. The park was suddenly a mile away.

      My thighs were burning like the pits of Hell by the time I reached the break in the hedges. I was steps away from the path into the park. Moving forward went against my desire to not get involved in the investigations. I’ve never waffled over decisions like this before.

      On the one hand, I wanted to stand up and run in the other direction. While on the other I was ready to march into the park and stop whatever was happening. The malicious intent thickening the air and choking me told me whatever was happening wasn’t a sexy rendezvous between lovers.

      I placed my hand over my chest and poked my head around the bushes. At first, I didn’t see anything. It was as I turned to vanish behind the shrub that I caught one glowing red eye. I sucked in a breath and ducked behind the plant to hide my presence.

      It was definitely demonic. Or the Dark Fae bilge we had assumed from the beginning. Their specific power is the ability to mimic others.

      The second presence registered when I acknowledged there was no way to know what the creature was without closer inspection. The second being was prone on the grass. At first blush, they weren’t engaged in a torrid love affair in the middle of an empty park. I was basing that assumption entirely on the malevolence choking me.

      Walk away! I tried to turn, but my feet wouldn’t obey. There was someone in danger in the park, and I could do something about it. With a curse, I tiptoed into the area. The beast hovering over its victim turned scarlet eyes on me.

      My chest started burning as adrenaline dumped into my bloodstream. Specifically the bird on my chest. It was on fire and taking my breath away. Before I passed out, energy sizzled to the surface of the blood racing through my veins. It supercharged me, making me feel powerful.

      “Took you long enough,” the creature announced in a voice that sounded like metal grinding against stone.

      I cast a quick glance around, searching for another enemy. Nothing moved, but I didn’t dare take my eyes off the demonic being much longer. “What do you mean?” His statement made the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. His comment insinuated he was waiting for me, which seemed ridiculous.

      “You smell sweet. Far tastier than this pathetic excuse.” He kicked the being with a foot as he stood up to his full height of over six feet tall. He had dark hair, caramel skin and was dressed all in black. His clothing looked more like liquid silk as it moved over his body and made me think of a snake.

      My stomach turned as he licked his lips. It wasn’t a sensuous gesture. Instead, it shouted hunger and the desire to devour every ounce of my being. “I’ve been looking for you ever since your presence popped up three days ago.” He tilted his head. “Something is missing. You’re not all there.” He sniffed the air.

      I swallowed bile and tried to shut down my gag reflex. Once the watery mouth started, I was a goner. I’d vomit, and I couldn’t afford to leave myself exposed like that. Analyzing his statement helped.

      We had returned from Eidothea three days ago. I was certain he was the one killing in our town for months now. Why was it a few days ago I had sparked his interest? My hand crept up to the burning bird then fell away. I had no idea what was wrong with me or if that is what caught his attention, and I didn’t care.

      “If you’re hunting me, you’re doing a piss poor job of it. I had no idea you were even here.” Taunting the demon doesn’t seem like the best idea, Vi. “Leave me alone.” I tried to infuse my voice with the siren traits of my ancestors. I didn’t have that much siren in me and had never wished for more until that moment.

      “My messages were pretty clear. Perhaps, you’re slow. Or, you just don’t know how to interpret dreams.” My heart stopped when he said that.

      I had been plagued with nightmares of my friends being torn apart by a hungry monster with red eyes. He looked nothing like the guy before me. I wondered if he wore human skin to hide his horns and grey leather-like flesh. Had he sent me the dreams?

      A part of me was drawn to him, and my feet were moving before I knew it was happening. I stopped myself a few feet away and got a better look at the person on the ground. It was Faye. One of the witch elders.

      Bile filled the back of my throat. Her stomach was cut open, and I could see the ripples of her intestines. They glistened in the moonlight, and her chest didn’t rise and fall that I could see. Oh, Goddess. She couldn’t be dead.

      “Your messages are pathetically cliched. Death is expected from demons and not attractive in the least.”

      His smile was revolting and almost made me lose control over my stomach. “Good thing all I want is your power.” I wondered if it was really Fiona that he was hunting. He might have zeroed in on me because I was connected to her. I needed to ask Aislinn if she was experiencing anything out of the ordinary. Perhaps that was why she’d been sick lately.

      I called up my power. It surged when I called. The winds whipped around me, sending the demon’s dark hair flying around his handsome face. I wanted to pump my fist when a blast hit him and caught him off-guard.

      The rain started next, and the ground rolled beneath our feet. I had to brace myself so I didn’t fall over. The elements raged harder as my heart rate increased. The two seemed connected. That frightened me more than the demon. The elements shouldn’t respond to me like that. Witches used the elements, and we drew upon their power. But we weren’t able to control them. And we certainly didn’t influence them.

      The demon glanced around as he tried to shield his face from the rain and wind. I took deep breaths and tried to calm my fear and rage. The more I felt, the more the elements raged. I had to get control of this and fast.

      Power filled my chest, making it feel close to bursting. I shook my hands and imagined flinging the terror away from me. Energy flowed from the ends of my hands like sparks from a firework.

      They landed on the ground and started fires. The winds continued, but the rain stopped. The tiny lightning bolts continued to fly from my fingertips. I wasn’t able to control the power from leaking from me like I was a sieve.

      One bolt hit the demon in the chest, leaving a gaping hole in its wake. Black blood dribbled down his chest as he screamed. He batted at his injury and backed away from me. His red eyes wide, and his face pinched from pain. He gave me one last look and took off.

      I didn’t have time to consider the energy still pouring from me. I landed on my knees next to Faye and groped for a pulse. There was nothing for several seconds. I cried out when a pulse beat beneath my probing fingers. It was barely there.

      I looked around for my phone and saw it next to my purse. "I’m getting you help, Faye. Hang on.”

      I crawled toward my phone as fast as possible. There was no telling if the demon was coming back, but I didn’t want to take any chances. I needed to get in touch with Gardoss and call Zreegy to help Faye.

      The cold glass in my hand was a lifeline. I flipped it open and hit Zreegy’s contact info.

      Her smiling face appeared on the screen. “Hey, Violet. Did Fiona burn herself again?”

      “No,” I burst out. “I’m at the park, and I stumbled across a demon attacking Faye. Her stomach was sliced open. I can see her guts, and her heart is barely beating, and I’m not sure she’s breathing. She needs help!”

      Zreegy’s eyes flared, and she was in motion. “I’ll be right there. Put pressure on the wound to stop the bleeding.” The screen went black, then reverted back to my contacts as she hung up.

      My thumb hovered over Gardoss’s number but never made contact. Something hard struck the back of my head, and I lost my grip on the device before face-planting in the grass. Pain exploded in my skull. Blood dripped down my forehead and into my eyes.

      I blinked and saw the demon approach Faye again. Black dots danced across my vision, threatening to take over. It took every ounce of energy I had to try and keep my lids open. The demon’s head lifted when I could fight the pull no longer, and I slipped into the darkness.
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      I jumped from the passenger door of my Mustang and ran toward the park. My heart was in my throat, and I couldn’t breathe. My best friend had faced some evil creature on her own. The sound of its voice telling me it had been stalking me since our return will haunt my nightmares for the rest of my life.

      “Please let her be okay,” I murmured to keep my mind from devolving into the same spiral it had for the ten-minute drive.

      Bas was a pillar of stability as he sat and listened to me pour out every worst-case scenario I could imagine. When he burst past me at a run, I picked up my pace. His senses were far better than mine, so I had no doubt he’d picked up something in the area.

      He was through the shrubs and snarling as he entered the park. I was a couple seconds behind him and screamed when I saw Violet passed out and Faye not far from her. I didn’t know the witch elder that well, but was torn between going to her or Violet first. Sebastian chased someone through the darkened park, leaving me to deal with the two women.

      Faye’s intestines were turning grey and becoming necrotic where they protruded from an abdominal incision. Violet wasn’t moving and had her eyes closed, but her chest was rising and falling.

      I decided on the more critical woman first and knelt by her side. A sluggish and slow thump pulsed beneath my fingertips when I pressed on Faye’s neck. I removed my sweater and placed it over the open wound to protect the bowels while putting pressure on the wound.

      I held the wad down with one hand while keeping my fingers on her pulse with the other. Within a couple seconds, I no longer felt the faint beating and released my hold on her injury to perform CPR. My hands knew what to do and immediately started pressing on her sternum. I had no idea how supernaturals dealt with lack of air, but she would have brain damage from the lack of oxygen if I didn’t get more blood circulating soon.

      Before I needed to give her any breaths, Zreegy raced into the park. “Oh, thank God you’re here.” I had no idea why or how she was at the park but was grateful. She was a skilled healer.

      She joined me next to Faye. “Violet called me. Told me about Faye’s injuries before she cried out and the phone went dead. I’ve got Faye. You make sure Violet is alright.”

      I nodded and crawled over to my best friend. Tears stung my eyes as I checked her pulse. It beat steady beneath my touch. When I probed her skull, I noted a lump and gash on the crown near her parietal lobe.

      “Not only is Faye injured, but her magic is also weak. How’s Violet?” I glanced up at Zreegy and considered what she was saying. Whoever had attacked her had done so to steal her power. It made my heart race. It sounded too much like Vodor and Thelvienne and made me sick to my stomach to even think about it.

      I had killed both, and yet, was still afraid they’d find some way to return and haunt me. My hands were shaking when I lifted them to hover over Violet’s chest. She hadn’t been herself lately. Clearly, something was going on. I just prayed it wasn’t something slowly draining her that was causing it.

      “Recensionem magicae.” The spell sunk into her body and explored her magical makeup. It felt different from the time I scanned her after sharing my power. Whatever I had given her continued to alter her in unseen ways. I prayed I wasn’t the reason she had become a target for this demonic creature.

      Once the shock receded, I was relieved that her levels seemed to be as expected. “She’s fine, magically speaking. That demon clocked her in the head and caused her to pass out. Without an MRI, I can’t say more about the severity.”

      Faye muttered something, and blue light surrounded Faye in a cocoon. The healer strode over to my side and ran her hands over Violet’s head. “She’s going to be just fine in no time. The blow rattled her brain but didn’t do any permanent damage.”

      I scanned the area and saw Bas striding our way. “Since you’re empty-handed, I take it you didn’t catch the culprit.”

      He shook his head. His eyes blazed with his anger and frustration. I’d gotten to know the guy well over the last eight months and knew he was pissed the demon got away. “The fucker vanished right in front of me. What kind of creature can teleport like that? I assumed he was a demon, but they don’t have that much power as far as I know.”

      “That’s a hybrid trait. I read about two Fae-witch hybrids in our history that could move through time and space with a thought. It was believed they had a demonic family member in their background. I’d be curious to get my hands on this one and examine it,” Zreegy relayed.

      “There won’t be much left after I’m done with him.” I spun around and grabbed Violet’s hands. Her eyes were open, and she was watching us. The vice around my heart eased a fraction. I wasn’t going to lose my friend.
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        * * *

      

      I had never been happier to see my best friend in my life. I thought the demon had me. Fiona helped me sit up. “Will Faye live?” Zreegy was the second-best thing that had ever happened to Cottlehill Wilds. Of course, Fiona was first on that list. And Aislinn was third. She would be higher, but Zreegy had saved our asses too many times now to be any less critical.

      Zreegy stood up and crossed to the prone witch. With a wave of her hand, Faye’s body lifted into the air. It was wrapped in a healing trance. “It’s too early to tell. In addition to her catastrophic injury, her magic has been siphoned from her body. It’s one reason she isn’t healing as well.”

      I shook my head. I couldn’t let that happen. This creature was feeding off the power of supernaturals and using injuries to disguise what he’d taken. “We need to get her to the council. They can infuse her and help save her. And might have an answer as to what it is we are facing here. She was a witch elder with a seat on the council. Her power should be off the charts.”

      Fiona waved in Zreegy’s direction. “It seems this thing might be a hybrid like me. Fae-witch.”

      “The ones that could teleport had a demonic ancestor. Don’t forget that,” Zreegy put out there.

      My stomach rebelled when I pushed off the ground and tried to stand up. My vision swam for a second, as well. Fiona’s soft hand grabbed my arm and braced me so I didn’t fall. “Careful. You’ve got a nasty bump on the head. I’d say nausea and headache are certainties for the next few hours.”

      Sebastian bent and picked up my purse, then lifted a cup, as well. He held it up, making the moonlight catch on the gold and jewels encrusted on the sides. Fiona reached out and took it from him. The thing vibrated in her hands and had symbols etched into the side of it.

      “Why do you have an old-world chalice in your bag? It’s powerful and beautiful; deadly, as well.” Fiona’s forehead was furrowed. “I have no idea why I said that. Obviously, a cup can’t kill you, yet it gives me the heebie-jeebies.”

      “That’s not mine. I’ve never seen it before in my life,” I replied.

      Fiona turned to her new boyfriend. The term seemed inadequate to describe the couple’s relationship. Fiona didn’t want to think about officially mating Bas yet. She was happy focusing primarily on herself. “Is it Fae made?”

      Sebastian took it from her hand and tilted it this way, and that then handed it back to her. “Nope. The runes aren’t Fae, and the construction isn’t of our realm. There’s witch power infused into it. I’d say a witch made it.”

      I wouldn’t be surprised if it was some council artifact Faye was carrying. They hid countless tomes and dark and cursed objects from the general population under the guise of protecting us.

      Fiona shrugged her shoulders and dropped it into my bag, then hitched the strap over her shoulder. “That’s a problem for another time. We need to get Faye to the council.”

      Zreegy maneuvered Faye as we all headed for the exit. “Violet, let them know we’re coming and should be there in a few minutes. Can one of you cast a spell over her and me, so no one sees her floating next to us while we’re walking down Main Street?”

      Fiona wrapped an arm around me and stuck close to my side. “Where is the council meeting hall?”

      “It’s behind Town Hall. They meet right beneath Constable Lance’s nose.” I had to slow my steps, or I would hurl all over Fiona’s boots. She loved the black beasts. They made her look as badass as she was and gave her confidence. I didn’t want to ruin them.

      “I had no idea they were so close. Let’s drive-through.” Fiona patted my shoulder affectionately. She was the freaking best. I was glad I was talking to her when I encountered Faye and the demon. There’s no telling what would have happened if she and Bas hadn’t arrived when they did. “Violet can’t move that fast, and I have a feeling time is of the essence.”

      We all climbed into Fiona’s Mustang and put Faye in the trunk. It was the safest place for her. I asked what happened to the demon as we drove and was surprised to hear Bas had almost caught him. If the arsehole hadn’t disappeared, we would’ve had him in our hands.

      We pulled into the parking lot in front of the red brick building with columns on each side of the entrance. There were two floors of windows and a bell tower at the top of the building.

      I watched Fiona’s face, and her surprise as Bas drove behind the government building. Unless you saw through the glamour, all you saw was a strip of pavement about ten feet wide followed by the forest.

      “Holy crap,” Fiona blurted. “I freaking love magic. That brick house was hiding in plain sight my entire life. I can’t believe I never saw it before.”

      “We didn’t hang out back here. If we had, you’d have seen it for sure. Isidora might have blocked your power, but she didn’t take your ability to see the supernatural,” I pointed out.

      Bas turned and drove straight at a large oak tree. The tree was an illusion, of course. We were in the parking lot off to the side and getting out of the vehicle a second later. Fiona popped the trunk, and Zreegy lifted Faye from the back while I braced myself on the side of the car.

      My chest hurt as much as my head. I have no idea what the demon did to me, but I was pissed he got the jump on me. I was not a highly trained operative, but I had been in my share of battles lately. I should have known better than to let that arsehole catch me unprepared.

      Whatever he hit me with left a mark on me. Not as deep as the burning bird, yet almost as insistent. The chalice came to mind. Fiona picked it up from where I had fallen. How much could a cup made of gold hurt if that was what he’d used?

      A question to ponder another day as the council was there and scowling at us from the open double doors. Fiona helped me follow Zreegy, who maintained control of Faye. Sebastian followed us at a distance.

      Harriet wouldn’t want him inside their facility, and Camille wouldn’t care, either. She’d been working with us for months. It was Camille that approached us and took my other arm. She winced and pulled away instantly as if she’d been shocked by touching me. I hadn’t felt a thing except for the strength of her power wash over me.

      For a split second, we were connected, and it soothed the worst of the pain in my head and chest. “What’s wrong?”

      “I’m not sure,” she replied. “Let’s get inside.”

      We all entered the building. It was basically one big open room. The walls were painted a dark burgundy, and the floors were polished mahogany. There were thirteen plush chairs in the hall at the moment.

      I’d been there before when they’d set up a long table at one end and rows of chairs in front of that. My skin itched the moment we crossed the wards. Usually, I didn’t have any issues entering. This time the wards stung me like a wasp.

      Next to me, Fiona rubbed her arms. We looked back and saw Sebastian scowling as the doors were closed in his face. He wouldn’t be allowed inside the sacred space.

      “Their wards aren’t very friendly,” Fiona whispered.

      “They’re a snobby bunch that think they’re the top dogs around here. We need to take them down a peg or ten,” I replied in a low voice.

      “What happened?” Camille’s question interrupted our conversation, and I proceeded to tell her what I stumbled across and how I was injured.

      “And you’re certain it teleported?” Dereck asked. I didn’t like the head of the council at all.

      I lifted one eyebrow and shook my head. “You’ve blocked the only one that can answer that for certain.”

      “Sebastian wouldn’t have said it if he wasn’t sure of what he’d seen,” Fiona interjected with confidence.

      Harriet crossed her arms over her chest and glared at me. The disdain and hatred rolled from her in waves, making me want to turn around and run away. That woman had the meanest resting bitch face of anyone on the planet. It practically skinned you alive.

      “Why should we believe you just happened upon the park when Faye was being attacked? You reek of her magic. I’m certain you’re the reason she is so low.”

      Seraphine bobbed her head up and down in agreement. “You’ve never had as much power as you do right now. I think you need to spend some time in the dungeon while we investigate why you carry Faye’s magic.”

      Fiona moved in front of me and thrust her hands on her hips. “I’ve never met women with more idiocy than you guys. I was talking to Violet before she left her bookstore until the second she was attacked by an evil creature. She did nothing but put herself at risk to try and save Faye. She could have run and saved herself, but she didn’t, and the thanks you give her is to point the finger in her direction.”

      Fiona fished the chalice out of my purse and held it up. “This was found next to Violet. It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out she was struck with this. It carries Faye’s magical signature and likely left a trace behind.”

      Camille approached Fiona and took the chalice from her. “You said this was at the scene?”

      “Yes,” I replied before Fiona got the chance. “What is it? I’ve never seen it before, and none of us recognized it.”

      “It’s a dark object,” Camille replied. There was fear in her eyes when she looked up and met my gaze.

      Fiona took the chalice back and slipped it into my purse. Seraphine jumped forward. “What are you doing with that?”

      “It doesn’t belong to you. We found it, and Violet was attacked with it, so it’s none of your worry. We’ll leave you to care for Faye.” Fiona grabbed my arm and tried to steer me toward the exit.

      I paused and looked at each council member one by one. “I sincerely hope Faye survives. She’s one of the nice ones. The council needs her. If I can answer any more questions, you know where to find me because I’ve lived here my entire life.”

      It stung that they would think so poorly of me when they had watched me grow from a baby into the middle-aged woman that stood before them now. I was one of their best allies. They didn’t want to make an enemy of me. I’d already bonded to a new coven, so they didn’t hold removal over my head. It felt good to have nothing to lose by snubbing them.
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      I rubbed my head and glared at my ex-husband as he stood there ranting and raving at me. The urge to smack him upside the head was strong. Dathan left me ten years ago saying he had merman duties he couldn’t ignore.

      The reality was that we’d grown apart. We had lost what little spark we had when we started dating. It wasn’t until months later that I discovered he had cheated on me with a mermaid, and she was the duties he had to get back to. He returned when she dumped him months later. Served him right. Arsehole.

      “Why would you let them think they could move to another country? They can’t live so far away from us.” Dathan’s face was turning red, and the cords in the sides of his neck stood out.

      His bright green eyes were furious, and his dark brown hair stood on end. He was still good-looking no matter how much I wanted to see him for the ugly beast he is. He’d divorced me in the hopes of finding a partner he was madly in love with. He was as alone as I was. All we both had was the children.

      I understood how he felt. If they moved away, we would both find ourselves alone every night with no end in sight. His girlfriend had left him months ago. It turned out great for the kids because their father became involved with them again. Not so much for Dathan, but then I was a firm believer in you reap what you sow.

      “You do realize they’re eighteen years old now and make decisions for themselves. We raised them to speak their minds and follow their dreams. We can’t complain now because they’re leaving home and not looking back. I don’t like the idea any more than you do, but I will support them one hundred percent just like I did when they wanted to join the swim team that summer when they were nine.” When I was honest with myself, I was sick to my stomach when I thought about them being so far away.

      Thank the Goddess Fiona had moved to Cottlehill. She’d been a blessing in more ways than I could count. In her case, she chose to move away from her children. It was traumatic for her, and she’d shared her worries and process with me. When Ben told me that they wanted to move to North Carolina, Fiona was armed with plenty of advice.

      One of my worst attributes was that I am a crappy listener. Once I got my mind set on something, there was no convincing me. It had taken Fiona days of talking me down before I came around, and was able to have a conversation with Ben and Bailey without shouting. And here, their father was trying to drag me right back into the muck. Nope. Not going to happen.

      “They’re still children. Our children, Violet. It’s our responsibility to keep them safe. Don’t you want them close as they come into their powers? They could become dangerous, and we wouldn’t be there to help.” That was low. He was using my worst fears against me.

      Now that I was struggling with my magic, his words hit me right in the chest. You’re not the worrywart anymore. Remember your vow to let things go. When Fiona declared she was going through a magical new beginning, I promised myself I would change the one trait I hated most. My worry. It always led to the need to control everything around me.

      “They will always be our children. Frankly, I’m offended that you don’t believe they can handle themselves. And before you start in on how I was as a young witch, I remember. I know the combination of my magic and your mer heritage has the potential to be explosive, but they won’t be alone. Fiona’s children have offered to let them live in their house." Dathan was a merman. I should have known better than to have kids with one of their kind. They tended to be highly impulsive.

      I didn’t tell him that they’d already started coming into their power. He would blow a gasket if he discovered they’d been kidnapped by evil Fae. The experience still haunted my nightmares, but it had given my kids the chance to learn the signs of an impending explosion and how to minimize the fallout before a catastrophe occurred.

      Dathan took three steps toward me and puffed his chest out in an attempt to intimidate me. Intimidation had worked for the fifteen years we were together. Now it pissed me off. “Your friend’s children aren’t the answer. And my kids won’t be living with them.”

      I snapped my fingers and prayed the sparks would dance across my knuckles. Dathan had a habit of telling me I was weak and incapable of much. Sparks ignited and quickly shifted to flames that shot a foot into the air. Not exactly what I wanted, but it worked.

      He backed away, and I hid my smirk when his eyes widened. It was more than I had ever managed. He would attribute it to me gaining power with my age. In reality, it was far more than that.

      “You have no idea who you’re messing with. The children are making an informed decision. They’re being responsible and doing their research and using what allies they can in the process. You will support them throughout the process.” I wanted to remind him of the time he hardly gave them attention when he had them because his side piece demanded all of his focus.

      I closed my hand to extinguish the flames. At first, nothing happened. My heart started racing, and my chest tightened. Before I let my panic take over, I squeezed my fist and visualized sucking the fire into my body. They disappeared, but it took a toll on me. My palms were sweating and shaking as I leaned them on the glass counter behind me.

      Dathan sucked in a breath and let it out without saying anything as the bell over the door rang. He would never make a spectacle of himself by arguing in front of a customer.

      Fiona smiled and waved as she entered my store. Her timing was impeccable. “Well, isn’t this a surprise? Nice to see you, Dathan. How are you doing?”

      “He’s pissed off because the twins want to move to the States,” I threw out, wanting her to weigh in on the subject. It would shut Dathan up for the time being.

      Fiona’s head jerked my way, and her magic flared. Before she shared her power with me, it used to sting when this happened. I hoped it hurt Dathan’s dumb ass. “Are you upset that you’ll have an empty nest or that my kids will be helping them gain independence?”

      Dathan lifted his chin and sniffed. “Neither. My children are my business, and I would appreciate you staying out of it.”

      Fiona’s anger surged, and her power flared, sharpening its edges. “Here’s the thing. Violet is my best friend, and I love Ben and Bailey like they’re family. I will never allow them to be bullied by a bloated seal. You’d better remember you have no legal say in any of their lives. If you want to maintain a relationship with any of them, you will steer clear of issuing commands.”

      I smiled at Fiona. I loved her dearly. My life had changed for the better since she moved to town. This was one example of why. Knowing how much she cared made me want to open up and tell her about my magic and ask her opinion. I wasn’t ready to share my failure, so I kept that topic to myself. “I’ve told him as much, but thanks for always having my back.”

      Dathan glared at me. “We’ll talk about this later.”

      Fiona gave him a finger wave. “It was good to see you, Dathan.”

      The two of us started laughing as he turned on his heel and stalked out of the store. The tinkle of the bell never sounded better. I sagged against the counter as the laughter died. “Thank you for supporting me without hesitation.”

      Fiona waved a hand through the air. “For you, always. I came to ask you to go to lunch with me.”

      It was early for a lunch break, but that was the beauty of owning my own store. I could go when I felt like it. “Sounds good to me. Where were you thinking?” I walked around the counter and grabbed my purse.

      “Mug Shots. Aislinn got a position there, and I thought we could support her on her first day.”

      I was the world’s shittiest friend. I’d been so wrapped up in my own crap that I hadn’t been there for Aislinn. She was going through her own share of issues at the moment, as well. She returned from Eidothea and promptly left her job at the bar. I assumed it was because she hadn’t been feeling well. I can’t believe I hadn’t checked in on her in three days.

      “I should have called her. I’m glad to hear she found something.”

      I knew she had to be relieved to have a job to pay her bills. I’d offered her part-time work. It was all I could do with the economic climate of the bookstore. I wanted to do more. Especially since she was worried about losing her house. I flipped the sign to signify I was out to lunch and locked the door.

      “You’ve had a lot going on. Have you heard anything about Faye?”

      “Not much. I’ll fill you and Aislinn in at the same time. How are you and Bas?” I chuckled when Fiona’s cheeks turned pink.

      She giggled like she did the summer she’d had a crush on Elijah when we were teenagers. Eli was a year ahead of us, and one of the rich kids in town. His family is one of the founding families of the city and most looked up to them. They were powerful mages with a successful company in London.

      “We’re surprisingly good. I wasn't looking for a relationship. In fact, I don’t want one. Now is my time to focus on myself. Bas insists we’re mates. I’m not so sure about that, but he doesn’t say anything to me or try to stop me from doing what I want.”

      I nudged her shoulder as we walked down the sidewalk. Mug Shots wasn’t far from the bookstore. “And he’s sexy. I bet the sex is good. Goddess, I miss orgasms with a partner.”

      Fiona burst out laughing as she held the door to the café open. “You need to get laid.”

      “Sex isn’t the answer,” Aislinn replied with a smile. “It makes you open yourself to possibility, which only ends up with you alone and suffering from a major case of disappointment. Welcome to Mug Shots where you’ll never leave unsatisfied.”

      I hugged Aislinn to me. She was a beautiful Fae-human hybrid with long, blonde hair. Her skin tone was usually smooth, porcelain, and vibrant. Now she looked worn down with dark shadows under her eyes.

      “How are you doing?” I whispered into her ear.

      She released me and gave me a smile. Aislinn was usually a happy person. Now she barely masked her misery. “I’m great. I’m glad I decided to leave Phoenix Feathers. My parents were upset but will come around eventually. Besides, Bruce is a great boss, and the pay is enough to cover my bills.”

      We were shocked about her decision to leave the family business. Neither Fiona nor I could understand why she would do such a thing. I wanted to ask her what was really going on but didn’t. I was keeping my own secret, and she was like me. We would say something when we were ready.

      “He’d better treat you right,” I called out loud enough for the dwarf to hear me.

      Bruce looked up from the grill and shook his head. “Good to see you, Fiona. I hear you had an exciting night.”

      Aislinn looked between us and gestured to an empty booth. “This is a conversation that requires food. What can I get you?”

      Fiona and I both ordered a bacon butty with avocado, a side of fruit, and sparkling lime water. Aislinn joined us after putting in the order. “Alright. Spill,” Fiona instructed with a wave of her hand.

      I sat against the plastic leather of the cushion and sighed. I gave Aislinn a rundown of what had happened the other night in the park. “The council won’t believe I had nothing to do with the attack on Faye. She’s still in a coma as they take turns feeding her power. They are having a difficult time. She doesn’t seem to be absorbing much of what they’re giving her.”

      Aislinn placed her hand over her stomach. She looked rather green around the edges. Fae rarely got sick, so seeing her like this made me wonder what was going on with her. It was more than a reaction to the encounter. We’d been through worse. “Is her stomach injury healing?” Or maybe her mind conjured what it must be like to have your guts split open.

      I shook my head from side to side. “From what I hear, it remains a gaping wound. They’ve been giving her blood transfusions, as well.”

      Fiona drummed her fingers on the table and paused while Bruce set a plate with a sandwich and fruit in front of Fiona and me. “Have you eaten today?” Fiona was the caretaker of the group and was continuously checking upon us.

      Aislinn bobbed her head. “I had a bagel and smear an hour ago. And so far, it has stayed in my stomach.”

      “How often are you getting sick?” There was no escaping Fiona’s inquisition when she questioned you like that.

      Aislinn dabbed the back of her neck with a napkin. “It’s the worst at night around dinner time. I’ll be fine. We need to focus on what’s going on with Faye before the council hangs Violet for killing her.”

      I grimaced. "That’s the problem. I’ve looked through every book in the store without any luck. There are no mentions of creatures with all three power signatures. In fact, there is very little about the demons.”

      Fiona speared a strawberry and waved it around as she spoke. “I spoke with my friend, Phoebe. The one I went to college and worked with. After her divorce, she moved to Camden, Maine, and went to work for Hattie Silva.”

      I gasped and paused with my sandwich a few inches from my mouth. “The Pleaides? She’s one of the seven.”

      Fiona leaned closer to me. “Explain that to me. She mentioned something about that. Hattie died without an heir and ended up giving her magic to Phoebe, who is freaking out right now.” She bit the berry off the fork and chewed.

      “The Pleiades were the original witches. The Greek Gods Titan and Pleione turned their seven daughters into powerful witches. They placed them on Earth to protect them from being hunted by Orion. The Titan gave them too much power. To save the planet from themselves, the Pleaides seven gifted their power to worthy women, creating the first of the witches like me. I don’t even know what to say. Phoebe has become the target of countless power-hungry witches who will try to steal her power.”

      Fiona pointed a grape at me. “We will revisit that later. I mentioned that because something happened during Hattie’s funeral and demons were summoned through a veil. Some Underworld Detective showed up at her door and is investigating. Perhaps we can call him and ask him to investigate here. I swear that guy in the park was a demon. If they have their own police force, we should call them.”

      “I’ve heard of the Underworld Investigative Services but have never actually encountered them. My dad talked about a demon that had possessed a shifter in the town where he grew up and how the UIS agent came in and pulled the demon out of the wolf with a spell. He never mentioned how they informed them they had a demon running loose, but I could ask him.” My dad wanted to become a UIS agent my entire life. I have no doubt he researched the agency and gathered as much information as possible.

      “This is the first I’ve ever heard of them, but it sounds like they might be able to give us some answers. Excuse me. I need to use the bathroom.” Aislinn’s words were clipped, and she left the table so fast neither of us could respond.

      Fiona watched Aislinn hurry to the restroom with deep furrows between her eyes. “Do you think she’s okay?”

      I shrugged my shoulders. “She doesn’t look good. She’ll tell us when she’s ready for our help. Pushing people to open up before they’re ready will only upset them. She’s clearly going through something. Personally, I think she misses Argies. They seemed to get close while we were in Eidothea.”

      Fiona sipped her water. “You’re right. I’m a fixer. It’s hard to watch her suffer like this and not try to make it better.”

      I took a bite of my sandwich and groaned. Bruce made the best butties. Aislinn rejoined us, covered in perspiration. “You alright?” I asked around a mouthful of food.

      Aislinn smiled and bobbed her head. “I’ll be fine. Did you decide what to do about UIS?”

      Fiona swallowed the food she’d been chewing and watched Aislinn closely. I thought she would insist Aislinn tell us what was wrong and was surprised when she didn’t. Fiona wasn’t like me. I was a dog with a bone when I set my mind to something.

      “I’m going to ask Phoebe to talk to the agent in her area and ask how we can petition for assistance. It’ll be faster than trying to find another connection to the Underworld. Which reminds me. I have a favor to ask. Can you guys help me recast the protections around Pymm’s Pondside?”

      Aislinn cocked her head and looked at Fiona. “Why aren’t Isidora and Camille helping you?”

      Fiona sighed and set her crust on her plate. “There is no way I would ask those two to work together. They’re like oil and water. Besides, Camille is busy with Faye, and I don’t want to ask her. And Grams is, well, she refuses to do any magic.”

      “What?” I sputtered, crumbs flying out of my mouth. I picked up a napkin and wiped the table and my face. “Why won’t she do magic?”

      Fiona’s sigh was laced with deep frustration. I knew her well enough to guess she and Isidora had had many heated discussions about this topic. “Honestly? I don’t think she can. It’s either that, or she’s afraid it will burn through whatever magic is keeping her alive, and she’ll return to being a ghost. She barely sleeps anymore. The longer she’s with me, the more she worries.”

      Aislinn’s frown would usually look out of place on her. She had a sunny disposition and was a happy person. Not like me with my constant agonizing over every little thing. Or Fiona, who carried the weight of the world on her shoulders. That, more than anything, told me something was very wrong with my friend. I would give her another week before I demanded an answer. There was only so much fretting I could handle, and I didn’t need another ulcer.

      “Don’t force her to do magic then. She didn’t get to spend much time with you before she was killed, and she’s enjoying it now. She regretted not preparing you sooner. This is her chance. I’d be more than happy to help whenever you want.”

      Aislinn had a point, and I found myself nodding enthusiastically. “Me too.” Worms slid through my gut, carrying a metric ton of acid with them to add to the distress about my wonky magic. “Besides, you should always have the Backside of Forty with you when casting spells like this.”

      “Speaking of. I invited Phoebe to become an honorary member of the Backside of Forty. I hope that’s alright.” Fiona bit her lip and lifted her brows.

      I picked up the second half of my butty and took a bite. “The more, the merrier. If she earned your friendship and was selected by Hattie, she’s got to be BOF material.”

      “I couldn’t agree more,” Aislinn added with a smile.

      We talked about the council and what they would do if Faye didn’t make it while we finished eating. I was between a rock and a hard place and had no idea how to get out. I needed to figure out what was wrong with my magic, make sure my kids made the best decision for their lives and come to terms with letting them go.

      I might agree with Dathan, but I would never stop them from following their dreams. It was my job to give them the tools to reach high and grab for what they wanted.
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      My head was doing a good imitation of a volcano on the verge of erupting. Deep breath in and out. Screaming wouldn’t help, even if it would make me feel better. “Are you sure this decision wasn’t driven by your father? You don’t have to stay in England for us. I want you to make the decision that’s best for you.”

      I wanted to strangle Dathan. If he had put the pressure on the kids to satisfy his own needs, I would relish killing him slowly. He needed to grow the hell up and accept the consequences of his actions. He hadn’t been happy in our stale marriage and wanted out.

      I would likely still be in the same rut with him. It hadn’t occurred to me to leave. However, it was the best thing for all of us. It forced me to quit the floral shop and open my bookstore.

      Bailey bobbed her head and sniffled. “It wasn’t, dad. It’s me. I can’t control my magic. I started a fire and nearly burned down the house a few weeks ago, and it isn’t getting any better. If Ben hadn’t been home last night, we would have lost everything.”

      Ben shook his head. “It’s not your fault. I’m kinda glad we won’t be so far away from mom. We both have a lot to learn, and there’s no one better to teach us than her.”

      Guilt threatened to drown me in a deluge. I was the worst person on the planet to assist my kids, but I’d be damned if I would tell them that. I would just have to figure out what was happening and deal with it.

      “I wish you’d told me what was happening.” Like you should be telling Fiona and Aislinn about your issues. I ignored my inner voice and focused on my kids. “You shouldn’t have been going through any of this alone. I imagine you were terrified, which will only make matters worse. The important thing to remember when your magic gets away from you is to remain calm. Agitation will exacerbate your power, and it can get out of control fast.”

      That was a good reminder for me. I needed to maintain my composure when things went sideways for me. Only then would I be able to avert a disaster. I wanted to dismiss the issue entirely and trust it was just a matter of adjusting to the influx of power from Fiona. The problem was I could feel something inside, eating at me and corrupting my magic.

      “You’re right. I should have trusted you. And I promise I won’t keep anything from you in the future. Want to see the apartment we found?” Bailey’s teary eyes held hope and doubt. I hadn’t been paying attention to my kids at all lately. They told me they wanted to move to the States, and I had been fighting with Dathan ever since.

      At some point along the way, they’d changed their mind because Bailey’s magic was frightening her. I never noticed the stress that was written all over her face. And had missed their discussions over where they wanted to live that was close but not in this house. Mother of the year, that’s me.

      Ben jumped up and grabbed his laptop, then brought it over to me. My stomach twisted when he showed me the apartment in London. It wasn’t far from where they’d been held hostage.

      “It’s on the small side, but it has two bedrooms and is affordable. We’ve already applied to Birkbeck. I’ve already found a job. I could start this weekend." Ben’s face was shuttered.

      He was expecting me to tell him no, that it was too soon. My gut reaction was to deny the request. I needed time to adjust. I had to keep the reasons it was a bad idea from spiraling out of control. My kids needed this. It was my job as their parent to shove them out of the nest when they were ready, regardless of what I wanted.

      I smiled and squeezed his hand. “Boy, you guys don’t mess around, do you? This place looks great. There’s even a fireplace. That’ll be nice during cold winters. These older buildings never have adequate heating. Have you showed dad yet?”

      The twins shared a look then both shook their heads. Bailey bit her lip, her eyes taking on a pleading look that always melted my resolve. I wasn’t surprised by what came out of her mouth next. “We were hoping you would tell him the good news. Maybe after we move in this Saturday. It would be a much happier event if he wasn’t involved.”

      “You’ve already signed a contract?” They both recoiled from my sharp tone.

      Gone was the understanding mother that wanted to support her kids in their bid for independence. In her place was the woman fretting over everything that could happen to them. I wasn’t ready for them to move out. I thought I had another month at least.

      I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Sorry. You know I worry. I can't help who I am, and I promise to try and keep my concerns to myself as long as you promise to call me daily.”

      Bailey hugged me from one side and Ben from the other. “Of course, mom. And, we’ll be home on weekends to do our laundry.”

      I laughed at Ben’s honesty. “I have no doubt you will. Now let’s see what we need to pick up for you guys.”

      The knot in my gut eased as I saw the excitement build in my kids as they talked through their plans. I was surprised they wanted to take some of the blankets in the house and their beds. I expected them to want new ones.

      I was always going to worry, but things could be worse. They could be half a world away, making it impossible for me to cast wards around their home or check on them regularly. I was beyond grateful for their change of heart. And, now, the arguing with Dathan could stop. He would be pleased, as well.
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      Tears threatened to fall, and emotion choked me as I carried another box up the stairs to the second-floor apartment. My kids were moving out. I was no longer responsible for their every move. They weren’t under my roof where I could help keep them safe.

      Fiona’s hand landed on my shoulder as she descended the stairs. “It’s going to be alright, Vi. They’re still close enough for you to visit often. That will help while you all adjust to living apart. And, if they want to move to North Carolina next year, you will be better prepared.”

      “Does it get any easier? You seem to handle living so far from them very well.” Fiona wasn’t a worrier like me. She was a mother hen, though, so I still would have expected her to struggle with having them across the pond.

      “It eventually moves to the back of your mind, so you can function without it consuming you. It took Emmie threatening to never speak to me again for me to stop calling five and six times a day.” Fiona’s laugh was a welcome sound. I couldn’t wait to get to that point.

      “I don’t know how I’m going to drive home and leave them here. Bailey’s magic is getting away from her. The last thing they need is to burn an entire apartment complex down.” My mind conjured a million other scenarios in rapid-fire succession. Within seconds my chest was rising and falling faster than the stock market after a global pandemic, and I couldn’t catch my breath.

      Fiona’s warm hand stopped the cycle of potential violence running through my head. “Hey. Don’t go there. It’s going to be alright. We can spell their apartment to be shielded when we cast the wards. That will provide a barrier her magic can’t breakthrough, right?”

      I considered her suggestion. It was the best alternative to being there myself. “That will work. And, it will protect Ben, too. Mages take longer to develop their power, and it usually doesn’t give them the same problems it does girls, but he might have problems, as well.”

      Bailey came bounding down the stairs with a bright smile on her face. “I can’t believe Sebastian carried that old sofa by himself. It weighed a ton.”

      Fiona released me and laughed. “Don’t tell him that. It will give him an even bigger ego. His head might not fit through the door, and you’d be stuck with him.”

      I shook my head and continued on my way to the apartment with a smile on my face. The door was open, and Ben and Bas were standing there admiring their work. The living room was a mess of boxes along the far wall with the sofa. The ones Aislinn had given them were on the opposite side.

      Aislinn walked out of one of the rooms along the short hallway. She looked better today. Thankfully, she’d lost the ‘I’m gonna vomit’ shade to her skin. “Is that another box for the bathroom?”

      I lifted the cardboard in my hand and scanned the black ink on the side. “No. This one is for the kitchen.”

      “I’ll unpack it while you guys grab some more.” We were all glad Aislinn was there helping, and I was relieved she looked better. But I still wondered if she was back to her old self. It was impossible to tell. She’d been quiet during the drive over and had carried several loads up then offered to unpack instead.

      “The kids will be ready to entertain at the rate we’re going,” Fiona said as she walked in behind me.

      Bailey, who was right behind her, laughed and crossed to the kitchen. “If we had any food, I would offer to make you all dinner for helping us.”

      Aislinn took the box from Bailey. “You can cook?”

      Bailey’s cheeks turned pink. “Do roast beef butties count?”

      “They definitely count,” Bas told her. He usually wore a glower, making it difficult to determine his mood. Since meeting and falling in love with Fiona, he had lost the perma-scowl and most often held a neutral expression. Sometimes he even smiled. “Fiona and Aislinn can run to the store and get you stocked up while we continue bringing the boxes in.”

      It was a good suggestion. I wasn’t leaving until they had food in the fridge and cupboards. “That’s a good idea. It’ll save us from doing it later.”

      “And, get him a sandwich before we head back,” Fiona interjected. She nudged Bas with her shoulder and melted into him. A stab of jealousy tore through me when I watched the affection transform both of their faces. I wanted someone to look at me like that.

      Dathan never did. Not even when we met over twenty years ago. We loved each other, but it wasn’t the ‘She’s my entire world’ I saw in both Fiona and Bas’s eyes. I wanted to be someone’s everything. To have a partner complete me and make me a better woman. Perhaps then I would regain control over my power.

      I’d burned a pile of towels while I was helping the twins pack last night and had to run to the store and buy more. Every time I tried to cast spells, it backfired on me. The potions I had mixed to place around their windowsills and doorways didn’t blow up in my face, but they did catch fire.

      Aislinn put her purse on her shoulder. “Text me a list of what you want aside from cleaning supplies and toilet paper.”

      Fiona snagged the keys from the bar that separated the kitchen from the dining room, and I followed them down the stairs giving them suggestions. If I knew my kids, they’d ask them to buy prepackaged crap.

      I spent the next half hour loading my arms down with boxes and carrying them to their apartment. Aislinn had unpacked what we had already brought inside, so it wasn’t overwhelming when we stacked the rest in the various rooms.

      Ben and Sebastian hauled the beds and bedframes inside and set up the bedrooms. When the truck was empty, and everything was in their apartment, I searched for the sheets and made the bed.

      Aislinn and Fiona returned when I was finishing Bailey’s room. I helped put the groceries away and asked my friends for their assistance. “Can you help me with the wards?”

      “Absolutely. Together, the Backside of Forty is impenetrable. It’s why I asked for your help at Pymm’s Pondside,” Fiona readily replied.

      My satchel hung from the coat closet doorknob. “I’ll set the potions and runes, then we can cast the wards.” I removed the dozen vials and bags of salt and herbs and set them on the bar. It was the one surface that wasn’t covered at the moment.

      Bailey stepped up next to me and scanned the ingredients. “Can I help, mom? Or at least watch?”

      My heart raced, and my soul smiled. Happiness engulfed me for a split second as I soaked in my daughter’s desire to learn from me. It was a significant step for her, and she wanted me to guide her. My lack of control didn’t matter in that second. Bailey believed in me and saw me as a powerful, capable witch. That gift was priceless.

      “I’d love to walk you through the process. Grab the salt first.” Bailey did as asked and followed me into her bedroom. “Now, sprinkle a line along the wood, close to the metal of the frame. Then trace the witch rune for a bar. It’ll create magical bars on the window. Do you remember the runes?"

      Bailey shook her head. “I remember the one for flower and the one for light. The rest are fuzzy.”

      I threw her a scowl and ended up chuckling instead. “I was the same way. I will do the rune. After we finish the salt, we add the herbs and do a second rune. You can do the next one.”

      “Alright.” I heard the nerves in Bailey’s voice and kept further comments to myself. This wouldn’t bring the building down. She needed to practice. And it saved me from making a spectacle of myself.

      Bailey spread the salt where indicated, and I drew a rune in the crystals with my finger. The second I was done, white light flashed along the line, and the salt sunk into the wood. We proceeded to do the rest of the windows in the apartment then repeated the process with the herbs.

      Bailey was sweating but smiling from ear to ear after she finished. “That was incredible. I thought I would screw it up, but I set the herbs. Thanks, mom.”

      I hugged her tight and kissed the top of her head. “You’re a natural. And you’ve got more power than I did at your age. I’m not surprised you’ve been struggling with it.”

      “Do you think it’s a result of me sharing power with you?” Fiona asked where she was making a butty for Bas in the kitchen. “Phoebe told me her daughter is exhibiting signs of having magic. She and Nina were both completely human when Hattie gave Phoebe her magic."

      I bobbed my head. “It’s possible. I never considered it before, but it would make sense. When a witch dies and has no kids, her magic is given to the closest worthy woman. The Goddess created our kind with a delicate balance. Our power has to be handed down to maintain that balance.”

      Fiona finished the butty and handed it to Bas. “She’ll be happy to know she was right. Are you guys ready?”

      Aislinn paused in unpacking the last box in the kitchen. The twins were almost entirely moved in and settled. They were just starting out and didn’t have much stuff. “Ready when you guys are.”

      Fiona washed her hands then joined us next to the front door. We all clasped hands, and I took a deep breath. Please don’t let this blow up in my face. “Praesidio.” Blue light flashed from our joined hands and expanded across the walls.

      We moved to the sliding glass doors that lead to the balcony and repeated the process. Once we had done each of the portals into the house, we moved outside and cast a ward on the landing in front of their apartment.

      “We should get going. I don’t want to be home too late. I have an early shift at Mug Shots in the morning,” Aislinn announced when we were finished.

      My chest twisted when I thought about leaving them there. As if she sensed my reluctance, Fiona held my gaze. “You can do this, Vi. They’re protected. It’s going to be alright.”

      Bas stood in the open doorway. “If it helps, I don’t sense any danger nearby. We both know there are dark Fae everywhere, but they aren’t close.”

      “That does help. Thanks, Bas.” I looked past him at my kids. “You two, be careful. Don’t go to the park or wander the streets at night. And check in daily, so I don't worry.”

      “We won’t do anything stupid, and we will call all the time,” Bailey promised.

      “I won’t walk to work alone, either,” Ben added. To my amazement, neither of them rolled their eyes. That had to be a record. I wanted to call the papers and have them print their promise. My kids always rolled their eyes when I overreacted like this.

      I wanted to keep them in my basement forever. All I had to do was remember the week when neither took one stair up to the kitchen after they’d been kidnapped to dismiss the idea. It was heartbreaking to see them too terrified to move.

      “I have tracking charms for you both, as well,” Sebastian announced and lifted his hand. Two charms lay on his palm. One was a pentagram for Ben, and the other was a replica of the family grimoire for Bailey.

      I teared up and fought to keep them from falling. “I had no idea you made them. Thank you.” That was an extra layer of protection and helped loosen the knot in my gut even more.

      Bas inclined his head. “I knew none of you guys would sleep well without some assurance we could find them if the worst happened. Besides, I needed the peace of mind, as well.”

      “Never take these off,” I told my kids.

      They both accepted the charms and looked at them. Ben lifted his head and responded first. “Thank you for this. I was planning on chaining Bailey up when I went to work.”

      Bailey rolled her eyes at her brother. “That’s a bit extreme. You’ve saved me in more ways than you know, Sebastian. Thank you.”

      I hugged my kids close and sniffed back the tears. “Be safe. Call me tomorrow.”

      They both assured me they would, and we left. Fiona held one hand, and Aislinn had the other, and I cried the entire way home while my heart broke. I was truly all alone now. There would be no one there when I went home each night.
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      “Child, don’t look at me like that.” Being chided by Isidora like I was fifteen years old again and had just performed magic in front of Fiona wasn’t pleasant. I tried not to check her for signs of decompensation, but in the end, I always caved. The magic that brought her back shouldn’t be possible, and none of us knew exactly what she was or how long she would be with us.

      I shrugged my shoulders and lowered my gaze to my cup of tea. “Sorry. I can’t help it, but I do try. How have you been?”

      Isidora narrowed her eyes and crossed her arms over her ample bosom. She hadn’t held back her aging, so she looked like a kind grandmother with her grey hair and wrinkled face. Well, when she wasn’t scowling at you like you’d just stolen her car and taken it for a joyride.

      “Between you and Fiona, I feel like a bug under a microscope. I’m just fine, and I don’t plan on going anywhere.”

      Aislinn leaned on her elbows from her stool next to me. “How’s your magic? Can you cast spells like usual?”

      Isidora’s face lost its pissed expression and went blank. “Not exactly. I can do some simple things, but nothing major. I need time to recharge. I was dead for months, after all.”

      Fiona set her bag of onion-flavored crisps down and brushed off her hands. “I’m not so sure about that, Nana. I know you aren’t happy about me asking them for help recasting the protections around Pymm’s Pondside, but I can’t wait. There is too much here to risk the demonic creature running around killing people sneaking onto our land.”

      Fiona wasn’t wrong. The image of the creature that had attacked Faye refused to leave my nightmares. It said it was looking for me, and I didn’t understand why. It chilled me to the bone and terrified me. Its focus amplified my wonky powers, as well.

      I reconsidered helping with the process. What made me think I could help them? I’d been avoiding my magic like I would catch a virulent case of the runs if I used it. I opened my mouth to tell them I couldn’t do this and shut it. There was no way I was going to leave my friends high and dry.

      Aislinn was still recovering from our trip to Eidothea, and Fiona had already done so much for Cottlehill. She needed me, and I would be there. Womb to tomb. She was my person, and I wouldn’t let her down. I hoped.

      My stomach was filled with a thousand wriggling worms. At the same time, I listened to Fiona reassure Isidora that we’d figure out her situation soon. That was item number fifty on my to-do list. I hadn’t searched through the hundreds of magical tomes I had in my bookstore.

      “When are we doing this? The witching hour?” I had to interrupt the argument between Fiona and Isidora, or we would be here all night. They were both stubborn, wonderful women.

      “That’s the best time,” Fiona replied, then turned to gather the leather satchel on the kitchen table.

      Aislinn jumped off her stool, looking more energetic than a few minutes ago. “What’s in there?”

      Fiona lifted the flap and pulled the bag open, and held it out to us. “Herbs and a potion Grams taught me how to make this morning. You’d be proud, Violet. I didn’t start a fire, and I didn’t melt my cauldron.”

      Grams had a big smile on her face as she bobbed her head. “She’s a natural. Did a great job from the start. I told you all you needed was confidence and the basics, and you’d master your Fae magic and witchcraft in no time.”

      Fiona snorted and dropped the flap, then slipped the strap over her shoulder. “You’re lucky the house was still in one piece when I brought your ghost back. I was a mess at first. It was horrible and embarrassing.”

      I shook my head and started walking toward the mudroom and back door. “You weren’t as bad as you think. Your biggest problem was you had too much magic coursing through your body to manage an ounce of control, so when you let a little go, it all wanted out.”

      A lightbulb went off in my head. Perhaps that was my current problem. Maybe I wasn’t cursed after all. I definitely had more power. I felt it running through my veins and charging my magic. It seemed plausible if I ignored the flaming bird on my chest.

      It reminded me of a Phoenix. I had no idea why it was on my body, though. I wasn’t a Phoenix. I’d never met one in my life. They were Fae creatures of fire. They were as close to immortal as beings, other than Gods, got. When they died, they would burst into flames and be reborn from the ashes. As long as their head wasn’t removed from their shoulders.

      As much as I would love to be that resilient and hard to kill, that was not me. It was impossible to be one of their descendants and not know it. If someone carried the slightest fraction of Phoenix in their DNA, they couldn’t help starting fires when they reached puberty. According to paranormal doctors and scientists, the flames burst from them during that turbulent time.

      “That’s one of the reasons I love you. You see me through the best lens possible. Where should we do this, Grams? Last time we did it at the edge of the property.”

      Isidora stood in the driveway, looking around at the property. The garden was to our left, and the cemetery was just beyond that. The pond was off to the side. She pursed her lips and tilted her head.

      After several minutes of scanning the scene, Isidora finally lifted one hand. She pointed to the apex where the pond, cemetery, and garden came together. “Magical energy is pooled strongest in this location. Traditionally we have started at the border and worked our way around. That won’t be necessary for you. Especially with your coven helping you. Your power will easily encompass our land. You should include Sebastian’s property since you two are now sharing a bed. He’s never there anyway, and it protects his forge.”

      Aislinn and I looked at Fiona with her mouth hanging open then each other and burst into laughter. Fiona snapped her mouth closed as we dissolved into a fit of giggles. “Keep on laughing. Wait until you two find someone that worms their way into your heart and your bed. I’m not ashamed of or embarrassed by my sex life. It’s one of the best parts of my new life. You both should keep an open mind. Orgasms are even better now. Menopause be dammed.”

      “You mean you haven’t dried up like an old corn husk?” I wiped the tears leaking from the corners of my eyes. None of us would admit that was one of our greatest fears. Ever since I read an article talking about what menopause did to a woman’s body, I had been terrified most by the idea of dryness.

      Isidora chuckled and bounced on her feet. “There’s a spell for that. I can teach you, girls. There’s no need to give up orgasms. Fiona is right. They’re better when you’re older.”

      Fiona grimaced and shook her head. Ignoring us, she approached the spot Isidora had pointed to and set the bag on the ground. Aislinn stood by and watched as she grabbed the herbs and vials of potion. Together, we spread the herbs in an arch facing the driveway and stood on the opposite side.

      My hands tingled from the mixture. Herbs were powerful no matter where they grew, but these were superpowered because they grew in the soil at Pymm’s Pondside. Powerful witches had lived and worked their magic on the land for the past thousand years, perhaps even a millennium or two more than that.

      When heat built in my veins and I felt the wind start to stir around me, I brushed my hands on my jeans before I started getting angry, and my magic tried to lash out. The blood in my veins was lava, and sweat dotted my brow. It was the worst hot flash ever. It started in my feet precisely like a flash caused by out-of-whack hormones.

      Fiona stood next to me with Aislinn on the other side of her. “Acies hostem.” Fiona’s power washed over me, and I repeated the chant along with Aislinn.

      The air shimmered above the herbs as we charged the line. An essential part of spell casting was the witch's intent, so I was sure to concentrate on imbuing the mixture with energy and nothing else.

      The shimmer vibrated, filling the air with crisp scents like mint and lavender. Light filtered through the spaces, and between one blink and the next, a column was lifting from the herbs into the sky.

      “Sterno.” Fiona flung her arms into the air, and winds followed the movement. They were close to hurricane force, yet they only picked up the herbal mixture. My hair whipped around my face, obscuring my view.

      I caught sight of the particles as they scattered out in a circle. She was directing it to encompass her land. I wondered if she followed Isidora’s advice and included Bas’s property.

      I was happy for my friend. She loved her previous husband, but he hadn’t been her soul mate. That was Sebastian. He ignited a fire in Fiona I rarely saw. In turn, she’d cracked his stone exterior and softened his hard edges. When you looked at Bas now, you didn’t turn tail and run. You just fought the urge.

      Flames licked my fingertips, and I clenched them into fists to make sure I didn’t start a fire. I didn’t want them to see it either. My chest was tight, and my breathing shallow. I wasn't sure if it was the wind or the energy surrounding us. It’s your messed-up magic.

      I couldn’t get caught up in doubt now. We were in the middle of casting new protections. Fiona grabbed the athame from her bag and sliced it into her palm then handed it to me. I did the same and reached around to give it to Aislinn. She hesitated before she cut her hand.

      The three of us held our hands over the vial, and blood dripped into the potion in Fiona’s hand. The second we had each added, a drop of red sparks burst from the open top. They carried an acrid stench. What the hell is in that potion? I didn’t recall it smelling so bad the first time.

      My chest constricted, and it felt like someone was squeezing my heart. Next, my stomach dropped to my feet. It was me. My blood made the potion smell terrible. There wasn’t much more proof that I was cursed than that.

      Find out how you were cursed so you can destroy the spell. I wanted nothing more than to discover the source of my enchantment and eliminate it. Still, I had to finish this with Fiona.

      Fiona’s injured hand clasped mine, and Aislinn took her other hand. Electricity traveled through the three of us. It made my body sing. The sensation was addictive and invigorating.

      “Praesidio,” we chanted together. An iridescent dome formed above our heads and arched to the other side of the driveway. I couldn’t see the rest of it from our current position, but I knew it shielded all of the Shakleton property.

      I poured all of my intent for keeping danger off Pymm’s Pondside and channeled it through my magic. My skin prickled as it left me and flowed into the shield.

      After several seconds, I opened myself and tried to get a better magical sense of how vast the protection spell was. I wanted to see what it looked like. The magic surged against me, inviting me to explore more. I was connected to it.

      I realized my mistake immediately and tried to pull it back into my body. It bubbled out, and my flames burned Fiona where she held my hand. She screamed and let go of me, and I backed away from the two of them.

      Instinct told me to fling the flames away from my body. With Isidora, Fiona, and Aislinn all watching me, it was impossible to stop the fire. I did stop from flapping my arms like a bird. Barely.

      Breathe. You can put the flames out. I took several deep breaths before I was able to stifle the fire.

      Fiona took several steps in my direction. “Are you alright? What happened?”

      I nodded my head and wiped the sweat from my forehead. “I have no idea. In the end, I let myself get distracted.”

      Fiona wrapped an arm around my shoulders. “I’m glad I’m not the only one to get distracted when doing magic. The fire was probably my fault. I have an affinity for the element and haven’t quite mastered it yet.”

      It hadn’t been her, and I opened my mouth to tell her when Aislinn stumbled into Fiona’s other side. Both Fiona and I jumped into action and caught her before she fell on her ass.

      “Are you alright?” I watched Aislinn for any sign of what was going on with her. She hadn’t been herself since we returned.

      Her head bobbed, and she hung onto our arms. “I’m alright. I haven’t been able to eat much. It’s low blood sugar, is all.”

      I tilted my head to the side. “I didn’t think Fae food affects hybrids like it does the rest of us.” Bas had given me an herbal remedy that made eating and drinking in Eidothea safe for me. No one else had taken it because I was the only one in our group without Fae blood.

      Aislinn straightened and took a second before letting go of us. “That’s what they say. I’m beginning to think they are wrong about that. Most full-bloods hate hybrids, so they might have made that up so we would let our guard down.”

      “Sebastian would never lie about something like that. He’d have given you the tincture he gave Violet if you were in danger,” Fiona countered.

      Isidora approached us with a proud smile on her face. “It was likely the amount of energy that spell took. You three are a force to be reckoned with.”

      I wished that was true about me. I’d lost control again. Having them try and figure out what was wrong with Aislinn would lead them back to me eventually. I needed to get out of there. “You’re right. I’m going to head home and get some rest. I have to open the store early in the morning.”

      Fiona and Aislinn gave me hugs, and I was in my car a few minutes later. The ride home was the longest ten minutes as I tried to recall every second of the protection spell in an attempt to pinpoint where the curse was coming from.

      It was possible to curse a person, but that took hair, blood, sweat, or skin of the victim before you cast the enchantment. It took significant effort and wasn’t used often. It was far easier to curse an object and have it stick to whoever has possession of the thing.

      I hadn’t brought anything back with me that carried dark magic. I’d checked my backpack the second I got home and hadn’t found anything.

      I pulled into my driveway and parked the car. I was up the porch stairs and through the front door a few seconds later. The ward around my house allowed me through. The power of it parting to give me ingress.

      I hurried down to the basement the second I was inside to search for my family grimoire. It was the only book in my house that might give me information. Not to mention I thought I recalled reading something about curses at one point.

      My memory wasn’t what it used to be. Getting older meant more to shuffle through to find the answer. That was my explanation. It was far nicer than hormones and loss of brain cells taking precious memories with them.

      The large leather book was on the bookshelf where it had been stored for several hundred years. I moved into my childhood home when my husband left me. My parents had left it to me when they moved away ten years ago. I kept it clean and did necessary repairs over the years, so it was in great shape when I needed it.

      To my surprise, the cover of the brown leather had a new adornment. The runes around the edges had been there as long as I could remember. The bird on the front was new. It matched the image on my chest. The sight chilled the blood in my veins.

      What the hell did this mean? If the bird was a symbol of the curse, it had spread to my family. Only something that changed my essence would alter the family grimoire like this. I was the current owner of the tome and carried the familial power in my hands.

      I flipped through pages while my thoughts tried to fracture and go in a hundred different directions. How was this possible? I set the question aside and looked through spells, potions, and uses for crystals.

      There was even a passage about creating a protection amulet. I made a mental note to make one for each of my kids ASAP. I was proud of them for spreading their wings despite what they had been through, but still a worried mom.

      Nothing jumped out at me. The passage about blocking demons from crossing your wards got a tab so I could come back to it. That would come in handy and keep me safe while I was home.

      Maybe a cleansing spell would work. I looked through the information but continued. It was for cleansing crystals, not people. A few pages later and I practically squealed. My great-great whatever relative documented when she was cursed by someone in town.

      Here it was. Proof I was cursed. At least all evidence pointed in that direction.

      The culprit in the passage slipped a hexed ring into her jewelry box. Her magic refused to work when she called it, and her spells always fizzled out. Dark creatures were attracted to her. When a goblin and an imp both proposed to her, she did a thorough search to determine why it was all happening.

      With the help of her mother, they found the cursed object. A complex ritual was performed at the witching hour on a full moon involving two potions and one spell to break the hex. Another tab went on that page.

      Seeing that passage confirmed for me that I was definitely cursed. I had no idea when it happened. I had been searching through the stuff I brought back from the Fae realm but shouldn’t have.

      It was possible someone else slipped me a cursed object. I needed to do a thorough search of my house and belongings. Possibly even the bookstore. It wouldn’t be hard to leave one for me there.

      As I read through the page again, I was grateful my spells weren’t failing me. My magic worked. It just didn’t do what I wanted. I prayed no more dark creatures started following me. I had no desire to have even more evil in my life.
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      The bell over the door to my bookstore tinkled, making me jump and turn. My hand flew to my chest, and my head swam for a second. I shook my head and plastered on a smile. “Welcome to Pleasure Bound. Let me know if I can help you find something.”

      Relax, A horde of demons from the Underworld is not going to come charging in here.

      No matter how many times I told myself to keep calm and magic on, it wasn’t working. The past couple of days had passed with agonizing slowness. I jumped at every noise and barely slept. My nerves were stretched tighter than a timpani drum.

      The woman that had entered the store gave me a thin smile and turned down the self-help aisle. Apparently, I looked as bad as I felt. I turned back to the book I had been skimming all morning. There was nothing in them about locating a cursed object.

      There was no spell. A witch had to find it by feel alone. I had never encountered anything of the sort, so all I had to guide me was my assumption it would prickle my senses like a hundred bee stings and carry an oily sensation that would try to smother me.

      It was how I felt around Vodor. The evil Fae king was one of the vilest creatures I’d ever encountered. Anything malevolent had to carry similar sensations. I left out the smell of rotting foliage. I didn’t think a ring or button or whatever object was used would carry a scent.

      “Where can I find your cookbooks?” The customer had ventured down the self-help aisle and was standing a few feet away from me. I must have looked much worse than I thought. She’d taken an indirect path rather than walking down the main one that led right to me.

      “They’re on that side of the store down the third row on the left-hand side. Is there anything, in particular, you’re looking for?” I stepped out from behind the counter and approached her slowly. Her shoulders lowered a fraction, and her smile reached her eyes. I must have managed a genuine one of my own.

      “I’m looking for a Thai cookbook. My son wants Panang curry for dinner, and I have no idea where to start.”

      I chuckled and headed to the third row. “I have several Thai cookbooks. There’s one, in particular, I love using, but I will be honest. You will have to take a trip into the city to grab the ingredients. Personally, I found that buying the curry paste is far tastier than trying to make it. You have to find shrimp paste anyway.”

      “Is it difficult to get the taste right when making it from scratch?”

      I stopped by the section she needed and pulled a couple books from the shelf. “I never got it right, which is why I finally broke down and bought the paste. The one in the tub with the purple label is the best. If you’re still interested in embarking on the adventure, here are several books to choose from.”

      She smiled and accepted the books. “Thank you so much. I appreciate the advice.”

      “Anytime. I’ll be at the counter if you have any other questions.” The tightness in my chest eased a fraction. I wasn’t a complete pariah yet.

      Back at the counter, I grabbed the glass cleaning cloths and wiped the smudges my elbows left behind. I loved the antique glass-topped display case. I had tarot cards, a rare first edition copy of The Velveteen Rabbit, and a few other books on Wicca.

      I didn’t jump this time when the bell jingled over the door. I looked up, and my jaw dropped to my chest. A perfect male specimen stood in my doorway. His blonde hair was artfully messy, and his grey eyes made me think of a stormy day on the cliffside. The jeans on his muscular legs left little to the imagination. He was hung like a damn horse.

      My inner slut sat up and started panting. Down girl. He’s not someone to get involved with. I snapped my mouth shut and pasted a smile on my face. Whoever my visitor was, he had immense power. It surrounded him like a cloak. It’s wasn’t dark, so I stopped myself from grabbing my customer and taking off.

      “Welcome to Pleasure Bound. How can I help you?”

      From the corner of my eye, I saw the woman stop at the end of aisle three and drop the books in her hand. Part of me wanted to rush to her side and help her. Self-preservation won out, and I remained rooted to the spot.

      “Violet Brevil. You’re a difficult witch to track.” Those stormy eyes looked at me with a mixture of appreciation and suspicion. It was off-putting and made my heart race.

      I narrowed my eyes at the handsome devil. He wasn’t about to frighten me out of my own store. “I’ll be right with you, sir.”

      Without giving him the benefit of a response, I crossed the shop to my customer. “Do you need help finding anything else?” I picked up one of the dropped books and handed it to her.

      She shook her head from side to side. “Umm. No, this will do it.”

      I leaned toward her. “He’s too pretty for his own good. Am I right?”

      That broke the tension. I had worried she heard him call me a witch. She was just mesmerized by his good looks. “It should be criminal to be that perfect.”

      I chuckled and strode back to the counter and moved behind it. I felt better having the obstacle between him and me. The display case was my version of armor, and it made me feel better.

      I scanned the barcodes with the camera on the iPad I use for my cash register as the woman set her selection down. I was painfully aware of his eyes on me as I put her purchases into a paper bag. “That’ll be forty-eight-twenty-three, please.”

      The woman handed me her credit card. “It was the paste in the tub with a purple label that you recommended, right? I appreciate your advice.”

      “Anytime. My twins love Thai food, and I spent several years finding shortcuts. Enjoy your dinner.” I watched my customer as she took her bag and left the store. Her cheeks turned pink, and she bumped into the jamb as she exited my shop.

      I inhaled, hoping to center myself. Ever since I opened the Pleasure Bound, the smell of paper, ink, and old leather had been my Zen. Finding that sense of calm had been shattered when this guy walked into my store.

      I picked up the dirty cleaning wipe and tossed it in the trash. “I don’t know who you are, but we don’t go around announcing what we are. No one wants to relive the Witch Trials. And if you think you’re immune because you’re not a witch, you can think again. Humans will fry anything that frightens them.”

      He stepped closer. His energy stung me before he was within a few feet of me. “Funny that a Tainted is lecturing me about proper behavior. You have no idea who you’re dealing with.”

      I ground my teeth together and clenched my hands into fists. My magic had gone wonky on me and refused to cooperate most days. Still, I wasn’t one of those nasty witches that stole power and mutated their energy into something malicious.

      “Who the hell do you think you are? I’m not Tainted, and I resent you coming in here and accusing me of being one of those awful witches.”

      His eyes flared ever so slightly. “Think more Underworld. I’m Thanos Sarkellis. I’m here investigating demonic activity. I discovered your essence saturating a park where a witch was attacked. If you didn’t steal her power, can you tell me what happened?”

      The tension leaked from my body, and a sigh deflated me. “Took you long enough to get off your ass. I thought you guys were on top of all veil breaches. Why am I not surprised a UIS Agent would mistake me for one of the Tainted? Now, pay attention, so you don’t get this wrong. I stumbled across Faye and her attacker while walking home one night. My friends and I have been doing your job, and I called Fiona to come help. Your demon told me it was looking for me and tried to suck my magic from my body. Your demon skittered off, and we took Faye to the council.”

      A muscle along the edge of his jaw twitched. “How do you know about Underworld Investigative Services? We aren’t well-known?”

      I shrugged my shoulders. The fear I had of him had vanished when he confirmed he was an agent. From what I had discovered, they were here to help control violent demons. “I have friends in high places.” He gave me a flat stare.

      His frustration amused me to no end, and a smile bloomed on my face. “My best friend has a friend in the United States that is having problems with demons, and she told us about the agent working her case. Are you guys having a problem controlling your borders or something? I had never heard of demons coming to Earth, and suddenly I hear about two.”

      His eyes darkened, and that twitch was back. Seemed like I hit a nerve with that one. “There have been unprecedented events. A dark creature opened a veil in several places across the globe, and we are scrambling to locate all of the demons that were let loose while also trying to locate the one responsible.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. Thanos was fun to poke. And even better eye candy. “Perhaps you should spend more time monitoring your demons and less time primping in front of a mirror. The veil wasn’t opened near Cottlehill. I’d have felt the magic. The council would have noticed it and taken action, as well. How many lives were lost while it made its way to our little town?”

      He snarled and lifted one corner of his lips, baring his teeth at me. “Get this straight. You have no idea what you’re talking about. The Dark magic it takes to open a portal to the Underworld requires a skilled and powerful practitioner. Such a person would be capable of masking their actions to ensure they aren’t discovered. What I find most curious is that this particular demon hasn’t left a string of bodies behind.”

      That wasn’t all that surprising. During my reading, I consistently came across information that said Dark magic required power and sacrifice. “There have been many victims in Cottlehill. Like I said, I’ve been investigating for months. You should have known sooner.”

      He leaned one hip against my counter in a casual pose that made me think of billboards and models. “If this demon had been killing in your town for months, we would have been alerted. And it would be too strong to be contained by its summoner anymore. The fact that it hasn’t torn through the entire population tells me it hasn’t been killing for months.”

      That made no sense. The first victim was a human. The Constable Lance was still breathing down everyone’s necks, searching for clues that would lead him to the perpetrator. “That’s not possible. A human was killed months ago, followed by supernaturals. Are we looking at two different killers?”

      “The demon wouldn’t start with a human. They are attracted to the power of paranormals. Once they run out of supes to feed on, they move onto the others. I would say the culprit sacrificed the human to conduct a Dark spell to give him or her more power. Has anyone in town undergone a significant personality change in the past six months or so?”

      I hadn’t come across any information on sacrifices and blood magic, and I was glad. My stomach turned with the thought of taking someone’s life for any reason. I killed Fae while fighting in Eidothea, and I still had nightmares about it, even though I did what I had to survive. It bothered me because I would do it again if I had to, which didn’t make me feel all that great.

      Or maybe it’s because you’re cursed. I didn’t need to be reminded of that little nightmare hanging over my head.

      Ignoring that reminder of my current dilemma, I focused on Thanos. “I assume you’re asking if someone suddenly became a hateful shrew. There are a handful of onery townspeople. They’ve always been that way, though. Several have become even more grumpy, but I can’t picture any of them sacrificing a human to gain Dark magic.”

      Derek’s voice infiltrated my mind and almost made me change that opinion. He was the most challenging member of the council. He was pissed when Fiona moved to the area. He didn’t like her being the new Guardian. I didn’t understand why, but he never made sense to me. He might have been involved, but I wasn’t going to say anything until I had more information. I was already a target of the council.

      The bell over the door jingled, making me jump. Thanos noticed and lifted one eyebrow as he watched me. I swallowed and laid my hands on the glass countertop, so they didn’t shake, then turned my attention to the woman that had entered my store.

      Her grey streaked red hair was pulled into a low bun, but my eye was drawn to the thick scar transecting her throat. It was vicious and told anyone looking at her that she wasn’t just a sweet old lady. I smiled and lifted my hand. “Hi, Mae. How are you doing?”

      Mae’s black eyes shifted from me to Thanos, and an appreciative light lit their dark depths. Her slender figure lilted to one side in a way that pushed her breasts out. “I’m good. I have information but can come back later.”

      Thanos shook his head from side to side. “Don’t mind me. Violet told me where to find the books I’m looking for.” He flashed her a smile, then stood straight and walked down the right side of the store where fiction was located. Most of what I carried were romances. Everything from young adult to erotica lined the shelves.

      Mae scurried over with her gaze on Thanos’ retreating backside. “Who is he?”

      I pursed my lips and looked at the guy. “Not exactly sure. What brings you here today?”

      Mae’s avarice vanished, leaving her with a solemn expression. “I was talking to Derek at Phoenix Feathers last night, and he told me that Faye is close to dying. He’s pissed and worried.” The older siren leaned closer to me. “He blames you, Violet. What the heck did you do?”

      I was acutely aware of Thanos walking around my store. I wanted to tell Mae to leave. She wouldn’t listen, so I didn’t bother. “Ungrateful asshole. You’d think he would be happy I stopped a creature from killing Faye, but no. He blames me and starts spreading rumors. I was walking past the park and came across a demon cutting into Faye. I had no idea what was going on and called Fiona for backup right away. The damn thing attacked me in the process, and yet he still blames me.”

      Mae’s dark eyes went wide, and her raspy gasp carried every ounce of drama I’d come to associate with her. Without her in town, I wouldn’t get half of the information about what was going on in the area.

      “A demon? Are you sure? I’ve lived in Cottlehill Wilds for fifty-two years and have never heard about one hunting in our town. How did it get here?”

      Mae knew everything about everyone living here. She was a fount of information. I didn’t want to point the finger at someone innocent, so I needed to be careful in what I asked and said.

      “I don’t know much. Demons are summoned by a Dark magic user that pierces the veil between our realm and the Underworld. I have no idea who here might be evil enough to do such a thing. I mean, just because Dereck is grumpy doesn’t mean he’s gone Dark.” I chuckled to tell her I wasn’t serious.

      Mae laughed with me. “I swear that man was born with a stick up his butt.” Her hand went to her throat, and her eyes took on a faraway look. “If Patrice still lived here, I would say it was her for sure. I agree. No one here fits the profile. I bet the demon came here because we are a town with seventy-five percent of its population being supernatural.”

      She went on to talk about how she saw Bruce at dinner with Ravena and that they looked cozy. The two had danced around each other for years. I hoped they were finally giving in to their desire.

      I listened to Mae and watched Thanos walk around my store. What the hell was he? He found the section hidden to humans. It contained books for supernaturals. I wasn’t surprised he could see it, but it didn’t tell me what kind of creature he was. He was too pretty to grow fur. He could be a vampire, but their skin was easily ten shades lighter than his.

      His presence unsettled me and threw another wrench into my life. He had me in his sights, and he wasn’t going to leave me alone anytime soon. I had to find the source of my curse and locate the demon so he would go home.

      While he was prowling around, all I could think about was how dangerous and attractive he was. My mind should not be appreciating the guy’s chest or laughing grey eyes. Despite the storm clouds, he exuded a generally happy demeanor.
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      “What’s up, Vi? What’s up? Is it time to kick Dathan’s ass? I’m ready.” That was my best friend. Always willing to support me no matter what. Regardless of the miles of ocean that had separated us until seven or eight months ago, Fiona and I had remained close to each other.

      “That’s a tempting idea, but this time it’s not him. I have been summoned to the council, and I’d like you to accompany me to the meeting. You arrived when it was trying to consume my power and might be able to add insight.” I needed the armor her presence provided me. She made it easier to let their snide comments and venom slide off me before they dug into my brain and planted seeds of doubt.

      Those tended to sprout and flower at the worst moments, making me question myself and my power.

      “I’ll be there. I wish I could bring Grams. She’d make those old biddies bite their nasty tongues.”

      I chuckled. Isidora would flay them alive for focusing on the wrong issue when we were clearly facing an emergent situation. “That would be fabulous right about now. Especially since it seems we are facing a much bigger issue than I previously believed.”

      “Why? What happened?” Fiona’s voice lost every ounce of levity. Her words left her mouth with a bite.

      “I’ll give you the low down when I see you. The meeting starts in fifteen.” Thanos’ face flashed in my mind. His piercing grey eyes looked right through me. They invited me to play while promising to eviscerate me if he discovered I called the demon.

      “Alright. I’m on my way. See you soon.” I heard the car door shut before the line went dead.

      My head was pounding. The last thing I needed after the day I’d had was to be called before the freaking council. They were a bunch of rigid assholes. Before racing out the door, I stopped and grabbed the book I read through earlier in the day. It had sections on ghouls and resurrection.

      None of us dedicated hours to researching Grams and whether or not she is truly alive. Things had been too chaotic lately, but I used my need for a distraction from Thanos and demons and my insane attraction to the Underworld Agent.

      After locking the door to my bookstore, I jumped into my car and started the engine. I was down the street and turning into the cloaked parking lot within two minutes. If you didn’t know where the council’s chambers were hidden, you wouldn’t be able to find them.

      Car tires squealed behind me as Fiona took the corner too fast. She had only been here once before. I waited while she drove her vehicle into the spot next to mine. “Almost miss the turn?” I asked Fiona when she opened her door.

      She laughed and climbed out. “I was looking for the shrub I noticed last time. By the time I saw it, I was almost past it. Do you know why they called you?”

      I handed her the book before I forgot to give it to her. “Before I forget, I found this today and wanted you to see it. There’s a section on ghouls and reincarnation. I’d lean more towards Isidora being a ghoul than resurrection. Anyway, I’ve been praying Faye isn’t dead ever since I got the call. Mae came by today and was more than happy to inform me that Faye was dying, and they blamed me. Oh, and a sexy Underworld cop came by to inform me he was hunting the demon in our area.”

      Fiona grabbed my arm and swung me around right before my hand grasped the door handle. “I’m not sure which of those little nuggets to unpack first. What the hell? Life was supposed to slow down and return to normal now that we took care of the evil rulers in Eidothea.”

      “What is normal? I’m pretty sure this is our new normal. It’s so much my head might explode. I just want to go home and drink a glass or ten of wine.” Life hadn’t been the same since Fiona moved to Cottlehill, and I had no desire to go back to the way things used to be. I loved solving problems with my besties and running around like kick-ass detectives.

      Fiona put the book I gave her in her bag and pulled out a dagger. She handed the dark grey weapon to me—power pulsed from the blade. My fingers tingled when I grabbed it.

      “This is beautiful. One of Bas’s?” I traced the runes engraved on the blade. They were words of power. They gave the knife an edge and would help me in a fight.

      Fiona smiled widely and bobbed her head up and down. “He made it for you and spelled it to injure demonic flesh. Neither of us likes the thought of you being out there without anyone looking out for you. I would ask you to move into Pymm’s Pondside with Grams and me, but I know better. Though the invitation is there if you want. So, what’s this about an Underworld Agent?”

      “His name is Thanos, and he’s here because he tracked a demon to our town. I’ll tell you more after we face the council.” I pulled the door open and gestured for her to enter before me.

      The conversation was at a low murmur as we entered the building. No one noticed until we were halfway down the aisle toward the dais where the pompous jackasses sat at a long table.

      They quieted, and each took their seat. Camille looked from me to Fiona and inclined her head. That was as much of her acknowledgment as we would get at the moment.

      “You weren’t summoned, Ms. Shakleton. Please take your leave,” Derek said after a moment of silence.

      “Yes, I was. I’m not going anywhere. And, I’m surprised someone in your position of power doesn’t want to have every source of information at his disposal. Then again, foresight has never been your strong suit, has it, Derek?” Fiona stood there with her hands loose at her sides. Nothing was challenging or threatening in her stance, yet everyone in the room felt the sting of her words.

      Derek’s eyebrows slammed together, and his chest began rising and falling rapidly. The guy was a few seconds from losing his shit, and I couldn’t wait. I wanted to say something that would push him over the edge but kept my mouth shut.

      The rest of the council vacillated between amusement and anger. He was one of them. They wouldn’t tolerate being belittled very long. I cleared my throat and clasped my hands in front of my body. “I asked Fiona to be here. There was a point during the encounter where the demon started attacking me, and Fiona was there to help me save Faye.”

      “So, she was involved in your attack on a respected council member?” Derek’s cheeks were red, and his eyes shot hatred at us. “Then it’s a damn good thing she’s here with you. We can incarcerate both of you. It is illegal to summon a demon within the city limits. Cottlehill Wilds is a peaceful, safe community, and we want to keep it that way.”

      I growled and clenched my jaw shut while I bit my tongue. Yelling at the ignorant fool would do me no good. My mind conjured images of me yelling at him and giving him a piece of my mind. More people in Cottlehill didn’t like him than those that did.

      Seraphine leaned forward and pinned me with her piercing dark brown stare. “You should be careful with what you say back, Violet. There is evidence that you are responsible for killing Faye.”

      My head reared back. “What? What the hell are you talking about? I didn’t try to kill Faye. Is she really dead?” My heart skipped several beats while a vice tried to squeeze it into submission.

      Camille sighed and shook her head. “She’s still with us, but barely. We have healed her injuries, but she isn’t waking up. Many here are convinced you have her under a spell and are siphoning her power from her slowly. Despite having no outward injuries, she won’t live long without intervention. We need this spell broken.”

      This argument was getting old. I rubbed my temples. “I have no idea what happened to her or why she isn’t waking up. I can’t give you what you want. But I think I know someone that might have some answers.”

      Derek rolled his eyes and crossed his arms over his broad chest. “Let me guess. He’s got all the answers, but you don’t know where to find him. Save your excuses. You aren’t getting away with this.”

      “Have you ever heard of the Underworld Investigative Services? Thanos is one of their agents and is hunting the demon responsible for attacking Faye. He located me because my power was thickest at the scene. Unlike you, he listened to me.” I couldn’t believe this was my life right now. How the hell did I go from minding my own business to being accused of attempted murder.

      Jorock’s big body turned, so he was facing me. His seat was on the opposite side of the table, which didn’t give him a good view. The gargoyle narrowed his blue eyes. “You’re saying a UIS agent is in town investigating a demonic presence? That means someone summoned this being to our town. Did he indicate if he knew who did such a thing? If what you’re saying is true, we need to find this person and stop them from doing anything worse.”

      Was he asking this because he was the one responsible? Whoever had done the summoning had immense power. But in doing so, it would change the summoner. Jorock was gruff, but he always had been. It was in his nature.

      “I would have thought the council would know better. Even I know that a UIS agent doesn’t reveal their information,” Fiona interjected with disdain. “If you are ignorant about that fact. What else don’t you know? Speaking of, what is your evidence against Violet?”

      A dozen pissed-off faces glared at Fiona while one fought a smile. I was with Camille. I wanted to laugh at the put down my bestie just dealt the council. Her question was valid. I wasn’t even aware there was such an agency until recently, but I wasn’t on the ruling board of our town.

      “You’re just as arrogant as your grandmother was,” Derek snarled.

      “Careful, Derek. Your insecurity is showing,” Camile chided. “And to answer your question, Fiona. There is a rune on Violet’s body that carries Faye’s energy signature. There is no denying what our magic revealed.”

      I bobbed my head. “You’re right about that, Camille. But there’s no saying it wasn’t planted there. Mimicking another person’s magic is a simple matter for an experienced witch. And, according to Thanos, an experienced witch summoned the demon.”

      “Of course, it takes someone with significant strength. Did he indicate who he thought summoned the demon?” I had dismissed Derek’s question the first time, but he was asking again. Perhaps he was responsible and concerned about being caught.

      Seraphine sat forward and glared at Derek. “You never listen to those you deem lower than you. Violet already talked about this. She doesn’t have the answers.”

      Fiona stepped forward. “Whose job is it to look into matters of this nature? You came across the rune, but did you do anything else? Did you visit the park to find possible clues left behind? Did you interview the last people leaving S&S that night? You didn’t talk to me, and I know you knew I arrived while the demon was still present. You didn’t talk to Sebastian, either, and he chased the creature out of the park. You have a fraction of the information you need and are jumping to conclusions. How has this town functioned with half-assed leadership?”

      Derek jumped to his feet and leaped over the table with his hands out. He was aiming for Fiona. I shouted for him to stop and rushed to my friend’s side. I reached her and yanked her out of the way right as the council leader slammed into me.

      His move tackled me to the ground. Before I knew what I was doing, I had the knife Bas had made for me in my hand and at his throat. “Get off me now.” I bit off each word and pushed the blade into his flesh.

      My head hurt where it bounced off the tile, and my back was killing me. Fiona knelt by my side and ripped him off my chest before he could respond. Jorock and five other council members surrounded us. They looked torn about who to restrain.

      “That’s enough of that,” Camille announced.

      Derek was shaking. “You have no right to threaten me. I will have you arrested.”

      “No, you won’t. You were the one that jumped across a table to attack Fiona,” Jorock said as he looked at Derek. His announcement was pointed. “That was out of line. She can press charges against you. I’m sure Gardoss wouldn’t mind conducting an investigation. It’s not like he has a lot on his plate. To answer your previous question. We had him investigate the park. We haven’t spoken to him or received word about what he discovered.”

      “Derek called this meeting the second the rune was discovered,” Camille added from her position off to the side. “This has gone far enough. Nothing about this case is clear. We have a UIS agent in town and more than a killer to uncover.”

      “You aren’t getting off that easy,” Derek spat at me. “I won’t arrest you yet. But you only have one week to bring us proof of your innocence. After that, I will pull you off the toilet if necessary. And, I will enjoy every second of it.”

      I bit back a hundred snarky retorts. Telling the man that he shouldn’t flaunt his bathroom fetish wouldn’t earn me any points. My body sagged. This was all bullshit. We shouldn’t even be standing here arguing. There was a demonic creature out there somewhere and a Dark witch that had summoned it to this plane. That’s where our energy needed to be directed.

      And this council had no intention of doing anything about the whole mess. They’d just put it on my plate. Why the hell was it up to me? They were the most powerful. I was tired. There was only so much a woman could put up with.

      Fiona wrapped her arm around my shoulders. “At least you know your limits. It doesn’t help anyone for you to give the culprit the information they needed to get out of town and cover their tracks. Trust me when I say we will find out who did this and nail them to the wall.”

      Camille chuckled along with Jorock and a couple others while Derek growled. I simply shook my head and headed for the door. Life hadn’t been easy lately, and it wasn’t going to get better any time soon.

      Somehow, I had gotten caught up in another mess. This time I was the center of the plot. It had to be the curse that had been placed on me. I hadn’t discovered any answers for Fiona about Grams, and I hadn’t found the cursed object a clever witch slipped into my possession.

      It had to be the same witch responsible for summoning the demon. I’d bet a million dollars on that fact. Only someone that evil would curse an innocent person while also bringing creatures created to devour anything in its way to their town.

      The question was, who hated me and this town enough to go to such lengths. I didn’t have enemies. My life had been boring until Fiona moved to town. Since then, we’d dealt with countless crises.

      I wouldn’t allow them to get away with it. With Fiona and Aislinn helping me, we would uncover the culprit. If I was lucky, Thanos would be on my team, as well. No! You can’t spend time with the UIS agent. For all, I knew he was a demon himself. Demons and witches didn’t mix. No matter how attractive they were. I’d just have to avoid him like the plague. I had to clear my name and stop whoever had it out for Cottlehill and me.
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      My resolve to never see Thanos again lasted all of three hours. Fiona and I went to see Aislinn and tell her what the council said and ask if she’d heard anything. Cottlehill residents walked on a fine line hiding their supernatural nature from the mundies that lived there.

      The ratio of paranormal to humans was leaning in our favor as our population grew and spread each year. Only about thirty percent were mundies now, and those that lived here were used to the odd occurrence and dismissed most things.

      What they wouldn’t ignore was us talking openly in Mug Shots about the town council and their allegations I tried to kill one of the witches on the board. The council was the entity that kept the peace in Cottlehill and acted as the enforcer of the rules established by the first paranormal residents that settled here.

      I didn’t care for Derek and a few other council members as individuals. Still, I couldn’t deny how they kept chaos from destroying the entire town and revealing our existence.

      No one wanted to deal with billions of terrified humans who would act out against us if they discovered magic was real. They wouldn’t take kindly to suddenly learn that creatures were living amongst them that could turn into animals and others capable of wielding magic like a weapon when the need arose.

      My desire to get the council off my back was the reason I was walking into the bar Aislinn’s family owned. Phoenix Feathers was a popular hangout most nights because it was the only bar in the town.

      It was the only place I could think of to find an agent of the Underworld. Fiona pulled up and jumped out of her Mustang. The car was a beater, but she loved the thing. Not that I had any room to judge. I knew next to nothing about cars and drove the old Mercedes SUV that my parents gave me when I got divorced.

      Fiona’s light brown hair blew in the breeze as she shut her car door. The chill of Spring lasted until Winter, when it would get colder. I was used to the weather and loved it, but since we returned from Eidothea, I had a hard time handling the cold. Heat burned within me at all times.

      It was like having a hot flash that never ended. Only these didn’t start in my feet and spread throughout my entire body. Flames coursed through my blood, heating me up as it went along.

      Aislinn poked her head out of the bar. Her green eyes held her usual humor, and her red hair was in a braid over her shoulder. She used to be super skinny and typically wore crop tops, showing off her petite figure.

      She’d taken to wearing loose tops that went to her butt. Fiona and I thought it was because she didn’t want us to see how much weight she had lost. She was sick when paranormals generally didn’t catch mundane illnesses. She assured us she had seen Zreegy and was taking care of herself.

      Aislinn waved her hand at us. “You guys coming in or what? It’s a nice night and all, but I thought we were on a mission.”

      I shut my car door and looked at Fiona. Fiona shrugged and glanced back to Aislinn. “Are there any new hotties inside?”

      A smile slid over Aislinn’s face, and she waggled her eyebrows. It was such an Aislinn thing to do. It made me laugh at the same time tension drained from my shoulders. I wasn’t even aware I was carrying so much worry around until it left me. Aislinn was one of my best friends, so it made sense that I’d be afraid something horrible was happening to her.

      After all, I was going through my own issues. Fiona didn’t give any hints that she wasn’t quite right since her return. She did mention something after her first visit. Perhaps it was a one-time thing when an outsider visited Eidothea.

      “Does your UIS agent have that perfect yet messy hair? The style that looks like his date from the night before ran her hands through it before she left with a satisfied smile on her face?”

      I shook my head at Aislinn’s description. It was frighteningly accurate and made me scowl when I thought of the woman he might have been with. You aren’t jealous of someone you don’t even know! I prayed I believed the lie. I had never gotten angry because a woman paid attention to the guy I was dating, or later Dathan.

      Butterflies took flight in my stomach, making me light-headed while I followed Fiona to the door. My ears were ringing by the time we entered the dark bar. I couldn’t hear anything but my racing heart, but I could see several groups of people playing pool. Others at the dartboards and more sitting together at the tables.

      The smoke in the air gave the establishment a hazy atmosphere. It amplified my fluttery stomach when my gaze locked with Thanos’ stormy grey eyes. Aislinn waved her hand in front of her face as we passed a table where three out of the four patrons were smoking.

      The air cleared by the time we reached the long bar where Thanos was sitting. I cleared my throat and sat on the stool next to him. I didn’t stop to think about it until his eyebrows climbed to his hairline and his eyes traveled from my face to the chair.

      I stood up so fast the stool fell backward. My cheeks flamed as I tried to catch it before it hit the ground. Fiona came to my rescue and saved me from thoroughly embarrassing myself.

      “Fiona, Aislinn, this is the Underworld detective I was telling you about. Thanos is here to find the demon causing problems in our small town.” I wanted to crawl into a hole and hide. I was babbling like an idiot but couldn’t seem to stop myself.

      “Nice to meet you, Thanos,” Fiona said and extended her hand to the sexy agent.

      Thanos shook her hand and released it right away. Aislinn said something to him, as well, and he shook her hand next. He didn’t linger over handshakes, but he tilted his head and considered Aislinn for several seconds longer than I liked.

      I would not get pissed at one of my best friends because some idiot preferred her over me. The sudden surge of irritation helped me focus on what I needed to at the moment.

      “We were hoping to find you here,” I told Thanos. When his attention shifted back to me, it sent heat coursing through my body. I crossed my arms over my chest. It was both a defense and a way to hide how he affected my body. I didn’t like that he turned me on, and I wasn’t about to let it distract me. My life was on the line.

      “The council has evidence they say will prove I was the one to attack Faye. I need to know everything you can tell me about the demon you believe is responsible. I have to bring them proof of my innocence if I want to stay out of jail.” I hadn’t meant to share so much but was glad I did when his expression went from concerned to angry.

      “Is there anyone on the council with half a brain? A scan of the scene will tell them your magic was tightly contained. At the same time, demonic energy surged unchecked throughout the area. At first, I assumed you had wielded it like a whip. After talking to you, I returned to the park and used some of the tools in my arsenal. I realized your spells were all defensive in nature.”

      I sucked in a breath. I expected him to doubt me and refuse to help. Having him on my side threw me off. “That’s right. I had to react in a hurry to save myself and try to save Faye. Did you find out what kind of demon we’re hunting?”

      Fiona leaned forward and lowered her voice. “Or, better yet, what kind of demon we’re facing? I’m new to this and need to practice what spells I might need to use.”

      Aislinn scanned the club and nodded at the guy behind the bar. It was her brother, Goren. “Can you shield our conversation, GoGo? No need to alarm the mundies.”

      I knew better than to talk so openly when there were humans nearby. Thanos muddled my mind and made me forget myself. Goren smiled at his sister. “Be happy too. We miss you around here. When are you coming back?” Goren wiped the rag in his hand over the top of the bar as he responded. White light flashed for an instant then disappeared. A second later, my ears popped, and I knew there was a shield concealing our conversation.

      “I’m happy at Mug Shots, but you’ll be the first to know if I change my mind. Thanks, brother.”

      He bobbed his head up and down. “I’m here if you three need any help.”

      Thanos set his beer down. “That won’t be necessary. These three are going to stay out of it and leave the investigation to me.”

      My anger took the front seat, and I leaned forward, putting my face a few inches from Thanos’. I didn’t bother hiding the snarl in my tone. “Get this straight. I’m not some weak woman that needs a man to protect me. I’ve been set up, and I will be damned if I leave it to someone else to solve. I have no intentions of hunting the demon any further than gathering the evidence needed to prove he was the one to attack Faye.”

      “Yeah. What she said,” Fiona parroted. Aislinn chuckled beside me but didn’t say anything else.

      Thanos’ eyes darkened with appreciation that was quickly masked by frustration. “You’re playing a dangerous game here. This was a blood demon. They’re dangerous creatures that can hide their true face in your world. They wouldn’t be able to get away with feeding on the blood of others - specifically the power contained in supernatural blood - if they walked around with horns.”

      The attacker’s red eyes flashed through my mind, followed by its caramel skin and dark hair. Thanos was right about the disguise. “I’ve already encountered the vile being hunting my friends and neighbors. Its disguise was good but did nothing to cover up the malevolent aura that surrounds it. What would help us is if you have any ideas about typical hiding spots for his kind.”

      Thanos stood up and took a step toward me, not stopping until we were scant inches apart. “You’re not going to give this up, are you?”

      I shook my head from side to side and swallowed. He was too close. My mind was clouded by his rugged masculinity. “Not a chance. This is my life on the line. Besides, the Backside of Forty doesn’t ignore a threat like this.”

      “Yeah,” Aislinn agreed. “We like to think of ourselves as the new cops in town.”

      “Cops might be going a bit far. We’re more like Private Investigators,” Fiona amended. “And we will never let one of our own become a patsy for whatever Dark dickhead is wreaking havoc in Cottlehill.”

      Thanos never shifted his gaze from my face. “I don’t want Violet pinned with the responsibility for this. But I’m not sure there is anything you three can do. I’ve searched the places a blood demon would normally hide. I suspect he’s still under the summoner’s control. I will find him and take him back to the Underworld.”

      I heard the promise behind his statement. It was nice to know he would protect us from the demon. It was his job, after all. I wondered if there was a supervisor I could complain to about him. Yeah. That’d be Hades. King of the Underworld.

      Not a pleasant thought to have given the circumstances. “What can I do for Faye. You said this was a blood demon. Can we restore her missing powers?”

      Thanos pursed his lips. It looked like he just sucked on a lemon slice. “No, we can’t. The demon consumed her powers. There’s no recovering them once they’re gone. I’m sorry. It’s clear you care about this woman very much.”

      A growl left my throat before I could stop it. “I’m not close to Faye. In fact, before this, I rarely spoke to her. But she’s a witch, and I’m being set up for her attack. Both reasons I want to ensure she gets better. Besides, she’s always been one of the good guys on our council.”

      “How is it that this demon escaped from the Underworld? Don’t you guys have barriers in place?” Aislinn threw that at Thanos like a dagger. We’d already talked about this. I wondered if she forgot or hadn’t been paying attention.

      Thanos stepped back to his stool and sat down. He cradled the beer in his hands. “We can’t control what your kind does on Earth. I’m sure Violet told you it was a Dark practitioner that cracked the veil.”

      Aislinn nodded once and rested her hands on the back of the stool I had knocked over. “She did. Do you have any clues as to who the culprit might be? We’ve come up with nothing, and we don’t have much time.”

      “All I can tell you is that the witch isn’t working alone. The trail led me to Violet. All I can say is that whoever is responsible is extremely powerful. This witch has enough strength to summon a demon, shield its presence, cover his tracks and confuse me. None of those are easy on their own. Altogether, they spell trouble.”

      I sighed and rubbed my temples. My head was killing me. I didn’t have the energy for this. “We need to look outside the box to pick up this asshole’s trail. Are you certain he didn’t kill all of the victims we’ve had in town?”

      Thanos bobbed his head. “I’m positive. Every time the demon kills and consumes his victim’s blood, he gets stronger. If he’d killed that many paranormals, he would have bucked the summoner’s control already. I haven’t understood why a witch this powerful would want to summon a demon they could lose control over. Now, I wonder if it’s to conceal his actions and pin them on someone else. It would be a brilliant way to eliminate several enemies with one blow.”

      My head snapped back, and my mouth dropped open. I never considered I was the target. I assumed the demon was goading me before. When Thanos laid it out like that, it made complete sense. The real perp was hiding behind the monster to ensure he or she wasn’t caught.

      Who hated me that much? I didn’t have enemies. I’d lived here my entire life and for the life of me couldn’t come up with one person that hated me enough to want me dead. I should have known better. Someone had managed to curse me when I wasn’t paying attention.
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      I parked my car next to the pond and got out. I spent the remainder of last night searching my house for a cursed object and again came up empty. It was busy in the store today, but I combed through the place looking for a thing that marked me every chance I got.

      The flaming bird on my chest burned my fingertips when I touched it now. My blood felt like pure lava running through my veins now, and I had no idea what to do about it. The pond looked like a good place to cool off. A blue-haired woman popped her head above the surface.

      I lifted my hand and waved at the mermaid. “Hey, Kairi. How are you doing?”

      Kairi’s tail flicked the water behind her as she smiled at me. “I’m great. I added onto my home in case some of my friends want to join me here.”

      “I thought you’d want to go home now that Vodor has been killed.”

      Kairi’s long blue hair didn’t move when she shook her head from side to side. “I love it here. I found where I belong. I miss my family and the palace, but I don’t miss the expectations and rules. My future is here in Pymm’s Pondside.”

      “Damn right it is. My kids will be over the moon about having a mermaid on the property.” Fiona’s voice carried from the back of her house.

      I turned and smiled at my best friend. We’d known each other since we were three years old and been close ever since. “I found another book today.” I held it up to show her. “It’s not as detailed as the one I gave you the other day, but we should be able to figure out what Isidora is now.”

      Sebastian’s large frame filled the doorway behind Fiona. He wrapped one arm around her waist and tugged her close. My heart clenched when I watched them. I was happy for my friend and jealous that I didn’t have someone that adored me like that.

      The rumble of a car drew our attention. Aislinn’s dark green car trundled down the dirt road leading to Fiona’s house. She pulled up next to me and jumped out of her car a few seconds later.

      “I’m here. The party can start!”

      We all chuckled, and I embraced Aislinn in a one-armed hug. Bas and Fiona went back inside the house with us right behind them. I took my slip-ons off in the mudroom then entered the kitchen.

      It had become our meeting place. I wanted to have a wooden sign made to hang over the window above the sink that said Backside of Forty. Bas and Isidora had become honorary members. As had Argies and Finarr when they were here. I wondered how both Fae men were faring in Eidothea after we’d killed the evil King that had been literally sucking the life and power out of the realm for centuries.

      “Would you ladies like a cuppa?” Isidora asked when we settled around the island.

      I should have brought scones and cream. I was hungry despite having eaten dinner. A salad wasn’t precisely a meal in my book, but it was all I had at home, and I had no desire to run to the grocery during my lunch break.

      Aislinn jumped from the stool she’d taken a seat on and dashed toward the backdoor. “I brought some cinnamon and berry scones from work.”

      “I like her working at Mug Shots,” I observed. “We always have treats for our meetings now.”

      Fiona patted her hip. “My mouth loves it, but my butt doesn’t.”

      Bas lowered his head to the curve of Fiona’s neck and nipped her skin. “The extra treats have made you better, Butterfly. More to grab onto.”

      Fiona’s face turned red as she smacked his chest. Laughter spilled from me in a torrent. Aislinn walked into the house carrying a pink box. She was smiling when she set it on the island. “What did I miss? Seems like it was a good one.”

      Isidora told her what was said. Up until that moment, I thought she didn’t like the idea of Bas with her granddaughter. I saw the truth of it in the laughter behind her eyes. She was happy for Fiona but acted differently. If I knew Isidora, I’d say she was worried Bas would replace her and Fiona wouldn’t have any time for her.

      She felt like that about me for years until she realized she’d simply gained another granddaughter during the summers. Eventually, I came to visit Isidora several times a week. She was there when my kids were born, along with my mother. She was also the first one I told when Dathan said he was leaving me. She took the kids and me into her house that afternoon and let us stay with her until I got my own place and opened the bookstore six months later.

      I grabbed a scone and bit into buttery, flaky goodness, then set the book on the marble countertop. “It’s time to figure out what you came back as, Isidora. We have a demon and Dark entity prowling around town, cracking the veil between the Underworld and Earth. There’s no time to worry about you, too.”

      Isidora set her teacup down gently and took a deep breath. “I’m the same as I always have been. The only thing that’s changed is I’m no longer the Guardian.”

      Fiona put a hand on her Grams’ shoulder. “You’re still connected to the power and the land, but you can’t do magic. Not really. And before you say something. Stabilizing mine isn’t the same thing as doing a spell on your own. I need to know I’m not going to lose you.”

      “She’s right, Isidora. You’re different. Your energy isn’t remotely the same as before. Knowing will help us keep you and Fiona safe. You could be vulnerable to wood brownies, and we don’t know.” Bas seemed to get through to Isidora because she grabbed the book in front of me and flipped it open.

      I took a bite and set the pastry on my plate. “I saw a passage in the book I gave Fiona about ghouls. From what I have read, it seems like we were right about that weeks ago.”

      It had been said in jest but turned out we were onto something. “Grams isn’t decomposing and walking around like a ravenous beast. I know you said you thought that’s what she is now, but I just don’t see it.”

      “That’s fair,” I conceded. “But I didn’t read through everything. It’s possible she isn’t a ghoul. Before we decide, let’s read through both books and see what we can learn.” I scooted closer to Isidora and scanned the pages as she turned them.

      There was a chapter on zombies. “You aren’t driven by a mindless need for human flesh and brains, so you aren’t a zombie.”

      Isidora shook her head, sending her silver hair flying around her face. “Thank the Gods for small favors. If you had made me one of these things, I would have asked you to cut my head off. I can’t imagine walking around with my skin falling off my bones. Ugh.” She shuddered and hugged herself.

      Fiona came over and read over our shoulders. I felt her stiffen and shudder behind me. “How do you make one? I never want to do that to someone. It would be an awful existence. Do you really think they eat brains?”

      Aislinn jumped from her stool and ran to the kitchen sink to the left of us. Fiona and I both hurried to her and held her hair back while she threw up the scone she’d just eaten.

      It took several seconds for her to stop. She rinsed her mouth and braced herself with her hands on the sides of the sink. “Let’s not talk about eating brains. The idea makes me want to vomit again.”

      Isidora grabbed a bag of loose tea, put some into a steeper, and then poured Aislinn another cup. The mint smelled far better than the throw-up Fiona was washing down the sink. “That’ll make you feel much better. We can move on from zombies. Although I will say, you don’t have to worry about making one by accident. You don’t perform voodoo.”

      Fiona grabbed a kitchen towel and got it wet, then gave it to Aislinn. “What’s the difference? I’ve wondered since I discovered magic was real. I grew up hearing about Marie Leveau and found it fascinating. She was the reason I took the kids to New Orleans. I wanted to visit her grave.”

      “Voodoo practitioners use animal sacrifice, dance, and herbs in their spells. They invoke different Loa for their magic. That’s the fuel behind their power. A witch is powered by her relationship with the Goddess Hecate and bond to the elements,” Bas informed us.

      “I really hate how ignorant I am about all this stuff. I’ve done something to you, and I have no idea what.”

      I patted Fiona’s shoulder and squeezed it to offer my support. “At least you won’t create a zombie by accident. There’s gotta be some consolation in that.”

      Fiona smiled at me and nodded. “You aren’t kidding. I would never forgive myself if I made Grams a zombie.”

      I couldn’t imagine Isidora running around with superhuman strength and begging for brains. She was a tiny, sweet grandmother. Well, she looked like one. When she opened her mouth, you realized that Isidora was anything but sweet. She wouldn’t hesitate to put you in your place.

      Isidora was infamous for telling it like it was and making those on the council look like idiots. When Isidora had a seat in the group, this catastrophe with them believing I was capable of trying to kill Faye would never have happened. She’d have steered the ship in the right direction and rooted out the culprit. She would have been the first one to point out that it took more power than I had.

      Used to have. You’ve got more power than anyone on the council now. It was a poignant reminder that I decided to ignore. We were focusing on Isidora at the moment.

      Aislinn sat on her stool and pressed the cool cloth to the back of her neck. “What do the books say about ghouls? I never thought about them, but I realize my preconceptions have to be wrong if you two are convinced Isidora might be one.”

      “Like a zombie, ghouls are created by magic. One difference,” Sebastian said as he tapped the open book in front of him, “is that ghouls don’t require blood magic like zombies. You just need to have enough power to pull it off without killing yourself.”

      Fiona crossed to Bas and looked over the book. “It says here many have saggy, decaying skin. You look better than the last time I saw you.”

      Isidora patted her cheeks and lifted one arm. “I told you it’s because I’m not a ghoul. That’s the only explanation.”

      Fiona sighed and shook her head. “No. I don’t think that’s the reason. I’m getting my kit. I want to give you an exam.”

      Isidora scowled at Fiona, but she ignored it and raced for the stairs. “I’m fine. You don’t need to do anything. We just need another book.”

      Something in my gut told me we were on the right track here. “You might as well give it up, Dora. You know Fiona will do what she needs regardless. Besides, I think the magic of Pymm’s Pondside is part of the reason you look so good right now. Think about it. Everything here is brimming with power.”

      Fiona returned and set a small pink bag on the island. “I think you’re onto something, Violet. I never thought about it before. Most ghouls weren’t buried in magical dirt. And, I brought you back within a few months, too, so you weren’t buried that long.”

      Isidora rolled her eyes and sat in a chair Bas brought over. Fiona unzipped her bag of tricks and took out more devices than I cared to see outside of a hospital. Fiona put the stethoscope in her ears and put the circular part on Isidora’s chest.

      “Well, you’ve got a steady heartbeat. Strong as an ox. A little slow compared to before you died. And the sounds are clear and regular. Although they too are slower.”

      The cuff she wrapped around Isidora’s bicep took her blood pressure. “I can barely register a blood pressure.” She looked into her eyes and ears, then paused and stood back. “You’re numbers are good. Nothing really concerning.”

      “I told you,” Isidora countered.

      Fiona cocked her head and looked at her grandmother. “That doesn’t mean you’re not a ghoul.”

      “How has your appetite been?” I needed to approach this topic carefully. Aislinn still looked green around the gills. “Do you crave meat more than before?”

      Isidora glanced at me with pursed lips. “Why are you asking?”

      “She’s been asking me for roast almost nightly,” Fiona interjected. “See, Grams. This is further proof you’re a ghoul. You crave flesh. Ghouls don’t want br...uh, sorry Ais. You okay?”

      Aislinn sipped the mint tea and waved her hand through the air. “I’m good. I’m thinking of watermelon when you guys talk.”

      Bas leaned against the counter behind her and crossed his arms over his chest. “If she’s a ghoul, we need to ensure the demon in town never comes in contact with her. She’s highly susceptible to possession.”

      Fiona spun around with her scope in her hand. “What precisely does possession mean?”

      Bas dropped his arms and gripped the counter on each side of his body. He was bracing himself for hurricane-force emotions. Fiona felt everything in a big way when it came to those she loved.

      “A ghoul’s soul isn’t connected to their physical body, which leaves them like a blank page. It opens them up for demons to step in and take over. It’s right there in the book.”

      We all turned our attention to the book he was pointing at. Aislinn and I got up and stood behind Fiona and Isidora. The book outlined how demons liked possessing ghouls because it hid their presence while inside the person and gave them a corporeal body.

      I made a mental note to ask Thanos about the demonic possession of ghouls. Most demons that entered these creatures were shadow demons because they could cross the veil without it being opened. They forced their shadow through in search of a body to inhabit. They preferred ghouls because they faced no soul fighting back.

      “We cannot allow that demon to take control of me. I don’t want to be used to kill my friends, and I don’t want to start decomposing. That wouldn’t be a good look for me,” Isidora announced.

      Fiona wrapped an arm around Isidora’s shoulders and held her close. “I’m sorry, Grams. I never meant to bring you back. I didn’t even know it was possible. It’s all my fault.”

      Isidora turned and met Fiona’s gaze. “Stop that, Fiona. There’s nothing to be sorry about. I’m glad I’m back, even if that means I’m a ghoul. Although if I start asking for chicken skin, tell me no. I draw the line at eating the skin. I don’t care where it comes from. And you four need to find that demon and send it back to hell.”

      “It’s the Underworld, and we have help with that. There’s a UIS agent in town searching for the rogue demon.”

      “Something he can’t do without us, I might add,” Fiona pointed out. “He’s made it clear he has no way of finding the Dark witch. Or maybe we’re looking for one of those Tainted Phoebe told us about.

      “I can’t keep up with it all,” Fiona admitted with a shake of her head. “We need to find an evil asshole and the creature they brought to our town.”

      “Piece of cake,” I told her. “It’s not as difficult as fighting an evil Fae King. We’ve got this. And if we’re wrong about you being a ghoul, we will still have made our town safer.”

      I felt like I was swimming in an entirely different ocean since I returned from Eidothea. I couldn’t find the object of my curse, and none of us truly understood what it meant if Isidora was a ghoul. We didn’t even know if we were right. Not that that really mattered. The safest approach was to assume we were right and go from there.
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      I dropped my head into my hands. It was pounding like the percussion section of the high school band. I needed to find out how I was being cursed. It was the only explanation for why all this shit was happening right now. And why the council thinks I feel different.

      I might not find all of the answers, but I could tell if my magical signature really was Dark. It would have to be if they truly believed I tried to kill Faye. I grabbed a silver serving platter and set it on my table, then grabbed candles and herbs.

      I grabbed some bistort and used the mortar and pestle to grind it into a paste. I hoped its power of divination would reveal my magical signature to me. I’d never done anything like this before. I wasn’t even certain what it should generally look like, but I had to try.

      I spread the paste over the flat plane of a silver platter then set the candles at the cardinal points. “Ignis.” All four of the wicks caught fire, and soft yellow illumination spread from them.

      This had to be done right. Intent was a critical factor in successfully casting spells. I took several deep breaths and cleared my mind, and only kept the focus on shoving my magic into the silver and revealing my signature. “Inficio.” I waited a few seconds for my magic to sink into the platter, then finished my chant. “Revelare.”

      The air hummed around me, and the table vibrated beneath my fingertips. My heart leaped in my chest when the silver began to glow. The silver turned opaque and a bright beam shot to the ceiling. The colors shifted from opaque to blue-green.

      For a few seconds, it remained the color of the sea. The briny scent in the room matched the colors, and I felt a sense of rightness when I looked at the image. That certainty fled on swift wings when the beam shuddered and shifted a second later.

      The width increased, and the color changed to the hue of flames-bright orange, yellow and red. The briny scent was gone and replaced by cinnamon. Warning bells slid through my mind, and my heart was hammering against my rib cage. Flux. That was the sensation I got from this new rhythm. Everything was up in the air.

      Thin tendrils of green-blue wove their way through the column. My stomach squirmed, and my eyebrows inched together. My breathing turned choppy, and I lost track of my intent as panic took over everything else.

      You’re not evil. Stop and take note of the energy for a second. My rational mind didn’t often prevail when I got going on something. It did right then because I needed to know I wasn’t a lost cause.

      After forcing myself to take several slow deep breaths, I was able to pick up on more details. There was nothing Dark or malevolent about the energy. It was warm and welcoming. It made me question if I was cursed after all.

      The thought hadn’t fully formed when the platter started to smoke, and the light darkened. It didn’t turn black, but the colors deepened. A loud pop made me jump a second before the silver exploded. Shards of the platter shot across the room and embedded in the wall next to the window.

      Looked like I was cursed after all. I hated that my magic refused to cooperate. This was the worst explosion so far. If this kept up, I would have to tell Fiona and Aislinn and ask for their help. I didn’t want to burden them. They were going through crises of their own.

      There was no time to think about my wonky magic any further because alarm raced up and down my spine. It tingled and stung. Was this part of the curse? I scanned the room for any hint of the source of my fear.

      It wasn’t something I’d ever experienced, so it was beyond my scope. My cell phone rang at that precise second. I screamed and nearly jumped out of my skin. The device bounced on the table in front of where I was now standing. Fiona’s name flashed across the screen.

      I snatched it and hit the accept button. “Fiona! Something’s wrong, and I have no idea what.”

      “Violet, thank God you’re okay. I think you’re in danger. Didn’t you feel the intruder cross your wards?” My mind short-circuited when it tried to process Fiona’s words.

      My best friend and I bonded formally, and she shared her extensive powers with us after she killed the Fae Queen. She’s one of the most powerful witches, a nicotisa. When she inherited the Queen’s abilities, she needed to dull the target on her back by spreading it around.

      I hadn’t stopped to think about the effect that would have on me since I had accepted Fiona’s energy. “I felt something travel down my back, and I’m on edge, but didn’t know what it meant.

      I needed to shut off the lights and make sure I couldn’t be seen from outside. “Averte lux,” I muttered and ducked below the windowsill behind me. “Are you sure someone crossed my wards?”

      “Pretty sure. It felt exactly like it did when those Dark creatures crossed onto Pymm’s Pondside a few months ago.”

      “How did you know it was me, though? I didn’t even know this was possible.” I was still weirded out by the events.

      “At first, I had no idea where the breach occurred. Bas and Grams told me it wasn’t at our place and guided me through introspection. It only took a second for me to lock onto you. Do you see anyone?” I wasn’t surprised by Fiona’s ability to figure this crap out. She was powerful and talented. She didn’t feel like it, but she was a natural where magic was concerned.

      I gripped the wood and lifted my head so I could look out of the front window. The night was quiet, and nothing prowled across my lawn. Someone could be hiding behind the giant oak tree or one of the three bushes. I saw no sign to indicate it was in any of those locations.

      “There’s nothing in the front yard. I’m going to check out back.” It wouldn’t be the direction I would choose to approach my house from. I lived in the middle of town in one of the older homes. My location made commuting to my store easy, but it also meant I was surrounded by neighbors. I didn’t have acres of property like Fiona and Aislinn.

      Fiona’s sigh echoed through the phone. I couldn’t relax. My nerves were still being plucked by something. “Maybe the ward held, and they took off. The backyard would be a difficult direction to attack from.”

      When I spelled the lights off, I didn’t direct them to only the dining room, so they went off in the entire house. Before bonding with Fiona, I wouldn’t have had the power to shut off both floors. Now, I have to watch what I do because my magic reaches much farther.

      I paused by the side window and glanced out at Mr. Parker’s house. The lights in his house were off too. Damn. Looks like I overreached again. I saw his silhouette enter his kitchen with a flashlight. He was headed for the door to his basement. No doubt he thought he’d blown a fuse.

      “The side yard is cleared.” I continued to the kitchen. Glass burst in front of me and flew at my face. I dropped my phone and threw my arms up to shield myself from injury. Shards sliced into my skin, and I instinctively dropped to my knees.

      “Violet!” I could barely hear Fiona’s voice shouting through the tiny speaker on my cell.

      Snarling consumed my attention, and I watched a pair of red eyes as the creature jumped through the broken sliding glass door that led to my back patio. The eyes told me it was the demon. All I could see were the bright gaze and black shadows. The thing radiated menace and violent intent.

      I was squatting in my kitchen unarmed and facing an unknown enemy. I was totally screwed. Grab the butcher knife. You can’t just roll over and die. Giving up wasn’t in my wheelhouse. I was a fighter.

      I rolled toward the counter on my right, where I kept my athame in the top drawer. The smooth maneuver in my head was actually an awkward flopping that ended up with me having a dozen more cuts on my back. The glass was everywhere.

      A grey hand clamped onto my wrist and jerked me up to my feet. The demon was there, and it had lost its human skin. The horns were massive on the top of its head. “Miss me, Angel?”

      “I have no idea why you’re stalking me. I’m not worth your time. Please just leave me alone.” I was trying to distract it so I could grab my knife. It was a ceremonial blade, but it would cut him regardless.

      “Someone wants you very badly. And I must admit that I find you fascinating. You aren’t an average witch. I think I’ll play...unh.” The demon dropped my arm and grunted as he bent over.

      I was tired of his blathering and kneed him in the balls. Thankfully he had them. Otherwise, the move wouldn’t have done much to stop him. I took the opportunity to yank the drawer open and grabbed the athame.

      He healed far faster than I had hoped and put a fist through the drawer and sent the contents flying into the air while the bottom fell to the floor. The athame slipped from my fingers.

      I needed that weapon and grabbed it before it hit the ground. I cut my hand in the process but didn’t have time to worry about that. I kicked the demon’s shins and ran toward the dining room.

      The demon caught me as I was passing the table where my reveal spell had gone horribly wrong. It yanked my shoulder and pulled me, making my body twirl in a circle—pain shot from my upper arm to the base of my neck.

      I slashed out wildly and managed to cut its hand. He let go and kicked me across the room. The force was enough to propel me into the living room. I slammed into the back of the sofa and dropped to the floor. My breath left me in a rush.

      I watched through slitted eyes as the demon prowled toward me. It had a confident swagger. I wanted to wipe that grin off his face. “Ferrum faucium.” I directed every ounce of my desire to bash his skull into my spell.

      Energy bounced back at me and knocked me on my back. The demon stood over me. Black blood dripped from a cut on his right cheek. At least I did some damage before it rebounded on me.

      The demon picked me up by my throat and shoved me against the wall. I had lost my athame on the floor somewhere. I was helpless in his grip. My heart raced, and my eyes stung. I didn’t want to die like this. I was eager to find out what life had to offer me. And I hadn’t figured out my new brand of magic yet.

      The demon’s tongue was black and slimy as it rolled across his lower lip. The sight was vulgar. I tried to suck in a breath but couldn’t manage more than a small sip of air. My chest burned, and my vision wavered.

      My feet kicked, and I scratched his arms. He doubled over when my foot connected with his stomach. I was too high to hit his groin again. “Liberatio.” The words were a mere whisper and did me no good.

      I had no desire for my magic to backfire on me again, so my intent didn’t match what I wanted. My fists switched to banging on his forearm. It didn’t take long before he dropped me. His foot connected with my head, making my head swim.

      Bile punched the back of my throat in a bid to be ejected through my mouth and nose. It burned worse than the attack from the Fae in Eidothea. My chest burned right where my magical tattoo was as if to mock me. Okay, so it wasn’t quite that bad.

      I got to my hands and knees and tried to crawl away from him. He grabbed my hair and stopped me short. My head was throbbing enough. I didn’t need this method of extraction to be added to my already battered body.

      Instead of scrabbling away from the demon, I switched and moved toward him. My hand landed on the shard of an end table as I turned. I wrapped my fingers around the broken leg and brought it close to my body.

      When he lifted me off my feet again, I swung with all my might. After I added more pressure, the wood pierced through skin and muscle and then moved quickly through the rest of his abdomen.

      His red eyes flared wide, and he coughed for several seconds. Black tar oozed from the corner of his mouth, and his breathing stuttered. I wiggled, trying to get free. It wasn’t until I brought my knee up and slammed it into his stomach, managing to get free.

      My foot slipped, and I landed hard on my left hip. I pushed my sneakers into the hardwood floor for purchase and shoved my sore body away from the demon. He watched me with death in his red eyes. Any fascination he had for me had vanished.

      He pulled the wood out, dripping ichor onto the floor, and tossed it aside. He bared his teeth at me, revealing sharp fangs that weren’t there a second ago. He prowled toward me and flared his nostrils. The smile this time was lurid and made the bile burn hotter.

      I poured every ounce of energy I had into getting up and getting the heck out of there. I was halfway to standing when he leaped toward me and knocked me back down. For the fifth time, I was on the ground with a pounding head. It was highly distracting.

      It felt like a needle was stabbed through the side of my skull where it had bounced off the wood floor. The demon was on top of me a second later. He flashed sharp claws and raked them down the right side of my chest. Razor blades cut me open, including my boob.

      Fire burned through my veins. I was getting used to the sensation that had been building since my return. The demon brought his bloody fingers to his mouth and licked the red fluid from them. His eyes rolled back in his head, and his vile body shivered above me.

      “You taste...what are you?”

      My chest was rising and falling rapidly, and I opened my mouth to answer him, but nothing came out. My eyes slipped closed then snapped open when I heard him inhale. Something tugged in my chest, lifting it toward him.

      His eyes darkened, and green veins rippled through his red irises. He was taking my power. He was going to kill me. I bucked and brought my knees up to his body. He backhanded me and shoved my shoulders into the floor. A loud snap was followed by excruciating pain radiating through my shoulders.

      “Ssss,” I couldn’t even beg for my life. My hands refused to move, but I never stopped fighting.

      Every time he sucked in a breath, he took more of my energy. Black dots swam in my vision. I kept thrusting my hips up and moving as much as possible, trying to get him off of me.

      I was nothing but a massive ball of agony. I wasn’t going to live through this. And even if I did, I would end up in a magical coma-like Faye. Tears built in my eyes as the futility of my situation dawned on me.

      No! You aren’t dying today. Fight! I refused to go down so quickly. It took too much energy to lift one of my legs, but I brought it to my chest and pushed against him. To my surprise, the demon went flying and crashed into my bookcase.

      How the hell had I managed that one? I was out of energy and barely got my leg into position before my energy was zapped. A thundering roar shook the room as a massive guy stepped over me and put himself between me and the demon.

      “Your time on Earth is over, asshole.” Thanos. Somehow, he’d come to save me. I choked out a sob of relief and ended up with a mouth full of blood.

      “Catch me if you can,” the demon taunted.

      Thanos turned and kicked out. His foot connected with the demon and sent it flying through the plate glass window in front of my house. My heart was racing, but it still skipped a beat. My chest burned, and I could barely keep my eyes open.

      Thanos had come, but it was going to be too late for me. The demon stood up outside and looked down at me. He winked and took off running. Thanos snarled, shot a glance my way, then bolted through the gap where my window used to be.

      I heard the sound of brakes squealing outside. My eyes slipped closed. Someone was yelling outside. Not that I could make out what was being said. My mind focused on the pain in my torso. It felt like a truck-sporting-large-swords on the front end had rammed me half a dozen times and cut me to shreds in the process.

      I wished I’d done more with my life. Fiona’s arrival had given me a new purpose. We’d formed a kick-ass coven that I would miss. My death would destroy my best friends and kids.

      In the distance, someone was pounding on something. The urgency made me want to open my eyes and respond. I tried but didn’t manage anything since everything remained dark.

      Hands landed on my shoulders, sending more pain arching through me. It was the last straw and the last thing I knew before my brain signed off.
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      Pain battered my torso with relentless determination. Why the heck did it feel as if I went through a shredder? I groaned then cried out when I tried to turn over.

      “Easy, Lightning. You’ve been injured. You shouldn’t move too much.” Thanos’ deep timber was a warm comfort even though I barely knew him.

      Why was he with me when I was sleeping? Heat crawled over my face when I thought of him watching me while I was unconscious. Why would a guy as sexy as him want to watch while I wasn’t awake? It made no sense to me.

      “Violet! Oh, my Gods, we thought you weren’t ever going to wake up.” Aislinn’s voice was frantic.

      My mind scrambled to make sense of the pain and their concern. A second later, the image of red eyes flying through my sliding glass doors surfaced, followed by the fight throughout my house.

      The demon had attacked me and sliced me open with claws as long as kitchen knives, then slurped up my blood, taking my power as he ate. My eyes flew open, and I sat up in a rush.

      My stomach burned like the pits of hell, and my head swam. “What happened?” We were at my house, and I was on my sofa. The grey cushions were intact and as soft as ever. The coffee table behind Thanos was unmarred and still had my family grimoire lying open on it.

      Aislinn and Fiona hurried to me and dropped to their knees. Light reflected off the plate glass window that had been broken when Thanos threw the demon away from me. Fiona brushed the hair off my forehead. She held a damp cloth in her other hand.

      “A demon broke through your wards and attacked you. By the time Bas and I got here, Thanos had thrown it out the window and was chasing it down the street.”

      “Did you get it?” My hand flew to my throat. It was dry as the Sahara Desert and ached. Every part of me hurt. Lifting my hand took as much effort as if I were bench pressing fifty pounds.

      Thanos left the room, and I tried to turn my head to see where he was going but gave up when it felt like a knife was lodged at the base of my skull. Fiona tugged her pink bag toward her and grabbed her stethoscope out.

      “It escaped. Thanos and Sebastian almost had it when it suddenly disappeared into thin air. They weren’t pleased about that.” Fiona stuffed the buds into her ears and placed the bell on my chest.

      A gasp flew from my lips, and I moved back, away from the torture device. The light pressure from Fiona’s scope caused pain to redouble in my chest. It took me a second to realize my blood seeping through my shirt when I looked down and saw the rapidly growing crimson stain there.

      Someone had changed me. I used to have a peach top on, but now I was wearing a blue t-shirt. I sure hoped it was Fiona and Aislinn and not Thanos. Fiona lifted her hands and held them up with her palms out. "Sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you. I think you tore some stitches open when you sat up. Let me check them. Zreegy would be pissed if you undid her work.”

      My face heated even more at some point along the way. Thanos returned, holding a glass of water. “I thought you could use some water.”

      “Thanks,” I told him before turning back to Fiona. “I’m fine. I want to know what happened. How does a demon disappear? Can they teleport?”

      That’s exactly what we needed. A demon that could escape death and come back for more again and again until it finally beat us.

      Thanos shook his head from side to side as he leaned against the bookcase that was no longer a mess on the floor. Several tchotchkes were missing from the shelves, but the books looked like they survived the incident. “Demons don’t have the power of teleportation. Very few beings are capable of such a feat. I don’t know anyone that can travel in that manner.”

      “Some powerful Fae can. Vodor and Thelvienne acquired the skill somewhere along the way.” Sebastian’s voice echoed throughout the room while his words dropped like a bomb. It hurt to swivel around and look back at him. His expression turned my stomach sour.

      I moved my torso around to face forward in a slow controlled movement. I felt more warm liquid trickling down my chest. I wasn’t about to undress with everyone present. My gaze landed on Aislinn’s concerned expression then moved to Fiona’s terrified, wide eyes.

      “You don’t think they survived somehow, do you?” Trust Aislinn to ask what none of us wanted to even consider.

      Bas’s heavy boots pounded across the floor as he moved to the new window in the living room. It was when he leaned against the frame that I noticed the raw wood surrounding the glass. Someone had already replaced it.

      “There’s no way they lived. Fiona took, uh, their deaths hard. They shriveled and withered like a corpse once their hearts stopped beating. Their energy left their bodies. We all saw that process. There’s no coming back from any of that.”

      Thanos’ eyebrows narrowed, and he scanned each of us before he sat on the arm of the sofa. “You need to drink,” he told me and waited until I sipped the cool liquid. “So powerful Fae can teleport. Can witches or other supernaturals? If not, we are looking at a Fae culprit. I could have sworn I detected witchcraft.”

      Fire spread up and down my chest and stomach along the path where my wounds were. It stole my breath and made me freeze in place. It reminded me of the fire that started after I returned from Eidothea rather than that associated with the agony I couldn’t escape.

      It took a second for my mind to come back online, so I could respond. “I’ve never heard of a witch teleporting.”

      Fiona removed gauze and a bottle of antiseptic. “What about the Pleiades witches? Can they?”

      I considered that while Fiona drenched a square of cotton with the cleaner. “I don’t know much about them, but I would have to say that they can teleport themselves. But we aren’t talking about your average witch. You might not be wrong about what you sensed, Thanos. Blood magic changes a practitioner in ways we can’t predict. It gives them untold power, which is why they choose to go rogue. I’d venture to say Dark magic has the same effect.”

      “Good point,” Fiona replied as she set the gauze next to me. “There’s too much blood seeping through. I’m checking this.”

      Bas turned to look out the window, but Thanos didn’t move. “You could avert your eyes. I’m not into exhibitionism.”

      His grey eyes held amusement when he turned a smile on me. “That’s too bad. I need to see if you’re septic. You should be at this point. A witch of average power shouldn’t be able to fight off the poison from demon claws. You shouldn’t have survived the attack, either. You should be lying next to Faye in your town’s infirmary.”

      His gaze shifted faster than an automatic transmission in a car going sixty. Every trace of amusement and flirting was gone. He wanted to know why I was able to survive.

      Fiona tugged my shirt up at that second with a slightly shaking hand. She was nervous about him discovering she was a nicotisa. I would never betray her by revealing those details.

      Aislinn reached out and held up the fabric while Fiona brushed her gauze across the wound. “You’re assuming Violet isn’t powerful. The council has never cared for her because she has more talent in her little finger than most of them do in their entire body. You’d be stupid to underestimate her.”

      Thanos chuckled, and the tension drained from the room. I was holding my breath while Fiona cleaned my chest. I hadn’t wanted to see the mess that used to be my body but finally caved.

      Emotion clogged my throat when I saw at least eight thin lines extending from my throat all the way down to my stomach. I wasn’t wearing a bra, but that suddenly didn’t matter. I was being held together by magical sutures. Thankfully, they weren’t gaping, inflamed wounds.

      A few were placed where the skin opened up, but for the most part, they remained closed and infection-free. “I’m powerful, like Ais said, but I thought I was done for. I felt my energy slipping from my body as he consumed my blood. How is this possible?”

      Aislinn lowered my shirt, and my hand went to the flaming bird on my chest. It had somehow avoided being cut into. Thanos watched the movement. “Where’d you get that tattoo? There’s magic behind it.”

      “I was injured by some jerk we fought against when we were in the Fae realm. It appeared at some point after I healed. I have no idea what it means,” I admitted. There was no harm in telling him that truth.

      “That’s the hundredth odd thing about you, Lightning. Why is this demon even after you? It didn’t hunt you like it usually does its prey.”

      Bas turned around and looked at Thanos. “What do you mean by that? What was different about the attack on Violet?”

      Thanos braced his hands on his thighs. “First, it doesn’t usually talk to those it kills. And, it never takes action in a home where it can be trapped. Usually, it stalks locations before victims and selects one that offers cover and some semblance of privacy. Next, it finds a tree to hide in while it watches for the perfect victim. I found the debris left behind in one of the tall pines surrounding the park where Faye was attacked. And then there is the fact that they act swiftly and don’t linger over a kill. They don’t ingest slowly and taunt their victims. They’re more of a smash and grab type. It’s good for you that this one took its time with you. Otherwise, you wouldn’t be here talking to us right now.”

      I bobbed my head. I never thought about how much worse my encounter could have been for me. "It’s lucky that you were in the neighborhood. How did you know I was being attacked, anyway?”

      “I’ve been trying to pull apart the trail left behind in the locations it has been. The park wasn’t straightforward to our sensors or my ability. If not for your reports of a demonic encounter, I might have overlooked it altogether. Like I told you before, we’ve gotten spikes from your town. I’ve been frustrated by my inability to find reliable information about this demon, so I took to patrolling the streets at random. I was a couple blocks over when I sensed you were in trouble.”

      “You sensed I was in trouble? Or you just got one of those alerts because he let his demonic side loose on me?” My stomach did summersaults at the thought of him being able to sense me somehow.

      “Honestly, I’m not sure. It was likely the demonic thing. I haven’t given it much thought. After we chased him off, Fiona insisted that we fix your windows.” Thanos’ lips pursed. He didn’t like not knowing the answer to that. I wondered if he found the thought of being connected to me in any way alarming or alluring.

      “How the heck did you manage to get ahold of new windows this late at night?” The hardware store closed earlier than my bookstore.

      Sebastian shrugged his shoulders. “I paid Harry a visit at home and didn’t give him a choice about reopening for us to grab supplies.”

      “Luckily, he had a warehouse full of windows, drywall, and other building supplies,” Thanos added. “It didn’t take much to replace them. I will still need to paint, but your home is protected against the elements. Speaking of which...”

      “No,” I cut him off. I had a feeling where this was going. “I’m not leaving my house. It took me months to make this my home. Fiona will help me set better wards. Besides, I don’t think he’s coming back for a second round anytime soon.”

      Thanos glared at me. “How can you be so sure?”

      “Would you want to risk losing the demon it took you months to bring through the veil? You said the early murders weren’t the demon, but the practitioner gathering power to summon it. That’s a lot of effort to throw away, especially now that they know my powerful friends have my back.”

      Thanos growled and clenched his hands into fists. “I tracked every step I could and haven’t been able to lock onto the magical signature of the culprit behind this. Whoever is behind this demon is smart and talented. The only reason I was finally able to pick up its trail was because whatever magic was used to hide it wasn’t able to cover every step.”

      “Which tells me they’re possibly weakening. I’m going to go out on a limb and guess it takes a lot of energy to control a demon and even more to conceal its presence from the Underworld. They don’t just have to mask it from wanna-be detectives like us. They have to keep you off their trail. That means they won’t risk losing even more when they can’t afford it.”

      Fiona bobbed her head up and down. “And that’s not even considering how much they expended when they teleported their demon out of danger. That had to take a toll on them. Not that I plan on leaving you alone right now.”

      I grimaced, but before I could respond, Sebastian took a step toward us. “Fiona and I will stay here tonight, Violet. Neither one of us would forgive ourselves if we left and something happened to you. Even though your argument dispels my concern about a return visit from the little fiend."

      Thanos shook his head and looked at me for several long seconds. “Fine. You win. I still want to know what it is about you that draws people like steel to a magnet. There’s an inescapable aura surrounding you that makes you want to see more. Perhaps the witch responsible isn’t targeting you, and it is just the demon.”

      Aislinn chuckled. “I don’t know about that, but I can attest to Violet’s appeal. Guys have drooled over her from afar as long as I’ve known her.”

      Fiona’s head went up and down in agreement. “That’s true.”

      “Anyway,” I interjected before my friends could try even more to set me up with the Underworld agent. I had no desire to get involved at this moment in my life. There was too much going on. I still hadn’t discovered the source of my curse so I could break it.

      That curse had almost cost me my life tonight. If my magic hadn’t malfunctioned, I might have been able to maim the demon and stop him from hurting me so badly. “It’s been a long night, and I’d like to get some rest. We can regroup another time.”

      Thanos reached over and took my hand in his. His warmth made me want to curl up beside him in bed while I healed. It was a dangerous thought. I couldn’t be that close to him.

      “Call me if the demon comes back. I’ve changed my rental to a house just down the street.”

      “My phone,” I gasped and looked over my shoulder. My head didn’t go far before agony made me stop. “It fell from my hands. I have no idea if it’s in one piece.”

      Aislinn got up and moved toward the kitchen. I heard her footsteps move from the wood floor to the tile in the kitchen before returning. “We found it under the island. The corner of the screen is cracked. Otherwise, it’s intact.”

      “I can’t thank you guys enough for cleaning up and fixing the windows. It makes dealing with this so much easier.”

      “We will always be here to support you,” Fiona promised. “Womb to tomb.”

      I chuckled. “Womb to tomb.”

      Thanos gave me his phone number and left the house a few minutes later. Aislinn was right behind him, saying she left her back door unlocked or she would stay. Fiona helped me to my bedroom, where I removed my shoes and jeans and slid beneath the covers.

      It had been a night from hell, and I just wanted to go to sleep. My magic wasn’t reliable, and I was a target. If Fiona had arrived any sooner, she would have jumped into the fight and been hurt. My stomach clenched at the thought of me bringing danger to their door.

      I drifted off listening to Fiona and Bas setting wards around the windows and checking the locks. I would add more with her in the morning. My body had reached its limit.
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      “Do you think she’s alright?”

      I glanced at my best friend and wished I hadn’t turned so fast. Last night’s attack was brutal, and I still hurt all over. My body felt as if I’d fallen from an airplane and hit several trees on my way down. I would be comatose if Zreegy didn’t use her healing magic to help me along. Unfortunately, for me and my middle-aged body, there were limits to how much she could do.

      “I really hope so. I’ve been worried she might have caught a Fae disease when we were in Eidothea. She should be immune as a half-breed. And yet, she’s been sick for weeks since we got back.”

      Fiona tapped a finger on her steering wheel as she drove us to Aislinn’s house on the cliffs. She’d called this morning and asked us to meet her there for lunch. “I assumed she was depressed about being away from Argies. They got close, and he stayed there when we came back here. Lately, I’ve wondered if you might be right. She seems to have lost weight, and I’ve seen her physically ill several times.”

      My chest constricted, making it difficult to breathe. “We will find answers if something is wrong. We can’t let anything happen to her.”

      Fiona pursed her lips as she watched the road ahead. “My worst fear is that there is something wrong that we can’t help her with. Not that I would simply accept that. You know I’d drag you around so we can knock on countless doors to get the answers we need.”

      Some of the tension in my chest uncoiled. She would do the same for me. I should trust her with my malfunctioning magic. I opened my mouth to spill my guts, but nothing came out. She pulled up to Aislinn’s house, and I lost my nerve. Later.

      I climbed out and inhaled the salty air. Aislinn lived in a two-story house on the cliffs above the ocean. Her yard was mainly plants and trees. She had a front lawn, but there wasn’t really grass in the backyard. The large wooden deck covered most of the area behind her house.

      I joined Fiona, and we climbed the four steps to her covered porch. She had painted the entire thing dark green while her house was light green with the trim in the same color as the porch.

      Fiona knocked and opened the screen door. “Ais! We’re here. And hungry.”

      Her home smelled like herbs and roasted garlic that made my mouth water. “Did you make your spaghetti?”

      “It’s my claim to fame. And one of the few things I know how to cook well,” Aislinn called out from the kitchen down the hall.

      Aislinn’s spaghetti was precisely what I needed to help me heal. The prospect of eating the garlicky goodness put a pep in my step as we passed her clean living room. Aislinn decorated in a theme that fit with the sea. Her colors were light blues and greys, and white. The wood entertainment stand was whitewashed, and her coffee table matched it.

      A picture of the three of us standing in front of Fiona’s garden with dirt streaks on our faces and margaritas in hand was on Aislinn’s mantle. These were my people. And one of them was possibly in trouble.

      Aislinn glanced over her shoulder and gave us a smile, then waved the sauce-covered spoon to the butcherblock island behind her. “You look like you need to sit down, Vi. How are you feeling?”

      I shrugged, happy that excruciating pain didn’t follow. The steady ache I could deal with. “Better than last night. My turtle neck and leggings are doing a spectacular job of hiding the purple covering my body. And they’re comfy, as well.” I sat on the stool, happy to be off my feet again.

      “Leggings are the best invention,” Aislinn agreed, then set the wooden spoon down and picked up a pot of boiling noodles. “I hate when I have to work because Bruce wants me in jeans. I’m thinking of getting a pair of jeggings. I need the stretch.” She dumped the contents into the strainer in the sink then added the noodles to the pot on the stove.

      Fiona crossed to one of the whitewashed cabinets on the left wall and grabbed some plates. We both laughed at Aislinn’s comments. Fiona handed me three bowls. “My kids told me jeggings were out of style. Every pair I owned somehow disappeared by the time they shipped me my clothing.”

      “How can something so classic be out of style?” I held the bowls while Aislinn used tongs to dish a serving of sauce-covered pasta to each.

      Fiona grabbed forks and spoons and sat next to me at the island with Aislinn across from us. Aislinn’s island had shelves on the ends but nothing on either side, so she had four backless stools tucked under the thick wood top.

      “I’m going to need them soon, in style or not,” Aislinn said while she twirled her fork through the long noodles.

      My heart skipped a beat then restarted in overdrive. She was going to tell us what was wrong with her. Suddenly, I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. Fiona’s comment about it being something we couldn’t help her with made my chest tighten with fear.

      I couldn’t avoid the topic or pretend it didn’t exist. No matter how hard I wished, I could. “Why are you going to need jeggings?” Besides, I wanted to show her all the support I hoped they’d give me when I worked up the courage to tell them about the curse making my magic malfunction.

      Aislinn took a bite and kept her gaze down while she chewed. Fiona and I shared a look, but neither said anything. We needed to allow her to tell us on her terms. After a couple seconds of silence, she lifted her head.

      “I’m about to gain ten sizes and will need the flexibility.” She bit her lip and wrung her hands together. I had some suspicions about what she might be trying to tell us. Thankfully, none of them made me want to comb the Earth for a cure for her. “I’m pregnant.”

      Fiona and I gasped at the same time, followed by twin squeals. I jumped up and went around the island, and wrapped Aislinn in a hug. Fiona’s arms went over mine. “Holy crap, you scared me to death. I was certain you were going to tell us you were dying,” Fiona blurted into our group hug.

      I released Aislinn, which made Fiona do the same. Neither of us went very far as we leaned against the butcherblock on each side of her. “That’s huge. Are we happy about this? I know you’ve never mentioned wanting kids. And midlife isn’t the time most women want to have them.”

      “Good questions, but first, we need to know who the father is. I mean, I have an idea, but I would never assume,” Fiona interjected with a nod of her head.

      Aislinn rolled her eyes and twirled more pasta onto her fork. “It’s Argies. We slept together when we were in Eidothea, and he got me preggers. And, no. He doesn’t know. I’m early along, and I haven’t decided what I’m going to do yet.”

      I went back to my seat. I couldn’t stay on my feet anymore. “You don’t have to decide right now. Either way, we’ve got your back. We both have experience with babies and can help in any way you might need.”

      Fiona bobbed her head and sat back down as well. “Violet’s right. Give yourself time to work through the situation. Hormones are running rampant through you at the moment, which likely makes it much harder for you to think straight.”

      Aislinn lifted tear-filled eyes to us. “I just found out and have been vacillating between keeping it and not. And crying every time I turn around. I’m a damn mess. I don’t know how I will ever be able to make a decision. It overwhelms me.”

      I twirled a bite of pasta and groaned as I ate it. “This is delicious. Are you having cravings already?”

      Aislinn bobbed her head up and down. “I’ve never been sick, and for over a week, I assumed I was throwing up as I adjusted to our food after eating in the Fae realm. When I had a craving for lemon tarts while I was hurling, I suspected it was so much more. It took me days to get up the nerve to buy the test and pee on the stick.”

      Fiona swallowed the food she was chewing then twirled her fork for more. “But you knew something. You quit your job at your family’s bar to work for Bruce. You’d have had it good working for Phoenix Feathers. They’d have given you any time off you needed.”

      Aislinn’s jaw dropped to her chest. “I haven’t paused long enough to think about the decisions I made when we got back. The smoke in the place made me violently ill the night after we returned, and I quit then and there. Holy shit. My parents must think I’ve lost my mind.”

      I chuckled and pointed my fork at her. “They probably already know. Nothing gets past your mum.”

      The tears slipped free and ran down Aislinn’s cheeks. “What am I going to do if she knows and I don’t keep it. She will be disappointed in me for losing my chance at children. She’s old-fashioned and thinks that’s what will make my life complete. I’ve been happy without them and haven’t given it a second thought.”

      Fiona reached across and squeezed Aislinn’s hand. “Relax, Ais. Let’s talk this through. I’m not sure we can help you solve things in one afternoon, but we can help you sort through some of your feelings.”

      Aislinn wiped her cheeks with the back of her hand. “Alright. Let’s start with what the pregnancy could do to my magic. I don’t want to start blowing things up. I remember when you almost burned down Pymm’s Pondside when you were first learning your magic, Fiona.”

      The question hit too close to home for my comfort and made my stomach flip-flop. I should tell them what was happening to me. That might make Aislinn feel better and reassure her that she wouldn’t be alone. We could get through this together.

      “You already know the answer to that one. What happened when your cousin was pregnant with her son? Did she burn her house down? Or injure her wife?” Fiona had a point.

      And she dashed any hope of me finding common ground with her. Only young witches and Fae had trouble controlling their power. It was why we had a special school for the supernaturals. The building and everything in it was spelled to be fireproof. And the instructors were experts at stopping enchantments before they went out of control.

      “See,” Aislinn said and waved her hands through the air. “I’m irrational. Our species wouldn’t have survived if our magic went crazy during pregnancy.”

      I swallowed the pasta I was using to stuff my disappointment down. I needed to focus on Aislinn right now. She was freaking pregnant and scared. “You aren’t irrational. And saying that perpetuates the misnomer many have that pregnant women are nothing but emotional wrecks. It’s okay to have feelings. Sure, hormones amplify what you’re feeling, but it doesn’t mean you aren’t you. You are one of the strongest and smartest women I know.”

      “Not to mention how selfless you are,” Fiona said around a mouthful of food.

      Aislinn sounded like herself when she laughed at us. “What if I’m a bad mother? I mean, I don’t know anything about having a baby or taking care of one.”

      Fiona got up and grabbed three fizzy drinks from the fridge. “That’s the easiest part about being a mom. As long as you can survive months of sleepless nights when they get up every two hours, you’re golden.”

      I chuckled at that. “That’s oversimplified, but Fi is essentially right. Diapers are complicated but easy enough to learn. Breastfeeding is supposed to come naturally. You need to know that for some, it doesn’t. You will need to learn how to do a million things, but you can master each of them. The only thing you can’t be taught is how to survive when you have to get up every two hours to feed the baby and change it. The process takes so long you barely get forty-five minutes of sleep at a time if you’re lucky.”

      Fiona popped the tab on her can and sipped her drink. “And we will be here for you throughout all of that. We’ve both been there and done that. No way will we leave you hanging when you need us most. What are some of your other worries?”

      “I’ve heard my whole life how you fall in love with your kids instantly when you see them. What if I don’t? What will happen if I have to work at falling in love with my kid.”

      I had no experience with that. My heart was lost to my kids before they were ever born. My attachment to them only grew stronger with their births. “I can’t see that happening to you, but if it does, we will help you through that, as well."

      “It’s not a matter of not loving your child. It’s not having this overwhelming sense of love for them. I’ve seen it happen countless times when I worked in the hospital. I found the parents with kids in the NICU were more likely to experience this than others. Their kids were mainly in incubators with tubes and IVs and countless other apparatus attached to them that prevented them from holding their kids. What I can tell you is that every parent developed that closeness by the time their kids left the hospital.”

      I’d heard Fiona talk about her patients and their parents many times over the years. Still, I never considered the impact on their relationship because of their situation. Hearing what she dealt with showed me that she was far more than a nurse in her professional life. It’s likely what made her so good at rolling with various situations now.

      “What else are you worried about?” I asked Aislinn.

      “I don’t want to do this alone. I know I have you, but I want my baby to have a father, and I have no idea how Argies will feel about all of this.” I understood Aislinn’s fear. It was every woman’s hidden terror. We all wanted the other parent there for our kids and worried they’d walk away without looking back.

      Fiona set her drink down. “There’s no way of knowing without asking him. I don’t know him all that well, but he seems like a standup guy. I’m sure he will be there for you and your child.”

      Aislinn sighed and cradled her head in her hands. “This is where I get stuck and can’t see a way out. I don’t want to tell him and ask him because I know you’re right. He will leave his realm and come here to be a father. But I don’t want him to leave Eidothea when he is needed out of obligation. That isn’t fair to him. He didn’t choose to get me pregnant. He shouldn’t lose his life just because I decide to keep it.”

      I didn’t envy Aislinn’s position. I was in knots about telling my best friends my magic was malfunctioning. She was facing far more life-altering issues. "You’re taking responsibility for far too much. By not telling him, you deny him the chance to be a part of his kid’s life. You can run yourself in circles over that. Ultimately, right now, all you need to worry about is whether or not you want this child. You can’t consider anyone else’s opinion until you’ve made up your own mind. The rest of the details like diapers and Argies can be addressed at a later date.”

      Aislinn lifted her head and smiled at Fiona and me. “You’re right. I want this baby. It’s my last chance, and I want her. It helps to know I can count on you guys. Oh Gods, am I crazy?”

      Fiona chuckled. “You aren’t insane. Every prospective mother goes through similar emotions. Right now, you have to focus on taking care of yourself and getting proper prenatal care. We will help you cross other bridges as they come up.”

      “Thank you both. I couldn’t do this without you guys. Can you do me a favor, Fi? Tell Bas not to say anything if he sees or hears from Argies. I will tell him when the time comes, but not right now,” Aislinn asked.
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      I wiped the sweat from my forehead as I stopped wiping down the kitchen counters. I looked like a Goth girl dressed up for a night on the town. My eyes were a dark purple, and most of my skin matched. My body still hurt all over, but it was easier to move around than it had been yesterday.

      Fiona and Bas stayed with me again last night. They left this morning after I reassured her I would be careful and call immediately if the demon reappeared. I understood my friend’s concern. I jumped at every noise and wondered if the slightest twitch in my chest was a signal my wards were crossed again.

      Fiona was the best company. I adored her, but she had become a helicopter friend since the incident, and I needed a break from the hovering. Not to mention I couldn’t be responsible for my friends being harmed. I wasn’t sure we would be able to beat the demon if it showed up at my backdoor again. The power it had stolen from other paranormals made it a formidable opponent.

      The questions were getting to be a bit much as well. I didn’t have an answer for Fiona when she asked why I was being targeted. I was pretty sure she sensed I was hiding something. She knew me better than I knew myself.

      I loved my friends more than anything. Fiona had been in my life forever, where Aislinn had moved back to Cottlehill after her divorce. We were in different grades, so I didn’t spend much time with her growing up. We never talked or hung out.

      But that didn’t make her less of a friend than Fiona. Friendship wasn’t about who’d been in your life forever, but someone that walked into your life and said, ‘I’m here,’ and proved it. Aislinn and Fiona had done that a hundred times over. Now it was my turn to return the favor.

      I grabbed my cell phone and dialed my bookstore. My chest and head pounded even more while I listened to the phone ring. “Pleasure Bound, this is Marissa. How can I help you?”

      “Marissa, it’s Violet. I have another favor to ask.”

      “Violet! How are you? I heard about your accident. Is anything broken?” Fiona had called the Siren I asked to cover for me when I needed help at the bookstore. Our kids were in grade school together, and we got to know one another throughout the years. Given her detailed description, I had to assume there was a mundie in the store.

      “I’m healing. Thankfully nothing was broken, but the demon left me drained and weak, which is why I’m calling Mari. I need you to cover the shop for me for a couple more days if you can.”

      “I’d be more than happy to help. I was going to meet Mae for lunch tomorrow, but I can cancel that. Is this the same one that attacked Faye?” Her voice lowered over the last part, confirming there was a customer there.

      “I can say with certainty that it was the same demon because I’m the one that came across it attacking Faye in the park. I just wish I could have arrived sooner. She’d be awake right now if I had.” I didn’t need to tell her the last part, but I wanted my version to spread. It was the only way to combat the council’s lies.

      Her gasp was audible through the tiny speaker. “Do you think that’s why you were, um, targeted? I had nightmares thinking it might target any one of us.”

      “Your guess is as good as mine, but if I had to guess, I would say he locked on me because he wants me out of the way.” I couldn’t admit it taunted me in the park. I had no idea what his interest in me meant.

      “That makes sense. Is there anything else I can do to help?”

      I shook my head from side to side even though she couldn’t see me. Habit was a wonderful thing. “No. I’ll be able to get rest and not worry about the store knowing you’re there. Call me if you need anything or have any questions. Two special orders should arrive tomorrow. Thanks again.” I hung up the phone, so she couldn’t keep me talking any longer.

      I couldn’t stay in this house a moment longer. The chances of the demon making a move in the middle of the day were low, but I needed to get away from here. I didn’t want to call Fiona and have her return. I didn’t want to stay with her or Aislinn. That would be bringing the demon to their doorstep.

      Neither needed that headache. Aislinn was dealing with enough with her pregnancy. It was still difficult to believe she was going to have a baby at forty. Her fortieth birthday was next month. No way was I going to lead that much danger to her house by staying with her.

      Fiona had Isidora to think about. She’d inadvertently brought her grandmother back from the dead and made her a ghoul. None of us understood exactly what that means, but according to Sebastian, Fiona’s new beau, the demon could possess Isidora.

      We were all supernaturals of one kind or another and would live longer than mundies, but we were ready to be in the prime of our lives. None of us asked for the chaos and danger we’ve faced the past six months. I knew my friends had my back, but I could give them a break and visit my family’s cabin a couple hours away.

      There was no way the demon could track me there. I hadn’t even been there for five years. The kids and I went out there after Dathan left me for a mini-vacation, and we hadn’t been back. I was too busy at the bookstore.

      I grabbed some reusable bags and filled them with groceries I would need while I was there. I didn’t feel safe enough staying in the house while I was so weak. Once I healed more and was in better shape to fight back, I would return.

      After leaving the bags of food by the front door, I climbed the stairs at a snail’s pace to pack my clothes. It took more effort than I expected, and I had to sit on my bed and rest. This was precisely why I refused to stay and be a burden to my friends.

      I sat there, bracing my head in my hands while sucking in short breaths. I’d never had anything like asthma or breathing problems, so I had no tricks to help with the spinning behind my eyelids or the tingling in my fingers and toes. It took fifteen minutes before I could get to my feet again and grab my overnight bag.

      The denim tote was as big as a suitcase and would hold everything I’d need. I grabbed three pairs of leggings, some sweatshirts, and t-shirts, then added pajamas and underwear. I contemplated throwing in my boots but decided to stick with my sneakers. I wouldn’t need anything else out there.

      I had most of my toiletries on the counter in the bathroom, making it easy to add them to the bag. By the time I was done, the thing had weighed a ton. It seemed that way to me. Gritting my teeth, I lifted it with both hands and headed for the stairs.

      A curse slipped from my mouth when I couldn’t keep hold of the thing. I watched as it hit the top of the steps and tumbled all the way down. At least I hadn’t packed enough to fill it up. Usually, I was one to embrace hardships. Ever since my divorce, the universe seemed determined to teach me a lesson in humility.

      It was about time it noticed the f-you I’d been flipping it and gave up the ghost. Not having to pick up my clothes and toothbrush and makeup every step I labored down might seem like a minor win. For me, at that moment, it was a significant win.

      I practically skipped down the stairs. I cried out when I went to pick up the straps but managed. I paused for a glass of ice water. It would take me time to load the car, but it was early enough I would still make it to the cabin before it got dark outside. I would send Fiona and Violet text messages to let them know where I was and that I was safe.

      The question was whether or not I should let Thanos know where I went. The butterflies in my stomach voted yes, while my rational side said no. It was best to keep the distance. He’d helped me when I was injured and vulnerable. That alone bought him some goodwill. In the end, I didn’t trust him or his motives. He hadn’t said it outright, but he believed I was the key to finding the demon.

      His anger over not finding one of the creatures he was tasked with locating, filled the room when he spoke. His job meant a lot to him. He dealt with Gods and Goddesses. I would be stupid to think he wouldn’t use me as bait to lure the demon into a trap.

      Thanos was a dangerous guy. You looked into his grey eyes, and you saw death coming for you. That was one of the many things that drew me to him. I needed help. How could I still want the guy knowing he would use me and was as dangerous to me as the demon? The one thing that made me keep my distance was my shitty luck. The way things were going lately, I would fall for the guy and end up eating gallons of ice cream when he went back to the Underworld.
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        * * *

      

      The morning sun was much brighter at the cabin. I’d passed out shortly after arriving last night. I hadn’t even had the energy to do more than tug the dusty sheet off the bed and throw my blanket over the top of the mattress.

      A groan slipped from my mouth when I rolled over. The window had more dirt on it than Ben's soccer uniform, but it didn’t have any shades. That’s why the sun was brighter here. There was nothing to filter it out.

      I sat up and looked around the room. The cabin had two bedrooms off the main living room. It wasn’t big, but it was cozy and had a fabulous wood-burning fireplace. The place was filthy after being empty for so long.

      I snatched my phone from the bedside table and replied to Fiona and Aislinn’s texts, assuring them I was alive and well. They’d each called me and gave me an earful while I was driving out here. In the end, they agreed that I would be safe here. Even they had forgotten about the cabin. Chances were slim that the demon would be able to track me over so much distance.

      Before getting a jump start on the cleaning, I put water on for tea. I needed to eat something. I’d skipped dinner last night. I inhaled two scones and an apple before the water even boiled.

      After making a cup of tea, I went around the small house and opened all of the windows to get some fresh air blowing through the place. There was a magazine Bailey left on the coffee table last time we were there.

      A laugh escaped me when I saw the teen heartthrob on the cover. The sheets needed to go first. I pulled the one from the sofa and took it out to the porch, then went back inside for the one covering the television and entertainment center.

      There wasn’t much in the place, so it didn’t take me long to remove all of the covers so I could dust the furniture. My energy wasn’t as low as it had been the day before, but I was still worn out and sore after taking a dozen flat sheets off furniture and out to a pile on the porch.

      I wanted to rip that demon’s head from its shoulders. Working hard was something I was used to doing. I did most of the work in the bookstore. A YouTube video told me how to refinish the wood floors, and I managed without any problems. Yet, here I was, gasping like a chain smoker after ten minutes.

      I grabbed a rag and the bottle of cleaner that was under the sink. I did a test spray inside the sink and gagged when it smelled more like a sewer than antiseptic. A wet rag would help clear some of the grime.

      The cabinets used to be a light oak color. I ran the rag down a dark door and winced when I did nothing but create a streaky mess that was now dripping brown goo onto the countertop.

      I paused and looked around the house. There was too much to do without any cleaning supplies. Use your magic. You can clear this in a flash. That would be good advice if mine wasn’t crapping out on me.

      Still, it was the best option. The nearest store was an hour away, and I didn’t feel like making the trek out there. I took several deep breaths and waited until the worst of my pain passed.

      I propped the screen door open, removed the screen over the kitchen window, and then imagined all the dust being picked up by a funnel. Calling my magic was now accompanied by lava flowing through my veins. The heat had been building for weeks now. I couldn’t think about what might happen if it got any hotter. That wouldn’t help me any.

      “Congrego.”

      The wind started slow and increased rapidly. It didn’t take long before the dirt in the place was swirling in front of me like a mini-tornado. And it wasn’t exploding in my face. Perhaps whatever was causing problems had passed.

      I turned and waved my hand, trying to send the funnel out the front door. It didn’t move. I was reluctant to cast another spell but had no choice. Luring the dirt-nado to me while I stood outside was a better option than trying this inside the house.

      I walked through the front door and paused in the middle of the weed patch, pretending to be a yard. “Veni ad me.”

      The words had barely left my mouth when I was knocked back by the funnel. I couldn’t catch myself before I landed on the hard ground. Pain ricocheted up and down my spine, and I threw up the scones I’d eaten.

      The dirt and grime spectacularly exploded on me and covered me like a long-lost lover. I came out here to escape more injury and ended up with more injuries. Not my best moment.

      My veins felt like they were boiling beneath my skin, so I laid back and watched the clouds overhead. I had no idea how much time had passed when I finally felt back to normal. I had to roll to the side and pull my legs under me, then push up before I could get to my feet.

      My cell phone rang inside the house, and I hobbled in to grab it before it went to voice mail. It was either Fiona or Aislinn, and I didn’t want them to worry about me. Sweat dripped down my forehead and into my eyes.

      The grime slid with it and blurred my vision, but I managed to find my phone on the bed. “Hello,” I blurted by the time I managed to swipe the screen.

      “Mom. Are you alright?” Bailey’s sweet voice brought a smile to my face.

      “I’m great. I came out to the cabin for a break and was just trying to clean the place up. You wouldn’t believe how messy it got after being empty for so long.”

      “We haven’t been there in forever. I wish I’d known you were going. I’d have come along. Is the swing still in the tree out by the lake?”

      I wiped my forehead with the back of my arm and walked to the porch. A rope with a tattered end hung from one of the thick branches. “Nope. The seat fell off. But your birdhouse is still there. And it looks like there’s a family nesting inside.”

      “I can’t believe it didn’t fall apart. I made that with wood glue and no nails. Wait until I tell Ben he was wrong about it falling to pieces.”

      I chuckled. As many times as I begged and threatened them to stop fighting, it was nice to hear something familiar and comforting. “Don’t annoy your brother on purpose. You know he hates when you point out he was wrong. How’s school going? Do you like your classes?”

      “I love my Psychology class but ended up dropping my Sociology. I prefer to learn about individual behavior as opposed to collective norms and pressures. Ben is in class. He met a girl in his Engineering class. I just hope he keeps the snogging to a minimum. I walked in on them the other day and wanted to throw up. How does he even move that fast with a girl? We’ve only been here a few days.” This was a lesson Bailey would learn about teenage boys and their hormones. It wasn’t a topic I would have with her over the phone.

      Instead, I couldn’t help but smile as I listened to a topic that would usually send me into a long lecture about safe sex and proper behavior, along with ensuring they were careful not to let their magic show. At the moment, it felt too good to have such a typical conversation that I didn’t care.

      There were no demons or wonky magic while I talked to Bailey. It was precisely what I needed after failing so spectacularly at a simple cleaning spell.
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      My arms felt like lead balloons as I squeezed the water from the filthy rag in my hand. The spell might have exploded on me, but it managed to get the worst of the dirt and grime outside, so it wasn’t a total loss. It had taken me five hours, and who knew how many gallons of hot water to clean the rest of it.

      Of course, I’d taken a dozen breaks and ate the rest of the scones I brought with me. Now I was out of breakfast foods and didn't want to drive all the way out to the store. I could always make a stir fry for lunch and have it for breakfast.

      I checked the fridge and had onions, peppers, broccoli, carrots, and garlic. Perfect. I’d chop the veg right after I took another break. Grabbing the fizzy drink, I headed to the porch. It was gorgeous out here and so peaceful.

      “Crap,” I groaned. The pile of sheets was still there. I set my drink on the table next to the rocking chair and picked up half of them.

      I had installed a washing machine-dryer combo years ago. Chances were high that it didn’t work anymore. There was no way I could hand wash these before putting them back over the furniture in a few days. My body was too damn sore.

      A sneezing fit stopped me from entering the house. I’d need to hang these on the lines and beat them. Otherwise, I’d break the machine for sure.

      “Interesting choice of a hideout. I’d have gone with something a little closer to civilization if a demon was hunting me.” Thanos.

      The instant recognition dawned my body had already reacted to the surprise. Tension bound my body, and I jumped. The sheets flew into the air, releasing more of the dust contained within. My stomach squirmed, and my heart raced while I wondered how the heck he had found me in the middle of nowhere.

      I sneezed half a dozen more times. No doubt I looked like I was getting ready to play a sick Rudolph in a play. I could feel the snot dripping from my nostrils. I should ask him out now. How could he resist such beauty?

      Using the corner of a sheet, I wiped my nose. “How did you find me?” The unasked question was could the demon do the same thing. Another was, what the hell are you that you can manage such a task.

      Thanos bent and picked up a sheet. He held it in the air and snapped his fingers. A breeze that smelled like him. Masculine musk and cedar. He opened the hand holding the fabric, and it floated into the air. Wind ruffled the sheet-like a flag on a pole.

      Thanos held his palm up, and a second later, the sheet landed there neatly folded. He bowed at the waist and offered it to me. “Why haven’t you used your magic to deal with these? You look like you’ve been cleaning an abandoned mine by hand for hours.”

      My eyes narrowed. I didn’t look that bad. “I like the physical exertion of doing it myself.” I took the sheet and set it next to my drink.

      Thanos snorted and crossed his arms over his chest. The stance was pure arrogance. “That’s not true at all. I can see the sweat dotting your brow. Even standing here is causing you pain. You need to sit down.”

      I sighed and gave up pretending nothing was wrong with me. My butt landed on the old wood chair so fast it made my head spin. “You should leave. You don’t like the view, and I’m tired.”

      Thanos shook his head from side to side. “From where I stand, the view is pretty close to perfect. Back to my earlier question. Why would you come all the way out here and risk being caught by the demon? There’s nobody out here to help you.”

      I gestured all around me. “That’s the point. There’s no one here to be hurt. But the chances of the demon finding me are slim. There’s no way to trace this land to me unless you go to the treasury and research land ownership. The demon didn’t strike me as all that scholarly.”

      Thanos laughed at that. The sound made me even more attracted to him. And pissed me off. The urge to throat punch him surged suddenly and hot. He was stalking me and had located me within hours of leaving.

      “You’re right. He tracks by scent. Although he has a powerful witch pulling his strings, so he can be sent to a location to take out a target. How many residents of the town know about this little cabin in the woods?” His gaze had traveled to the lake about fifty yards away from the house, reminding me I wanted to go for a swim.

      I was still covered in grime and figured the lake would save the tub drain. Thanos complicated that prospect. I didn’t fancy stripping down to my underwear in front of him. Shoving those thoughts aside before I got completely sidetracked, I focused on what he’d said.

      “Not many know about this place. My parents bought it decades ago, and I didn’t inherit it until they passed a few years back. We don’t come here often, and I never talk about it. Can a demon track my scent in a car?” The image of the demon racing along the road with a grin on its face flashed through my mind.

      Thanos tilted his head and looked at me from the corner of his eyes. “Demons aren’t hellhounds. Their senses are better than yours, but they’re easily confused. Why not go to Fiona or Aislinn’s house? Your friends are fierce in their protection of you. They wouldn’t let you be attacked.”

      Bringing the demon to a pregnant woman’s door or to a ghoul’s house was not my idea of a smart move. Not that I would be telling him that. The secrets weren’t mine to tell. I would die protecting those I loved, just like they would for me.

      I shrugged my shoulders. “It’s peaceful out here. I knew I’d get more rest without the constant worry about the demon attacking. I'm already feeling better, and I’ve been here less than twelve hours. How did you find me anyway?”

      Thanos turned to me. “Your magic. You used a significant amount a few hours ago, but it didn’t last long. I happened to be trying to tune into you at the time and was able to grab hold of the thread.”

      My jaw dropped open. He had told me to use my magic and asked why I hadn’t to clean. “I had no idea you were such a big stalker. You hide those psychotic tendencies very well. What are you anyway?”

      He smiled as if I hadn’t just insulted him. “Do you blame me? Any guy in my position would do the same to get close to a beautiful woman.”

      I smiled. He thought he was dealing with a twenty-something that lived for recognition from others. I knew better. Beauty was fleeting. Everyone wanted to be seen as pretty by a good-looking guy or girl, but the affection was shallow. And easily said to manipulate others to get what you wanted. I wanted to be valued and respected.

      “Plus, there’s a good chance the demon will come after me again, and you’re hoping to use me to catch the one that got away. It’s got to sting that a mere witch can keep subjects you have dominion over hidden from your grasp. I do make great bait.” I cracked the can of soda open and took a sip. Ugh. It was warm.

      Thanos chuckled and took the can from my hand. He held it for a second then handed it back. His power was something. He didn’t even have to chant to turn the fluid ice cold.

      “Are you a God? I know you aren’t Hades’ brother. Maybe his son?”

      He shook his head “Neither. Aidoneus is Hades’ only son.” The name was familiar to me, but I couldn’t place it.

      I sat back and rocked while sipping my drink. “I’m filthy and exhausted. I just want to rinse off then rest. The demon isn’t here, so you can leave now.” I finished the drink and set the can down.

      My body creaked louder than the original stairs in a hundred-year-old house when I stood up. Fiona often complained about being middle-aged. As supernaturals, we age slower than mundies. We could dictate the speed of our aging. Most used magic to hold it at bay.

      I hadn’t used the energy yet. I didn’t want to have a significant portion of my magic tied up. I never gave it a second thought until she moved to Cottlehill and talked about the aches and pains and stubborn chin hairs. I finally understood what she meant by getting old sucked.

      Thankfully, most of my current pain was a result of the demon attack. I had no desire to feel this on the regular. I was going to be dedicating some energy to keeping the worst of it at bay.

      “I’m going for a swim. If you’re going to stay, why don’t you make yourself useful and clean the rest of that?” I gestured to the sheets then walked toward the lake.

      I felt his eyes on me with every step I took. There was no way I could back down now. I wanted to look back and see if he was actually watching me. I’d been known to be wrong about guys before. Dathan had taught me that lesson in painful clarity.

      The grass brushed against my calves, and I trailed a hand over the top of it. I could duck down and might be able to hide from him. Own your body! There were more dimples on my thighs than the dirt road leading to the cabin, and my boobs resembled ski slopes. And that was alright.

      I would always be imperfect and flawed. I was also beautiful. While it was great to have a sexy guy tell me how pretty I was, I didn’t need the affirmation to know how gorgeous I was.

      I untied my shoes, removed them along with my socks, and then pulled my shirt over my head before letting my mother’s voice stop me. She would have had a seizure if she’d seen me undress in front of someone like this. My gaze snagged on the bruises marring my stomach when I went to remove my leggings.

      The purple was now a greenish-brown color and traveled down my legs. I tossed the cotton aside and strode to the lake. My body was healing at a much faster pace now. I looked forward to being able to walk fifty feet without gasping and wanting to curl in a ball. The effort took it out of me and made my head pound.

      It was enough to make me forget Thanos was watching for several seconds. The reminder slapped me across the face when I entered the lake and turned to face the house.

      He stood in the yard with his hands at his sides and his grey eyes glowing with appreciation. I licked my lips then ducked beneath the water. It was cool and refreshing. I surfaced with a gasp and proceeded to rub my arms.

      The water around me turned murky as I rubbed away the worst of the filth. I hadn’t realized how awful I had to have looked. The heated looks Thanos had thrown my way had to be fake. No way would anyone find a dirty buffalo appealing.

      Thanos didn’t move a muscle, making it impossible for me to linger in the lake any longer. There was only so much exposure I could handle. To my surprise, he approached me as I climbed to the shore.

      He snapped his hands and handed me a fluffy white towel. I wrapped it around me, painfully aware of his gaze on me. I dried myself without removing the terry cloth then wrung my hair out onto the dirt.

      I was so busy with drying I didn’t see Thanos close the distance. My head snapped up when I felt his heat less than an inch from me. Our gazes met and locked. My world narrowed down to Thanos and me for several blissful minutes.

      I forgot about demons and Tainted witches and having messed up magic. A shudder moved through me when he cupped my cheek. My lips parted, and he lowered his head to mine.

      I knew he would kiss me and lifted onto my tiptoes to press my mouth to his. I had no second thoughts about whether I should do it or not. We both wanted it, and nothing else mattered. One thing I loved about being my age was my confidence and going after what I wanted.

      Life was short, even for long-lived paranormals like us. If you don’t go after what you want, you’ll never have it. If you don’t ask, the answer is always no. And if you don’t step forward, you’re always in the same place.

      His lips were soft and pliant. For a brief second, he allowed me to lead the kiss before he took over. His arms wrapped around my waist and his tongue ran across my lips.

      Arousal hot and heady ignited in my body, making me clench with need. No one had ever kissed me like he’d been starving, and I was a ten-course meal. Thanos’ hand traveled to my backside and tugged me against his body. His shaft was a hard length between us.

      I lifted a leg to wrap it around his waist and press our bodies closer together when the air thickened and popped behind me. Thanos let go of me and swiveled so fast I ended up on my ass. “Ow,” I blurted as I trained my gaze between his legs.

      The demon was standing five feet from Thanos with a massive sword in his hands. What the heck? For some reason, it never occurred to me he would use a weapon. I swore I had one of those black boxes with locator beacons from airplanes hidden in my body. I was doing my best to obscure my location, yet they found me anyway.

      “I’m practically naked, and I don’t have any weapons,” I called out to Thanos.

      A black sword appeared in Thanos’ hands, and he swung it at the demon. The demon dodged and darted away. Thanos waved his hand, and two things happened. I went from bare to clothed in tight leggings and a sweater with thick-soled boots. The outfit was great, but the shoes would be a problem.

      Not the biggest problem. No. That would be the fact that I wasn’t healed enough to take more damage. Thanos swung again and sliced a cut across the demon’s stomach. It lifted its head and roared.

      “There is heavy magic masking the witch’s identity. I can’t latch onto it. Can you try?” I stared at the back of Thanos’s head. I didn’t want to do this. I didn’t have a choice. I had to find the witch responsible.

      “Revelare,” I murmured and focused on finding the thread guiding the demon.

      The beast lunged at me with its claws out and aiming for my face. A scream left me, and Thanos’ sword knocked the creature away from me. I didn’t have enough time to lose my focus, and the air shimmered dark grey around the demon.

      A tug started in my mid-section, and I grabbed onto the thread, hoping to track it to its owner. Thanos was forcing the demon to take a defensive position and wouldn’t let it anywhere near me. He jumped and spun and sliced with precision.

      Black ichor dripped all over the long grasses of the cabin’s front yard. Smoke rose from each section as the plants withered. Right as I thought I would be able to get ahold of the signature, something scorched me from the inside out.

      The shock of being burned by someone that wasn’t even there made me lose focus. The demon was paying attention and jumped over Thanos’ head to get to me. I would be mincemeat pie if Thanos hadn’t acted fast and grabbed the demon’s foot as it was airborne.

      The creature was sent back to the ground and managed to catch me with its claws on the way down. Deep furrows traveled the length of my right arm. My legs were spared. I just wish that made a big difference.

      Bile filled the back of my throat immediately, and spots danced in the corners of my eyes. It was hard to focus on Thanos trying to thrash the demon. I saw the grey body flop this way and then that. The attack made the ground shudder under my feet.

      “Tether the demon,” Thanos called out.

      I bobbed my head up and down and conjured an image of the demon being tied to Thanos. He would be the one taking it back to the Underworld. “Petulans!” The energy exploded out of me, and I saw Thanos then the demon fly into the air.

      Oh crap. My magic malfunctioned, and I couldn’t clear my eyes enough to see them. I heard a thud and a masculine groan. That had to be Thanos hitting the ground. The yowl that followed made the tiny hair on the back of my neck stand on end.

      I shook my head to clear it and saw the creature sprint forward. Thanos was drug behind it for several feet before Thanos somehow got to his feet. I had to run after them as they dashed through the trees.

      I bounced from trunk to trunk more than I ran in an attempt to catch up to them. The demon was moving as if it hadn’t been injured at all while Thanos was having trouble keeping up. I wondered if he was injured when I slammed him against the ground.

      I tried to think of a safe way to stop the demon from dragging Thanos through the forest. I cringed every time I saw his body hit trees. I screamed a warning when I saw a boulder ahead of them.

      It got the demon’s attention, as well, and he slammed right into it then bounced off. Thanos didn’t slow at all, and I thought he was going to hit the thing, as well. At the last second, he leaped through the air and landed on the demon’s back.

      The creature roared and bucked, trying to dislodge Thanos. The sword was no longer in Thanos’ grip. Cuts and bruises marred his handsome face, but that only made him sexier. I couldn’t help it. I was one sick woman for finding his skill in fighting the demon hot.

      I tried to feel for the magical bond holding the demon without using magic. I didn’t want it to backfire on us again. I wasn’t able to do much beyond seeing the dark grey thread. It throbbed and flared red every once in a while.

      The poison from the claws was stealing my remaining energy and draining the adrenalin that had gotten me this far. For the second time in a matter of days, the demon had beaten me.

      This time I had toxic goo coursing through me while I slowly bled out. Once again, Thanos stuck by my side and fought to protect me. Alright, so technically, he fought to capture the demon, but he was watching me simultaneously. Not many would risk their lives like that for anything. So, regardless of his motives, he was a hero in my book.

      All of a sudden, the demon stopped trying to get away. It turned to me and grinned, its grey skin stretching and revealing black fangs. The thing vanished before Thanos could pull himself to his feet. Thanos was left holding a blue ball of light in his fist and cursing like a sailor.
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      “I’m not so sure we’re facing a witch after all.”

      My jaw dropped, and my eyes flared. What the hell was Thanos talking about? What else would we be facing? I couldn’t think of a witch that had an ax to grind with me, let alone other creatures. Fae were the only ones that might be pissed at me.

      But they wouldn’t be mad at just me. They’d be angry at Fiona, Aislinn, and me. And they’d have to be supporters of Voron. We had no idea what happened to them after we helped kill the king, and we didn’t care. That was for the new leadership to deal with. Not us.

      “You’re going to have to explain that. You’re the one that said it had to be a witch. You thought it was me at first. What else would be able to crack my spell?” Something had shattered the enchantment I had cast tying the demon to Thanos.

      He kept his head down as he held his hand above my bleeding arm. After the demon vanished, I fell to my knees, and Thanos had to help me back to the house. We’d run a long way during our chase through the woods.

      It hadn’t seemed all that long to me, yet when we kept walking and walking, I wondered if the witch had tried to teleport the demon and ended up grabbing all three of us because of my tether.

      “Many are capable of breaking witch spells while Fae spells are a bit more challenging to unravel. Others like me don’t do magic in the same way your kind does. We’re far more limited. I can’t cast a bomb, but I can conjure fireballs. I don’t understand it all. I know just enough to help me control a situation.”

      Meaning he knew his strengths and weaknesses. That wasn’t surprising at all. But it exhausted me. I wasn’t cut out for subterfuge and deceit. I came at you head-on and dealt with problems in the same way. “Are there Lords of the Underworld that could be behind this? You know, baddies right under Hades.”

      He chuckled and lifted my arm with a gentle hand. “I can’t tell if you’re thinking of Lucifer or Hades. Lucifer is the one with hordes of mindless killing machines at his beck and call. Hades' Lords help him keep order, but they’re closely monitored. He can’t afford for any of them to get ideas. Aside from the Four Horsemen, they’re the only ones that might pose a threat to Hades. None of them are missing or have gone missing for even short periods. Besides, this magic doesn’t feel like it originates in the Underworld.”

      “You’re right. I didn’t sense any malevolence.’

      He tilted his head and looked up from my bleeding arm. “Do I feel evil? Does my energy terrify you?”

      That was a loaded question. I thought of death when I looked at him. It wasn’t that he came across as malicious, just lethal and not afraid to cut his enemies down. “You’re not evil. And, you made your point. I can’t assume the Underworld is nothing but pits of fire where the dead are tortured and eaten by demons.”

      He smiled and went back to focusing on my injury. “I don’t know. We have some pretty big bonfires on the hill where Aidoneus and I built our houses.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Har har. Is the poison coming out?” By the time we’d gotten back to my cabin, I was ten shades of green, and I’d thrown up twice. I felt something coursing through my veins.

      “It is, but it’s slow going because it traveled throughout your entire body. Are you always this hot?”

      “I had a quip ready about me being hot enough to melt a man’s brain with my smile, but I know that’s not what you’re referring to. What exactly do you mean?”

      He pointed to the blood dripping from my wound. “Your blood is practically boiling in your veins. I’ve never come across this with a witch and am curious if the poison is too far gone or if it’s normal for you.”

      I cleared my throat, trying to buy time to think of something to talk my way out of this one. Of all the times to come up empty, this was the worst. No matter how hard I tried, no excuse came to mind.

      “Ever since I returned from Eidothea, it’s normal for me. Not that I like it. It feels like I’m going to be incinerated from the inside out.”

      “Does anything make it worse?”

      Let’s see. Just about everything. Except kissing Thanos. That had been the one time I didn’t feel my magic boiling beneath the surface, waiting to erupt and take me with it. “Just about everything, but mostly stress. Can you get the poison out?” I was getting weaker, and it wasn’t just from the blood loss.

      My mind was fuzzy, and I had to lean my head back on the rocking chair while I watched for the telltale green goo Thanos had told me about. It would trickle down my arm and into the salted, cast iron pot right below me.

      “It’s almost there, but it’s hard to grab onto it all.” Thanos’ words were followed by grey-streaked green goo seeping from one corner.

      My racing heart skipped a beat then slowed to a more normal rate. I wasn’t going to die of demon venom today. “What’s the grey stuff?”

      Thanos ran a finger through it and pressed it to a device he’d pulled from a bag I hadn’t seen earlier. He had a few of them and ran them over my injury before starting to remove the venom.

      The palm-sized black box had a screen on the top half with a spinning circle before it beeped and revealed the results. “Ash? I have ash coursing through my body?” The thought made me want to throw up and get it out of me.

      There was another beep. “Your body is incinerating the venom. That’s not something your kind should be capable of doing. Perhaps it has something to do with that flaming bird on your chest.”

      My hand flew to my breast, and I jerked my arm out of his hold. I didn’t like him knowing anything about that. I didn’t understand it. All I knew was it appeared after a Fae cut me. I killed him ten minutes later. It had exhilarated me, even though I couldn’t move my arm for hours after that.

      “Doubt it. This is a scar from war. It appeared during a battle in the Fae realm.”

      Thanos watched me for several seconds then extended his hand to me. He wanted to continue clearing the poison. After a few tense seconds where we stared at each other in silence, I laid my elbow on his palm.

      “At least we know why you’re not unconscious. You’ve got some amazing power that is working hard to protect you.” Thanos fell quiet, and a second later, the green and grey crap was once again oozing from my wound. I was really tired of getting hurt.

      My phone startled me and made my heart race. It was in the kitchen, and we were on the porch. It was probably Fiona, worried about me. I stood up to go get it, but Thanos was gone and back before I could blink.

      He held my cell out with a smirk. “It would have gone to voicemail by the time you got to it. And I want to know who it is.” His voice took on a growl at the end that made me shiver. He wasn’t jealous, was he?

      It was Camille. I swiped the green bar on the screen. “Hey, Camille. What can I do for you?”

      “You should get to the meeting house. Derek is ready to sentence you for Faye’s death.”

      I gasped and nearly dropped the phone when my hand went slack. I caught it before it hit the ground. “She’s dead? When did it happen?”

      Camille’s sigh held the weight of the world. “She’s not gone yet, but she started having seizures about half an hour ago, and they haven’t stopped. Zreegy said we needed to prepare ourselves. Please tell me you found evidence to support your claim.”

      “I’ve been too busy being attacked by the demon to do much of anything. Dammit.”

      “Tell her stall anything official until we get there,” Thanos interjected. I wasn’t surprised he could hear the entire conversation.

      “What? Who was that?” Camille asked.

      “That was the Underworld agent who is sucking demon venom from twenty-inch claw marks on my arm. Don’t let them do anything until I get there. I have something that will shut Derek up for good about this issue.”

      I hung up and looked at Thanos. “You’d better have something that will get me out of this. I’d like to keep breathing.”

      Thanos grabbed an ointment from his bag and smiled. “You’ll just have to trust me."
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      We pulled into the parking lot two hours later, and I jumped out of my car and headed to Thanos’ truck. “You sure about this?”

      We’d driven separately, so I hadn’t had a chance to ask him what he had planned. I wanted to believe his statement alone would do the trick, but I knew better. Derek would make an argument that I was sleeping with him, and that was why he was standing up for me.

      “I’m hurt you don’t trust me.” He feigned a frown and made a show of pouting.

      I smacked his shoulder. “This is my life, Thanos. I have kids and friends and a life. I don’t want to lose it.”

      He cradled my face. “I would never do anything to put you in danger.”

      I needed to break contact. I was about to kiss him again. Instead, I started walking to the doors. “Unless it helps you get your quarry. Then you’d stake me in the middle of a snake pit if necessary.”

      He chuckled. “As long as you know where you stand with me.”

      I pushed the double doors open and entered the council building. Sweat slicked down my spine, and my heart rate shot into the stratosphere. The chatter stopped immediately, and the group parted.

      Faye was laid out on the table, and the council was surrounding her. Zreegy was amongst the group as well.

      “What’s this?” Derek demanded as he broke away from the group. “You bring an outsider into our chambers? When you’ve been summoned to answer for her death?”

      My mouth was dry, and my throat hurt. These people had the power and ability to imprison and kill me. The fear that held me in its grip wasn’t irrational. They wanted to do both of those things.

      Thanos stepped forward. His muscled body moved fluidly. He didn’t have to do anything to radiate lethality. It was in his legs and arms. It was in his eyes. It poured from him and made your fight or flight kick into gear. Several council members took a couple steps back.

      “I’m an agent of the Underworld Investigative Services, and I’m here to help this woman.” Thanos gestured to Faye, who looked gaunt where she lay on the table.

      Derek narrowed his eyes. “You’re in this with Violet. We will have you arrested.”

      Thanos pulled his sword from his back and swung it in a figure-eight pattern. Somewhere during the process, it lit with blue fire and filled the room with not-so-subtle vibrations. “You throw out accusations without checking the veracity of my claims. Perhaps I should invite Hades here to remind you of the contract all paranormals signed with the Underworld centuries ago.”

      ‘Signed’ was pushing it. Growing up, we’d all heard stories about how Hades came to Earth and informed supernaturals that they would assist his agents if they wanted to live free of the fear of demons. No one raised any objections. Until Thanos came along, I had believed it an allegory passed down through the generations.

      Derek swallowed and looked from the blade to me and back to Thanos. “My mistake. Please explain how this is possible when our best healer has indicated the situation is helpless.”

      Thanos kept moving his sword slowly while he replied. “When the demon attacked Violet for the third time today, I grabbed it and tried to dig through to find the witch responsible for using blood magic to call it to Cottlehill. I wasn’t able to get the identity, but I managed to grab Faye’s power. Because the summoner had such a tight hold on it, the demon hadn’t burned through it yet. If I return it to her, it will save her life.”

      Gasps filled the room while many looked at me with new consideration. “What do you want in return? No one would give up such a grand prize for nothing.”

      “The price is simple. I want the identity of your top-tier residents. Witches, Fae, shifters, and vampires. All of them,” Thanos told the room.

      Derek exploded first. His face was red, and his expression indignant. “Absolutely not. That would be giving you a list of targets to take out one by one, so you can step in and claim our city. You can forget it.”

      I stared at Derek. “Are you kidding me? Why would he want to kill us and claim this land? He owns pieces of the Underworld. Whoever is responsible for this demon has been killing residents to gather power to pierce the veil to the Underworld. If they get away with it, we are looking at hordes coming through and killing everyone in their path.”

      Jorock crossed his arms over his chest. “We handle our own messes. We don’t need him.”

      Thanos smiled at him. There was nothing pleasant about the expression. “You know how to contain a blood demon? And ensure it doesn’t break free of its binding? How about returning him to the Underworld? You lot can manage that?”

      The way he asked the last question felt like a trap. I wracked my brain to figure out where the pitfalls were in answering it but came up empty. Somehow the answer to that would unravel the case entirely.

      Viva shook her head while the others remained quiet. “How would we know Underworld magic? That’s beyond anyone’s ability.”

      Derek puffed his chest out. “We don’t need Underworld magic. We will catch the demon and chop its head off. Problem solved.”

      Thanos walked toward Faye with deliberate slowness. “That’s a good solution if you want to break the bond between the summoner and the demon, thus letting it off the chains holding it back. You see, once a demon is summoned to Earth, it will reincarnate here again and again until it is once again contained within the Underworld.”

      So, there was no way to kill demons on Earth? That was some bullshit right there. Who the hell made those rules?

      “I don’t believe that for a second," Jorock declared. “Many of my ancestors beheaded demons and sent them back to the Underworld.”

      Thanos shook his head from side to side as if this conversation pained him. “If a creature escapes and finds his way to Earth, he can be killed. A summons eliminates the hold we have over demons. That’s why the one casting the spell needs so much power. They have to be able to overpower Underworld magic.”

      “That’s why this asshole has killed over a dozen of our kind. You guys are supposed to be our leaders. The ones that keep chaos to a minimum and ensure we are safe. And you don’t want to even try to save one of your own. You should be ashamed of yourselves.” I couldn’t keep from curling my lip.

      Camille shook her head. “It’s not that easy, Violet. I don’t believe one of our residents has done this. No one wants to be exiled. Cottlehill has always been a safe place to live."

      Thanos leveled her with a hard stare. “Then the decision should be easy. I will do nothing with the list except look for evidence of blood magic.”

      Derek sighed and glanced at Jorock, who bobbed his head up and down. Nods soon followed. “Fine, but I want one of us involved to ensure our resident’s safety.”

      “Agreed,” Thanos said. As if she knew she was going to be saved, Faye started having another seizure. “I need to do this now before it’s too late.” He barked out a demand for a list of herbs, candles, and crystals.

      We all surrounded the table while he asked Jorock to lift Faye. Thanos spread a blue silk cloth over the wood then directed Jorock to lay Faye down. “Violet. I need your assistance with this.”

      I bit my lip and was about to object. I couldn’t safely do magic, but all eyes were on me, so I bobbed my head and headed toward him. “I’m going to arrange the herbs and crystals. You place the candles in the cardinal directions. When I give you the signal, light the candles.”

      “Alright,” I agreed, hoping I could do this without burning Faye alive. I watched Thanos do his thing while trying to calm my nerves. My hands shook, and sweat poured down my back. I barely stopped myself from wringing my hands together. This was my worst nightmare come to life.

      Thanos finished and looked up at me. “Now, Violet.”

      I froze for a few seconds and stared back at him, filled with fear. You’ve got this. It’s fire. You literally have lava flowing through your veins. This will be a piece of cake. The little pep talk broke through. I could manage fire.

      I held my hands out and concentrated on the wicks. “Ignis.” Columns of fire shot ten feet into the air as I lit the candles. They were straight, steady flames. A sign of a powerful witch. Why did my magic have to choose this moment to behave and put me in the spotlight? Dammit.

      Thanos didn’t get caught up in my display as he lifted his fist into the air. Blue fire covered the entire thing, and before anyone could stop him, he shoved it into Faye’s chest.

      Not one pair of eyes moved from me while I gasped in shock over what Thanos was doing. The council members were all too busy trying to assess me and determine how powerful I really was. They had all assumed I was weak and would never amount to a threat.

      Now they knew they were wrong. The target on my back just got bigger. And became neon green. Not a flattering color for me. The council finally broke away when Faye coughed and sat up.

      She looked around, blinked, and ran her hands over her chest. “How did I get here? Where’s the demon? We need to contain it before it goes on a killing spree.”

      She was late to the game but had just cleared my name, so I would ignore that. I needed to find a dark practitioner, capture a demon and somehow convince the council what they saw was an aberration.

      I was so screwed.
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      Blood was seeping through the gauze wrapped around my throbbing arm. The white cotton was rapidly turning red, telling me the day’s stress hadn’t helped the healing process at all. At least you are no longer fighting a death sentence.

      That was a poignant reminder. There was a bounce in my step as I climbed the stairs to my front door. The council knew the truth, and Faye was awake and going to be alright. She was far weaker than she’d ever been, and no one knew if she would ever regain what was lost, but she was alive, and that’s what mattered.

      I tossed the keys on the table in the entryway and yelped when hands wrapped around my biceps. I’d been so caught up in my head that I hadn’t seen or heard anyone approaching me.

      My heart went from normal to pounding a million miles an hour in the blink of an eye. Thankfully it was just Thanos. Or maybe not. His grey eyes were storm clouds and full of rage.

      “What the hell? You’re hurting me.” He’d kissed me hours ago and had defended me to the council not that long ago, either.

      Thanos shook me once and pressed me into the wall at the end of the small entryway that bordered my kitchen. “You need to start talking. How did you hide your power from me? I would suspect you of being the one that summoned the demon if it hadn’t been trying to kill you.”

      Pain stole my ability to think for a couple seconds, and then his words registered. He was talking about my magic. It had displayed itself in all its glory when I helped him restore Faye’s center of magic.

      “You can’t expect a woman to give all of her secrets away. That would take all the mystery out of things. And the fun.” I leaned my head against the wall, mainly because every part of me was worn thin, and smiled at him.

      Some of the clouds left his eyes, but his expression remained stern. “Stop flirting. What kind of power do you have? Like I told you before, it’s different. I didn’t mind it until I felt more of it this evening. And something tells me that was the tip of the iceberg.”

      Danger. That way lay mines. The lava that usually flowed through my veins turned to ice, and I went cold all over. “I honestly have no idea what you felt. My magic felt different after we formed the Backside of Forty coven, and I bonded to my best friends. That has to be it.”

      Thanos sighed and released her. His eyes were only light for a split second because they landed on my bandaged arm and darkened. “Shit. You’re bleeding again.”

      He stalked down the hallway and entered my bathroom. I stood there with my chest heaving while I tried to settle my heart. That wouldn’t appease him for long, and I had no idea what to say to him. I would never reveal what Fiona was. Nicotisa were hunted for their power.

      The sound of cabinets opening and closing filled the house, and I pushed off the wall. My legs protested every step, and my head was right behind them. I’d never hurt so much in my life.

      I was injured badly in Eidothea and had to be carried at some point, but I didn’t feel much. Between the spells Fiona and Aislinn cast and the potions and tonics, I was happily drugged until I was well into the healing process.

      I let the doorframe prop me up as I watched him rifle through my bathroom. “If you’re looking for gauze, I don’t have any. I don’t keep many first aid supplies.”

      Thanos turned to me, and his eyebrows slammed together. His contained power exuded explosive violence rather than raw strength. It was frightening when it hit you. “Why not? You might have magic, but you’re mortal.”

      I shrugged my shoulders. “We rarely get hurt, and my kids are grown. Thankfully, my son stopped doing stupid shit years ago.”

      Thanos stalked toward me and made me back up. His gaze traveled down to my lips and stayed there. Did he think about our kiss? I couldn’t stop remembering it. My tongue traced my lower lip, and the lava returned, melting the ice that had taken over.

      My back hit the wall, stopping me. I glanced left and right. I could step to the side and head to either my bedroom or the kitchen. The urge to flee didn’t even register. I wanted to see what he would do.

      More than anything, I wanted to feel his lips on mine again. In the past twenty hours, it had become a need I struggled to ignore. I’d dated after my divorce and been involved in a couple semi-serious relationships. Still, I hadn’t needed to be with them.

      Thanos ignited a part of me I didn’t know existed before now. His gaze lifted to mine. It was as if he could see right into my soul and saw the heart of me, yet accepted me regardless of my imperfections.

      “Your flame is back. I can see it again. It makes you glow.” He stopped with his boots touching the tips of the ones he conjured onto my feet.

      I lifted my hands and placed them on his shoulders. I wanted to pull him to me. “My beauty’s more of an inner thing than outer. It takes someone of great talent to actually see it. I’d given up finding the diamond in the rough that would be capable.”

      Thanos placed his palms on either side of my head, caging me. It gave me the sense of being trapped by a powerful predator. My body warred between desire and fear. It wasn’t until I looked in his eyes that desire finally won out.

      “Looking beneath the surface is my superpower,” he murmured. His eyes were on my lips. He was looking at me as if he was going to devour me. I had more on my plate than I could handle at the moment. Yet still, my body shouted, yes please!

      I wanted to laugh at his quip. Or even smile. What I managed was to part my lips and lifted onto my tiptoes. He met me halfway. Electricity and fire surged where we touched.

      His body pressed me into the wall, and his arousal poked my stomach. From the feel of things, he was very well endowed. I moaned and wrapped my arms around his neck, then licked the seam of his lips.

      He opened and attacked. His tongue thrust into my mouth, demanding I give him everything. The way he licked and teased me turned my body pliant and made my arousal course hot and heavy through me.

      My hands tangled in his hair, holding him to me. I was surrounded by him. Every worry and concern was lifted from me. All I knew was Thanos’ sensual mouth and insistent kisses.

      A knock reverberated through the house. I knew I should break away from him and answer it, but I couldn’t. I wanted more of him. The knock sounded again, and I groaned against his mouth.

      “Hellooo,” Fiona called out as she let herself into my house. Her gasp broke through the haze, and I pulled my lips from his.

      Thanos dropped his arms but didn’t step back from me right away. I turned my head and smiled at my best friend, silently wishing she had better timing. “Hi.”

      Sebastian stood behind Fiona and started laughing. “We can come back at a better time. Seems as if you’re busy.”

      “Well, she’s getting busy,” Fiona quipped as she continued walking into my house. She entered my kitchen, and I heard her open some drawers.

      I pushed against Thanos’ chest until he stepped back. He adjusted himself with a grimace that made me giggle. I hadn’t done that since I was a teenager. “There went your tough-guy persona.”

      “You try walking around with a hard-on and tell me how comfortable it is,” Thanos growled in a low voice. Based on the choked masculine laugh, I knew Bas heard him.

      I patted his chest. You’d better get used to it if you’re going to hang around me. You’re halfway in love with me already, and it’s only going to get worse.” I smiled at him, then turned and started down the hall.

      Thanos stood there for one silent second before he was behind me. “You should see a professional about that projection. It isn’t healthy to ignore your feelings and assign them to someone else.”

      I laughed and entered the kitchen to find Fiona standing next to Bas. Her shoulders were shaking, and she was holding a kitchen towel. I shook my head from side to side. “Faye is alive, and the council has absolved me.”

      Fiona bobbed her head up and down. “So, you thought you’d celebrate by sticking your tongue down his throat while bleeding out?”

      I lifted my injured arm and noticed a tiny stream running down and dripping on the floor. Fiona came forward and wrapped the towel around the wound, and pressed.

      I recoiled and tried to pull my arm away. Unfortunately, Fiona held on tight. “Ow! Holy shit. That’s how Thanos broke the cuts open again.”

      Fiona turned a furious glare onto Thanos. “He hurt you?”

      Oh crap. I woke the protective mama bear in my bestie. “No! Thanos has helped me in more ways than I can count. The demon found me at the cabin and clawed me. It was during that encounter that Thanos managed to take Faye’s core of power which is how he saved her and cleared my name.”

      Fiona’s eyes went from furious to wide in an instant. “How the hell did it find you out there? Even I had forgotten all about the place.”

      “That’s what I asked.”

      Thanos was watching Fiona closely as she lifted the towel and started removing the blood-stained gauze. “His summoner had to be behind it. The demon vanished, which tells me it sent him there using magic, as well.”

      Bas bobbed his head as he remained behind Fiona. He was bigger than Thanos and exuded menace. He would rip into Thanos if he made one wrong move to the woman Bas loved. “Otherwise, he or she wouldn’t have been able to lock onto the beast’s location.”

      “I’ve been telling Violet it would take a being of immense power. I originally assumed it was a witch but have come to realize it could be an exceptional Fae. Your magics are similar, after all.”

      Bas growled and lifted one corner of his lips. “The basis for a witch’s power is vastly different from the Fae. We are intimately connected to the elements where they call on their power. I can wield wind with the flick of a wrist.”

      Bas demonstrated this by waving his hand and sent a gust of wind at Thanos. Thanos stumbled back a few steps before he caught himself. “Seems like there’s at least one Fae capable of conjuring demons and controlling them. Maybe even two.”

      When Thanos turned his head toward Fiona, my hackles rose, and I shifted to cut off his view. I shouldn’t have bothered. Sebastian placed himself between Thanos and Fiona.

      Fiona slapped Bas’s arm and tried to pull him away. “Stop it, everyone. Your suspicion is valid. But you have to understand that I would die for Violet, and so would Aislinn. Sebastian would never do such a despicable thing, but I can see why you would wonder. We are powerful. And I will not hesitate to use the full force of it to defend those I love.”

      Thanos sighed and rubbed a hand down his face. For the first time, I could see the fatigue weighing him down. It had to be a considerable burden not to be able to do your job. I had no idea how things worked in the Underworld. I imagined he was under intense pressure to contain the killing machine.

      “As you should. Are you alright? Has the wound closed yet?” Thanos shifted the focus off him and back to me. It was smart. I wouldn’t want to get into a debate when I was just trying to do my job.

      “Not yet. The ash and goo stopped seeping out, so I think the venom is all out finally.”

      Fiona unwrapped the rest of the gauze and held it up. “Why is ash and green gunk coming out of your wound? It looks like an infection on the wrappings here, yet the skin around the edges aren’t inflamed or red.”

      I shrugged a shoulder. “Claws carry poison, and Thanos cast a spell to suck it out. Some of it was burned away. Apparently, I’ve got lava for blood now. Anyway, I had time to think before the demon interrupted and wondered if Vodor’s generals escaped the aftermath. Maybe they found a way to cross to Earth and are trying to get revenge for killing their king and queen.”

      “You guys killed Thelvienne and Vodor? You really have been hiding your power. I can’t sense that much from any of you,” Thanos interjected. His eyes went distant as he looked in our direction. “Until I look at you collectively. Then I can see it.”

      My heart hammered in my chest. My diversion was blowing up in my face, just like my magic. I really needed to find whatever cursed object was attached to me. “That’s the beauty of the Backside of Forty. Being middle-aged has its perks. Being at my sexual prime is just one of them.”

      That did what I hoped, and Thanos laughed along with Fiona and Bas. “I haven’t spent much time around mortals, so I have never given it a thought. I will say that I prefer a woman with enough experience to be confident and know what she wants. That’s sexy as hell. And not something a younger woman can achieve. Back to the issue. I’m not sure a general would go to these lengths. Are there any relatives alive? Loved ones are the hardest to deal with.”

      “Last I checked, the throne was still up for grabs. The ruling cabinet in Eidothea was looking for any relatives of the last true King and Queen. They were the strongest the realm had ever seen. Fair rulers that helped us reach our full potential. We lived in a Golden age while they sat on the throne. Their descendants are the only ones anyone believes has a real claim to the throne. Vodor had their line exterminated, so none of them tried to overthrow him. The way the spell was cast, they had to invoke all royal lineages. That includes Vodor and Thelvienne. The only remaining relative he had was his mother, but much of Thelvienne’s family survived.”

      Fiona grimaced and reached for a clean towel. “Are they as evil as she was? Because if so, I can totally see one of them is behind this. She was awful.”

      “Is there a way we can find out if any of her relatives left the realm?” Thanos asked.

      “I can’t see a way they could have left Eidothea without us knowing. Fiona is the portal Guardian, so everyone has to come through her or her grandmother,” Sebastian explained.

      Thanos crossed his arms over his chest and leaned against the island. “Would you know if they opened another portal between realms?”

      Fiona met Bas’s gaze and shrugged her shoulders. He shook his head from side to side. “The level of power that would take would be staggering. The first Fae King opened the portal during a time of great desperation in Eidothea. Kids were dying in record numbers due to the hostile environment. It’s said that his need to ensure our continued existence is what gave him the power to find a suitable realm and open the portal.”

      “We can’t rule out the idea entirely. Loss and grief do funny things to a person,” Fiona interjected. “But I don’t know if there’s a way that we can be sure.”

      Thanos sighed. “I have never asked anyone for help on a case. There are no other agents I can call upon right now, and I need help. Can the Backside of Forty give me some assistance finding this demon?”

      “Sure,” Fiona agreed. “We were investigating the murders anyway. Besides, it will give Violet more time to get naked with you.”

      I gasped and smacked her shoulder. “Fiona!”

      “What? We walked in and found you making out with the sexy Underworld agent. I’m not saying something that isn’t true.”

      Bas growled. “Sexy?”

      Fiona ran her hands up Bas’s chest. “No one is as sexy as you. And, I want no one else in my life.”

      I rolled my eyes and laughed. “Are we done here? Because I’m starving.”

      Thanos reached for my arm and examined the wound. “Before we get dinner, we need to tend to this injury.” He turned to Fiona. “Violet doesn’t have any medical supplies here. Do you have antiseptic cleaner and gauze?”

      Fiona bobbed her head up and down. “My kit is in my car. I started carrying it the night Violet found Faye. I’ll go grab it.”

      I sat on a stool at the island, resigning myself to having my arm rewrapped before I could get anything to eat. Oh well. I’d take friends that cared this much any day.
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      I waited by the wrought iron patio set Fiona had set up between her garden and cemetery. Thanos had followed us back to Pymm’s Pondside to help us discuss possible suspects and was now staring at the family burial grounds.

      “You’d never think an agent of the Underworld would be so surprised by there being a cemetery right next to a home. It’s not as if Fiona’s family are the first ones to bury their dead so close to home.” Aislinn nibbled on crackers while she spoke. I was glad the remedy that had been a lifesaver during my pregnancy with my son helped her nausea.

      I shrugged my shoulders. Who knew why that man did anything? Thanos turned before either Fiona or I could respond. “It’s not the dead here. It’s the magic packed into the location. I’ve never felt so much power in one place that isn’t inside a person. Your family must be compelling.”

      Fiona smiled and turned to head into her house. I caught the brittle edges of her mouth. She was freaked out that he noticed. “Honestly, I wouldn’t know. My magic was unlocked about eight months ago. Before that, I had no knowledge of the supernatural world all around us.”

      Thanos fell into step beside me, so I caught the way his jaw dropped open. I chuckled at that. “It’s true. Her parents wanted her to have a normal life, so they bound her powers. It was hard for me to hide mine from her when we were growing up.”

      Aislinn held the back door open for us. “The first time I met Fiona was after Isidora died, and I was grabbing some herbs from the garden. I couldn’t believe she had no idea about her family legacy.”

      Thanos glanced around as we passed through the mudroom to the kitchen. “I imagine that was painful for you. It’s not easy to learn your entire life was a lie.” The way he said that last part contained a bitter edge. Something told me he had experience with being deceived. The idea made me even more curious about his background and what made him like he was.

      “Fiona had a wonderful childhood. There was nothing painful about it.” Isidora’s angry voice was accentuated by her standing next to the stove with her hands on her hips.

      Thanos’ eyes widened when they landed on the older woman. Isidora was Fiona’s Grams and recently brought back from the dead by my best friend. She didn’t look like she had been dead and buried in the backyard for months. Her shoulder-length silver hair was silky and stylish, and her blue eyes were full of life.

      “Why didn’t you tell me about the ghoul? Her existence so close to a demon is a significant danger.” Everyone froze. Thanos’ words felt like a bomb going off in the kitchen. No one wanted to reveal Isidora’s present condition. We hadn’t considered that to others. It could be painfully obvious.

      I pursed my lips. “How do you know what she is? We weren’t even certain until a few days ago.”

      Fiona and Sebastian stepped closer to Isidora, who pushed them aside. “It’s not like I asked to be made a ghoul. Who wants to be soulless and vulnerable to possession?” Fiona’s face tightened. I knew my best friend. She was beating herself up for bringing her grandmother back as a ghoul. Not that she did so on purpose.

      “What do you mean you just discovered what she is? Who turned her into a ghoul? That practitioner has to know what they did. It’s not something someone can do accidentally. It takes immense power and is more difficult than summoning a demon. There’s more going on in Cottlehill Wilds than meets the eye, that’s for sure.”

      I glared at Thanos, willing him to take those words back. No one said anything for several long, tense seconds. I would never betray Fiona, and neither would the others. I had no idea what to do or say. No explanation came to mind that would be believable. What would he do if he learned who Fiona really was?

      Isidora turned on the faucet and filled the teapot in her hand then placed it on the stove. “My family is powerful, as you know. Our magic remains close and is bound to the land. I left instructions for Fiona to follow after my death. You see, I didn’t want to leave my granddaughter on her own to figure out her magic. It’s an overwhelming process that I intended to be here for, but someone killed me first.”

      Aislinn set her crackers on the island. “We’re just glad that you managed to get the spell into the grimoire before you died. We would have all been lost if you hadn’t.”

      Fiona gasped, and her hand went to her chest. “Hey, do you think she could have been the first victim of this witch or Fae?”

      My heart raced. Fiona was onto something. “I bet she was. Anyone living in Cottlehill knows the reputation of the Shakletons. I’d bet a hundred bucks they assumed they would get enough power to perform the summoning without having to take multiple lives. And they would have if she wasn’t already bound to Pymm’s Pondside. They would have had to plan for eliminating that bond before killing you.”

      Isidora lifted her chin and wrapped her arms under her ample bosom. She was a curvy woman with large breasts. And still as beautiful as she always had been. “They never would have succeeded. I’d have cut them down.” I’d never heard Isidora sound like a badass.

      She was one of the strongest women I’ve ever known, but she never spoke openly about hurting others like this. It reminded me exactly how formidable she was. If she’d lived, the culprit never would have gotten this far. She would have located them and stopped them.

      “I suspect that’s another reason they killed you. You were pretty much the only one that has the power to stand in their way,” I added. Isidora was one powerful witch when she was alive, despite her claiming it was only Fiona who was powerful.

      Thanos turned appraising eyes on Fiona. Oh crap! We’d said too much. “What is going on here? Be careful with the lies you tell me. You don’t want Hades to pay a visit to your little town. The Pleiades witches were created by the Gods and the rest of you to maintain the balance. If there are witches that threaten that balance, the Gods will not like it.”

      The thought of Hades coming to Earth chilled my blood. He might not be the same as Lucifer, but that didn’t mean I wanted to face him. I imagined him being twenty feet tall with a pitchfork of death bigger than my house. No one would survive that thing.

      I have no idea what Hades actually looked like or how big he was, but his power couldn’t be contained in an average human body. I couldn’t assume he would be nice to us because we were innocent. He would see Fiona’s power and mark her as a threat.

      This entire situation guaranteed we were in danger. Otherwise, there would be no need for him to pay us a visit. We weren’t unbalancing things.

      None of us wanted anything remotely close to that. It could lead to Armageddon and the end of us all. There was a reason the Gods took so many steps to ensure the balance was maintained. They needed Earth and its inhabitants to exist just as much as we did.

      But they didn’t like powerful beings, like Nicotisa. They were difficult to control and posed a threat to their existence. If they gained enough power, they might be able to take on the Gods one day. At least that was what the Gods’ feared, irrational as it was.

      Bas got in Thanos’ face. “Are you threatening my mate and her family? Because if you are, you will regret it. I want to work with you to find the vile excuse for a paranormal that is killing and summoning demons, but I will never allow those I love to be hurt.”

      My mind was racing, and I couldn’t take a deep breath. My chest ached from the strain, and it felt like I was going to pass out. I couldn’t stop thinking about what Hades would do to us all while these two men were posturing and one second from losing their shit.

      Fiona grabbed my hand and squeezed it. I looked up at her and saw reassurance in her gaze. “It’s going to be alright. Stop the wheels from turning, Vi. The end of the world isn’t coming for us.”

      That managed to break the staredown between Bas and Thanos. Thanos’ expression shifted from determined and steadfast to chagrined. He felt terrible for pushing it so far.

      He sighed and dropped his head for several seconds. “Look. I’m sorry. I’m under immense pressure to find this demon and its puppet master, and I have let it get to me. I’m not asking these questions because I want to paint a target on anyone’s back. I’m hoping to form an alliance. I can’t do this alone, and all the other agents are busy. Someone somewhere is building up to something much bigger. We’ve never had so many cases spread across the globe like we do right now.”

      “This case is connected to the one Aidoneus is investigating in Maine? I had no idea,” Fiona blurted.

      Thanos chuckled. The sound was sardonic rather than amused. “Given everything, I shouldn’t be surprised you know about that case. And yet, I am. How are you so connected to what’s going on with UIS?”

      Fiona let go of my hand and opened a cupboard, and got mugs down. “Before I moved here and discovered my magic, I lived in North Carolina and was a nurse. One of my friends, Phoebe, was recently divorced and moved back home with her mom and grandmother. She wasn’t like me, with hidden magic. She was one hundred percent mundane. Now she’s a Pleiades witch, and Aidoneus is investigating activity that occurred right under her nose on some property she inherited.”

      Understanding lit in Thanos’ eyes. “She’s the one that was used because of her lack of experience. The witch over there is just as smart as the one here. They’ve both used every method possible to hide their trail. If you know Phoebe, you have likely heard how helpful Aidoneus has been. We aren’t your enemy. I need help and would still like to know who made this ghoul.”

      “I have a name,” Isidora huffed.

      Introductions had yet to be made. We were sidetracked by his comments the moment we stepped into the kitchen. “I’m sorry, Isidora. Things got off track. Thanos, this is Isidora, Fiona’s Grams. You already know the rest of us.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, Isidora. And I sense you aren’t happy about being a ghoul. But you’re not a normal ghoul. That’s why I want to know who brought you back. I’ve never seen magic like this. You have your soul, unlike most of your kind, which shouldn’t even be possible. What makes you vulnerable to the demons is that it isn’t anchored in your body.”

      Fiona grabbed Bas’s hand and stepped forward. “It was me. I brought Grams back. It wasn’t intentional. I was in a desperate situation and needed her help. I’d already brought her spirit back from the other side. That’s the spell she left me to contact her. And before you ask, I have no earthly idea what I did, which is why we didn’t know what she was for the longest time. We still don’t understand it entirely.”

      The kettle started whistling at that moment, startling us all. Aislinn chuckled and moved to turn it off. “Perfect timing. Things were getting a little too serious in here.”

      We all laughed at that, and Thanos focused on me for a second. His smile was bright, and the connection I’d felt with him was back and strong as ever. “If I’d known my life would be turned upside when I met you, I would have come prepared.”

      Isidora waved her hands through the air and nearly dropped the tea in them. “Then you’d take all the fun out of life. Going along with new adventures or new people takes courage. You have to be willing to take a chance on the unknown. In my experience, taking that leap usually brings you the greatest joys. And it’s those unexpected moments that give you a happy, fulfilled life. And if you even think about harming my granddaughter or punishing her, I will make it my life’s purpose to hurt you.”

      Thanos lost his smile, and his eyebrows slammed together like two earring caterpillars. “I don’t take kindly to threats.”

      Isidora puffed out her chest. She was tiny at five-foot-four inches compared to Thanos’ six-foot-something height. “Neither do I.”

      I placed my hand on Thanos’ chest. “You said you wanted help. This isn’t the way to get our cooperation.”

      Thanos’ stormy grey eyes shifted as they remained locked on mine. He cupped my cheek, making me think of our last kiss. I was about to stand on my tiptoes and press my lips to his when he turned his head and dropped his hand. “You’re right. What made you bring Isidora back? That likely affected the spell you cast. Do you recall your intent at the time?”

      Fiona’s mouth twitched. She was holding back the snarky comment. When I averted my gaze, it landed on Aislinn, who waggled her eyebrows at me. I couldn’t help but smile in response.

      “The Fae King was attacking Pymm’s Pondside and me through the portal because I killed his murderous wife. All I remember is that I was desperate, and I needed her help to take control back of the portal and cut him off so he couldn’t hurt me anymore.”

      Thanos lifted one eyebrow at Fiona. “Do you three do anything normal?”

      “That’s a relative term. My life was positively boring before Fiona moved here,” I told him. “It’s been one thing after another. First, there were some murders, and then Fiona was attacked. And before the portal incident, we had to rescue my kids after the Fae Queen had them kidnapped.”

      Aislinn pointed her cracker at Thanos. “Could the Fae Queen have summoned the demon before she was killed? We suspected she was responsible for the first murders.”

      Thanos accepted a mug of tea from Isidora. “Thank you. No, I can’t see how she is the one that summoned the demon unless she is still alive.”

      I shared a look with Fiona and Aislinn. There was no possible way she was still alive. Fiona had burned her to death then absorbed her power. Thanos couldn’t discover that. It would make Fiona an even bigger threat.

      I doubted he would even care that she had linked to Aislinn and me and shared that power with us both. She did it to hide her signature and ensure the energy didn’t cook her from the inside out. Absorbing power was dangerous and could lead to one becoming Tainted or even dead.

      Sweat was trickling down my spine, and I had to fight from shifting my feet around. I hated keeping secrets. I made it a point in my life to be honest, and transparent. Too many bad things happened when things were hidden. The past eight months have taught me there are times keeping secrets is necessary. Thankfully, I was fast becoming accustomed to the opposite, but it didn’t come naturally to me.

      “I think you missed the conversation about how the summoner would need to be close and expend energy constantly to maintain control over it,” I explained.

      Aislinn’s eyes flared slightly, and she leaned toward me. “Ah. So, they’re more of a puppet master. And, I take it bad things would happen if the master died.”

      Thanos snorted. “To put it mildly. A few centuries ago, a demon broke from a weak summoner in Sweden. By the time I caught up to it a week later, no humans or supernaturals were left alive within a fifty-mile radius. Piloting a demon takes proximity and power.”

      “That means whoever did this definitely lives here in Cottlehill,” I pointed out. “Or, at least has been here for months. The escalating kills are how they gathered enough power to do the summoning.”

      Thanos’ eyes were melted steel when he looked at me. Talk about smolder. The guy had mastered seduction. Which made sense, given he’d been alive for centuries. I hadn’t stopped to consider how long he’d lived. “Which is why I need you...your help. Particularly you, Isidora. You know this town better than anyone.”

      “Only I can’t leave my house. I will not paint a target on Fiona’s back. To the town, I am dead, and it needs to stay that way. Besides, I will not allow myself to be possessed. This body is not up for grabs unless it’s for a night of passionate sex.” I didn’t blame Isidora. I wanted to choke Thanos for even suggesting it.

      “Grams!” Fiona protested.

      Thanos choked on a sip of tea, and I pounded on his back. He was coughing and laughing for several seconds. “I can’t promise that. I’m trying to attract an extraordinary woman, and having casual sex won’t endear me to her. But there might be a way to help tether your soul to your body. It won’t stop the cravings for the flesh, but it will eliminate the vulnerability of being taken over.”

      Fiona squealed. “Is that really possible? I’ve felt horrible since we discovered what I did. We’ve all searched high and low for answers, and nothing has given us a way to help Grams.”

      Isidora’s expression softened when it landed on her granddaughter. “I told you it’s not your fault. If anything, it’s mine for not preparing you better.”

      “I’m not entirely certain if it will work with a ghoul. I’ve never heard of it being used in these cases, but that might be because their souls are on the other side and not present for the process. I will ask Aidoneus as soon as I have this situation handled. I’m not about to ask my boss for help with a problem when I haven’t solved the case that he assigned me.”

      Aislinn put a hand over her mouth while she chewed another cracker. Poor thing. I bet she’d been living on them for days. They were all I ate for weeks when I was pregnant with Ben and Bailey. “I’m surprised you never grabbed any souls out of the Underworld and tried to stuff it back into a ghoul. I’d think UIS agents would be asked about helping with lost loved ones often.”

      Thanos chuckled. “Souls cannot leave the Underworld. Cerberus ensures those waiting in limbo are secure. Once they’ve been sent to their final destination, it isn’t often that they get out. Isidora is the exception. And the fact that she and her decedents can pull it off would normally put them at the top of my suspect list.”

      “So, we need to figure out who did this,” I interjected.

      “Have you looked at Camille? She’s plenty powerful,” Isidora replied in a casual tone as if she was asking whether Fiona picked up bread when she was at the store.

      “Camille would never do something that evil, Grams. Our family magic brought her to me when I needed help with my new role. I expected it to identify her, but it didn’t. It wouldn’t do that if she were Tainted or Dark, right?”

      Isidora growled. “Why do you have to point out the obvious? Being questioned by Thanos would teach her to be humble. Alright, what about Derek or Seraphine? They’re right behind Camille in power. Although, if they’ve been stealing power, they bypassed Tainted territory and are encroaching Dark as night, so it could be anyone.”

      That was helpful… Not. I had never thought about the contention between Isidora and Camille. It was old and embedded deep between them if she wanted the other witch accused by an agent of the Underworld. One day I wanted to know if it had to do with a power discrepancy or a guy. It was usually one of those two that came between friends. That was for later. Right now, we needed to find the asshole that had crossed into dark territory. Perhaps Mae had gotten information about personality changes, and we would have a place to start.
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      I kicked a rock and sent it flying through the park. Mae knew nothing more but was eager to get the details of the events that brought Faye out of her coma. Apparently, I was the talk of the town. Word on the street was that I had been earmarked for a spot on the town council.

      I wasn’t sure I would ever consider it, and I wasn’t going to think about it now. Thanos tilted his head and looked at me. “You alright, or do you suspect that vendor of being the one?” He gestured toward a big guy with dark blond hair and gold eyes sitting at a table full of books.

      I wasn’t paying attention to what I was doing. Not ideal when you were supposed to be looking for a suspect. In my defense, I was new to the whole detective thing. I spent my entire life taking care of my kids until I opened my bookstore.

      I cleared my throat. “Ah, no. Filarion is an opportunist and thief, but he’s not Dark. He’s too obsessed with money to bother with expending so much energy when he would get no money in return.”

      Thanos chuckled. “Griffins are known for their avarice, much like dragons. So, this is where you shop for uncommon goods in Cottlehill. Not a bad selection.”

      I bobbed my head and scanned the hidden market. “Staves & Stoves has been here as long as the town has existed. It doesn’t seem like it, but there are far more residents here than you would think possible. The city limits stretch along the cliffs and into the farms and vineyards inland.”

      I waved at Lucia as we passed and considered grabbing one of her Pink Sevens. I needed to get some good sleep, and the beverage would make me pass out. That was precisely why I kept walking. The Fae alcoholic beverage packed quite the punch and would put me on my ass in no time.

      I shifted gears and turned toward the tiki hut stand run by Desyra, an elf with spiky black hair and tattoos running up and down her arms. “I’m going to grab some clegriale bonbons. Would you like some?”

      Thanos followed me to Desyra’s stand. “They look exactly like the treats you can buy in a regular store.”

      Desyra was beautiful with her heart-shaped face and bright green eyes. Her lips were full, and her features accented her pointed ears perfectly. And I hated the way she leaned forward and displayed her breasts in her low-cut top. “Mine are far better than any you can buy in the store. I use fresh fruit from Eidothea. It’s sweeter and juicier.”

      Ugh. Could she be more obvious? The woman wasn’t even trying to hide what she was referring to or what she hoped to get from Thanos. The lava in my veins heated and scalded me inside.

      Thanos shrugged his shoulders. “My lady would like some of the clegriale bonbons.” He said ‘my lady’ like a knight from centuries ago. It made my heart skip a beat. I’d never felt so wanted in my life. Not even when Dathan and I were young and were filled with hormones. This was a genuine desire for me.

      Desyra straightened as her face turned pink. “Hey, Violet. I didn’t see you there. Who’s your new guy?”

      “This is Thanos. An agent with Underworld Investigative Services,” I explained.

      Desyra’s eyes widened. “Is this about the attack on Faye?”

      I bobbed my head up and down. “As you know, I didn’t have anything to do with it. He’s here to find and contain the demon. Speaking of. Have you noticed anything out of the ordinary? Like, maybe someone that’s angrier than they used to be.”

      Desyra grabbed a plastic bowl and lifted the lid on one of the freezers. With silicone tongs, she held several brown, white, and blue balls. “I haven’t noticed anything. Derek practically bit my head off earlier tonight, but that’s typical for him. That’ll be six dollars.”

      Thanos handed her money before I could retrieve my wallet. I thanked her and popped a chocolate ball in my mouth. “What’s it like in the Underworld?”

      Thanos snagged a white orb and tossed it in his mouth. He chewed and hummed in appreciation. “These are delicious. Desyra was right.”

      I stopped and gestured to the stall. “You can always go back. I know she’d be happy to show you more.” The words came out hard and biting despite how hard I tried to hide my jealousy. I didn’t want to acknowledge it, let alone let him see it.

      He reached out and took a blue clegriale, and gave me a knowing smile. “There are places in the Underworld that are a lot like this market. Some sections are barren. The dirt is dark, the trees blackened and devoid of any leaves and massive rocks. And then there are sections like the cliffs where I live with green grasses and trees overlooking the ocean. There is far more variety there. You’ll like it.”

      He wanted to be with me. Message delivered. I started walking again and headed to the exit. “What kinds of creatures have set-ups in your market? I’m picturing stalls with heads for sale and others with livers and fava beans.”

      He laughed, the sound deep and husky. I loved it entirely too much. I’d mastered being single. I hardly remembered what it was like to be in a relationship anymore. “There are stalls that sell both. Most of them sell some food item or another. The others sell candles and fey lanterns. There’s no electricity in the Underworld, so we use magic or candlelight.”

      I nearly choked on the bonbon in my mouth. “I was joking about the heads and liver. That’s not like our market at all.”

      Thanos chuckled. “Things are definitely darker there than here. The creatures that live often have horns or breathe fire and eat differently than you do here. I equate it to the butcher you guys rely on for meats. Except there, the butcher doesn’t do as much dissection of the animals.”

      As much as the idea churned my stomach, it made sense. I wasn’t going to think about it too much. “So, do you only have one house? Or, do you have any?”

      “I have the one. However, UIS has several safe houses in various realms, including this one, that agents use when we are on assignment.”

      We walked through the plinths that mark the entrance/exit. Only supernaturals could see them and the Gargoyles sitting on top of them. The stone creatures watched the market and ensured none of the beings that visited went off the rails and attacked others. They also made certain violence didn’t get very far when they tried to enter S&S.

      The swings and teeter-totter human children played on during the day came into view, and I veered us to the left and toward my house. We’d been walking around town for hours hoping to come across some sign of the demon or its summoner, and we’d come up empty-handed.

      “How often are you away from home? The week I spent in Eidothea was hard on me. I couldn’t do that often.”

      Thanos took the empty bowl from my hand and tossed it in a recycling bin as we passed. “I’d venture to guess it was the fighting and injuries that made it even more difficult for you. But to answer your question, I’m away from home about half of the time. There have been times when I haven’t been home for more than a handful of days per month. Aside from Aidoneus and the other agents, I have little to tie me there. Here, you have friends and family. Plus, your bookstore.”

      I opened my mouth to respond when something tickled my senses. There was something here. “Do you feel that?”

      Thanos closed the distance between us. The look of explosive violence in his gaze was terrifying. If he wasn’t standing next to me protectively, I would likely take off running. Few things held the promise of pain and death like his expression.

      “The summoner spent time here. Based on the sense of death permeating the area, I’d say he or she killed in this spot.” Thanos crouched down and pulled one of his devices from his back pocket.

      It resembled a cell phone with dials on one side and arms on the other. How the heck did UIS create these contraptions without electricity? The hum vibrating against my leg told me it didn’t run on electricity. Magic powered the thing. I shouldn’t be surprised by that, but I was.

      The screen lit up with a geometrical pattern. It shifted between colors while the dials and nobs lit up. A few seconds later, yellow shot out from the side, floated through the air and settled over a patch of grass under a tree a few feet away.

      I followed Thanos to the area and was shocked when I was hit with pain and terror. “Someone was definitely killed here. I can feel the echo of their death. How can I feel that? I’ve never been able to before.”

      “My molecular de-itemizer and imager picked up on the various signatures in the area and heightened this one. It magnified its properties so I can examine what went down here.”

      That was one powerful device. “That sounds like something out of a sci-fi movie. Countless supernaturals passed through here. Why did it select this one in particular? Your molecular-thingy made me feel the fear of the victim. I just don’t understand how it picked that out of all that had to be here.”

      Thanos looked up at me from his crouch and waved the funky phone at me. “We designed this to be attuned to Dark energy. It can get confusing when a Tainted witch and Dark witch are in the same city. But when that happens, nine times out of ten, they’re working together. The other time they’re trying to kill one another, so we haven’t bothered to refine the settings any further. One will inevitably lead us to the other.”

      The yellow light spreads out in a thin line and moves away from us. Thanos popped up and started following the lights. “I take it we’re on the trail of the summoner. Thank the Gods. I was about to pull my hair out.”

      “Don’t do that. Your hair is one of your best features,” Thanos said as he moved on silent feet.

      I touched my hair. I’d pulled the long, blonde locks into a ponytail when we left my house. It was thin and wispy, and I hated it. I had always wished it was thick and luxurious.

      We hadn’t made it far before the light stopped moving. Thanos hit the molecular device-thingy on his palm then shook it in the air vigorously. Nothing changed. With a rough curse, he knelt down and pulled a wand from one of the pockets inside his leather jacket.

      I giggled then covered my mouth with my hand. It was so very Harry Potter. I shouldn’t find it amusing. Sure, witches in the real world didn’t use wands, but some Fae did. It was really the mages that relied on the magical devices. The wand acted as a funnel and would direct power to a precise location. It would also pull it from a practitioner and force it where the witch desired.

      Before I managed to ask, he slammed the wand into the ground. The yellow light shot into the sky then pulsed where he was kneeling. The wind was blowing hard enough to turn my ponytail into a whip that stung my eyes. “Cast a spell to reveal the rest of the trail,” he called out to me. “They stopped after fleeing the scene to obscure their presence. They knew UIS would be on the case.”

      The lava in my veins iced over. I did not like the idea of using my magic again. “Or they knew the Backside of Forty was onto them and would be tracking their asses before long.”

      Thanos stood, leaving the wand in the ground. “You three do make a formidable opponent. I wouldn’t want to face you. But we need you to cast the spell so we can finally track their ass down.”

      I sucked in a deep breath. The fire was back to flowing freely through my limbs and into my stomach, where the heat soured the bonbons. I did not want to do this. Which bothered me on more than one level.

      I was a witch. Magic and spells were in my DNA. Ever since I was a little girl, my skin would start to itch, and my brain would throb if I didn’t cast for long stretches. Whatever the source of my curse, it was winning and would eventually kill me. Unless I got help.

      I couldn’t focus on it until we vanquished the demon and summoner. I kept my desire to see the steps the Dark one took firmly in the front of my mind. “Revelare.”

      Energy swirled around us, creating a magical funnel cloud. It picked up leaves and trash from the ground. I ducked to avoid an empty soda can before it hit me in the head. I lost my focus, and the energy I funneled into the spell died, taking the winds with it.

      Despite that, I bent at the knee as I sucked in short breaths. My arm hurt, but the glue Fiona used to hold the skin together held. The med magic used by Zreegy could have made it go away, but I didn’t bother with it. The real problems for me came from the aches all over my body from when the demon attacked me in my home.

      I didn’t have much stamina on a good day. I wasn’t one of those women like Aislinn that ran daily or went to spin class to stay in shape. I had more curves than a mountain road, and I liked it that way.

      Thanos ran a hand up and down my back. “Are you alright? Did the magic rebound and hit you?”

      I turned my head. “I’m peachy. Out of shape and still healing from that damn demon. My life would be a lot better if you got your hands on it and sent it back to the Underworld.”

      “So would mine. Let’s try this again. If we maintain physical contact, I can share some energy with you,” Thanos offered.

      The burning in my lungs remained high and didn’t seem like it would calm down anytime soon. I’d have to cast while gasping. Dizziness made it challenging to stand up, so I closed my eyes and concentrated on what I wanted.

      “Alright. Give me a minute.” Energy came readily to me. I could feel Thanos’ power mingling with mine. It sparked and stung as it traveled through my body. The wind swirled through my mind and the clearing this time. Being physically connected to him intoxicated and invigorated me. It also made the fire burn hotter.

      “Revelare.” The words were gasped out as fire and pain built. I swore my skin blistered from the inside out. I’d have bits of cracklin’ covering me before long.

      My blood raced through my veins, and the ground rumbled beneath my feet. I stumbled, and Thanos’s hands left mine and caught me around my middle. His body was a hard length against me.

      “You did it.” Thanos’ arms left me, and I stayed on my feet. The yellow trail illuminated in front of us and continued to the east of the direction we’d been heading in before.

      Thanos started following it. I took a step to follow him and stopped in my tracks when someone shimmered into being in front of me. They were half a foot taller than my five-foot-five inches and wearing a black cloak with the hood up. The malice emanating from this person was unmistakable. I understood what Thanos meant. There was no mistaking the corruption.

      The Dark witch swung one arm in my direction. I jumped to the side, trying to dodge the strike, and ended up on my hands and knees. I never caught sight of the blade in his hand but felt it cut through my stomach. Blood poured onto the ground in front of me.

      Heat built within my body, and my arms threatened to give out. The cloaked menace stood there with my blood dripping from the blade in his grip before he disappeared as fast as he had appeared.

      My skin was tight all over my body, and the pressure in my veins was building as fast as it poured from me in a torrent. Something was happening to me beyond me dying from a knife wound to the liver. It terrified me, and I had no idea what was happening. The knife must have been coated in some kind of poison.

      I opened my mouth, and an anguished cry rang out of me. Thanos was ten feet away from me by then. Maybe more. His eyes flared as wide as basketballs, and he dashed back to me a second later.

      It was as if he moved in slow motion. I reached for him and screamed when I saw the way my hand glowed. The pain seemed to vanish as I watched the lava actually flow through my veins. My blood was on the ground and had been replaced by a glowing substance. The burning sensation registered somewhere in my addled brain, but it was overridden by the agony.

      When I lifted my gaze back to Thanos, he was colored in orange. I should have told someone about the curse or made finding it a priority. This was way beyond a poisoned blade. I was dying, and now it was too late to do anything about what had happened to me.

      “What’s going on?” Thanos called out as he scooped me up. The pain was worse in his arms, and the heat built faster.

      “Down,” I shouted. A second later, I was on my feet and stumbling away from him. My lava-like blood was a second from bursting through my skin. Fire shot from my fingertips.

      “Submergo ignis.” My desperate attempt to stop the fire fizzled and didn’t even produce a drop of water. I collapsed onto my back and curled into a ball.

      My gaze landed on Thanos, and I saw the terror in his grey eyes. He had his cell phone at his ear. I wanted to have him tell Fiona and Aislinn and my kids that I loved them, but the flames spread from my fingers up my arms. The smell of burning hair made me sick to my stomach.

      Agony stole my breath, and the flames covered me entirely. My vision went black, and my skin sloughed off. The scent of burning flesh filled my nose, and I threw up the contents of my stomach. All I knew was excruciating pain. I’d never experienced anything like it. Regret over hiding my curse and magical malfunction was the last thought I had.
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      A noise startled me, making me open my eyes. I was in a dark, unfamiliar room and all alone. Where the hell was I? And how did I get here? I sat up with ease. I wanted to shout with relief that the pain from the demon attacks was gone entirely.

      I lifted my arm and noticed the skin was perfect. There wasn’t a large wound running the entire length of it. All the sunspots, freckles, and wrinkles were gone as well.

      I had the soft, olive skin of a twenty-year-old. Was this part of the curse? Give me the vigor of youth, then take it away and the last shreds of my fight with it? My spine went rigid when I thought of the curse.

      I wasn’t alive. Something set me on fire when I tried to blast the obstruction away from the Dark bastard’s trail. I’d bet they layered a death trap inside, knowing we would use our magic.

      I glanced around. I never imagined Heaven would be in an average-looking bedroom. A dark one at that. I stood and crossed to the window and parted the curtains. The sky was the light pinks and oranges of early morning, and I was looking out at the cemetery at Pymm’s Pondside.

      I was at Fiona’s? Perhaps she called my spirit back. I patted my arms and legs. They were solid. Moving in front of the mirror on the wall, I was relieved to see I wasn’t the blue transparent entity Isidora used to be.

      I gasped, and a hand flew to my stomach. She called me back as a ghoul. I understood what Isidora must have felt. I was glad I wasn’t dead, but I didn’t like the feeling that some evil entity could take me over at any moment.

      The door burst open, and Fiona burst into the room, followed by Aislinn. “Violet! Oh my God, you terrified me. Don’t ever do that again.”

      I shook my head. “I didn’t mean to die. I’m not sure if it was my curse or a trap set by the summoner. I should have told you guys I was having problems, and my magic was messing up. Thank you for bringing me back. Even if I am a ghoul-like Isidora, I’m glad. I didn’t want to leave you guys or my kids.”

      Aislinn stepped into the room next to Fiona, and I saw Sebastian standing behind them with Thanos. Four pairs of eyes stared at me. Fiona opened her mouth and closed it without saying anything.

      “Get out of my way,” Isidora commanded as she shoved Thanos and Bas. The older woman pointed a finger at me, making me cringe away from her. Perhaps as an older ghoul, she had sway over me. “You unpacked a suitcase full of issues in that tirade, and we’re all exhausted. Let’s go to the kitchen. We could all use some tea and biscuits.”

      Isidora turned on her heel, sending her shoulder-length silver hair flying behind her as she moved. Before I knew it, she was shoving Fiona and Aislinn out the door. Bas turned and disappeared. Thanos looked confused and relieved before he, too, vanished. Fiona turned around. “Are you coming?”

      “Yes, she’s coming. We’re not letting her out of our sight ever again,” Aislinn interjected.

      I had the best of friends. I wasn’t sure what I would do without them. When my feet left the area rug and landed on the cold floor, I noticed I was barefooted and dressed in one of Fiona’s nightgowns.

      Made sense. I had burned to a crisp. I snagged the robe hanging over the arm of the chair next to the window and was out the door a second later. I felt like a million bucks as I descended the stairs to the first floor.

      I’d lived for so long with the burning in my body and then the aches and pains from being attacked that I forgot what it was like to be uninjured. I bounded into the kitchen and wrapped Fiona and Aislinn in a one-armed hug.

      “I love you guys.”

      Fiona patted my back. “Love you, too.”

      Aislinn released me with a smile. “We will love you even if you’re a demon now. But don’t worry, we will find out what you are now and how it happened.”

      I staggered back and bumped into a rigid body. I knew without looking it was Thanos. Isidora paused in filling the kettle to give me a reassuring look. Bas had a glower on his face. It was impossible to tell if that meant he supported me or would be killing me if he got a hint that I was evil.

      “Someone start talking, please. I thought Fiona brought me back. What happened? The last thing I remember is burning to death.” My body hurt just thinking about it. I could still smell the burnt hair and flesh.

      As the silence stretched, I sat down on a stool with my head in my hands. A hand ran up and down my back. I looked up at Thanos. Emotion choked me, and tears burned the back of my eyes.

      “Shit went sideways as soon as you cast the reveal spell that second time. I should have known better than to ask you to do it again when you were struggling so much after the first attempt. I felt the heat build along with the magic. I got so excited when the trail reappeared that I ignored it until you cried out.”

      “What happened after I...the last thing I remember was the Dark witch shimmering in front of me and cutting me open, then excruciating pain and intense heat. I bled out before I caught fire. I was certain I was going to die. There was no surviving being sliced up and going up in flames, and yet, I’m alive. It makes no sense.” I would have rechecked to make sure I wasn’t a ghost, but I was still cradling the sides of my head and felt my short, soft hair and solid skull.

      Thanos’ grey eyes brimmed with confusion. “You did and didn’t die. Why did you say you’re cursed?”

      I lowered my gaze. “Because it’s been messing up since I returned from Eidothea. I can’t do anything without the risk of it backfiring or blowing something up. I’ve been trying to avoid magic since then. From the information I have gathered, my best guess was that I was cursed. But I haven’t been able to find the source of it. I should have said something.” I directed that last comment to Aislinn and Fiona.

      Fiona glared at me. “Yes, you should have. We’d have helped you. Don’t you trust us to be there for you?”

      My chest squeezed. “Of course, I know that. You’ve both had your own stuff going on, and I didn’t want to be a burden.”

      “You aren’t a burden,” Aislinn interjected.

      “No, she’s a Phoenix,” Thanos interjected. “She molted like a phoenix does when they reach puberty. Their power reaches its height, they burn, and then they’re reborn from the ashes. You’re the first of your kind.”

      The mark. I gasped and pulled the collar of my shirt away from my chest. The bird glowed as if there was a light under my skin. “How the hell did this happen?”

      “This happens when you’ve exchanged blood with and then take the life of a Phoenix.” I stared at Thanos. He had to be wrong.

      “I’ve never exchanged blood with anyone in my life. The idea is repulsive.”

      Thanos laughed. “I didn’t say it had to be sexual. Although, you shouldn’t knock something until you’ve tried it. When did your mark appear? I noticed it wasn’t glowing when you went for a swim at the lake, and I wondered if you’d lost your spark or were a hybrid born without one. I didn’t ask because both can be sore topics.”

      My mind struggled to wrap around what he’d said. “I was hurt by a Fae in Eidothea.”

      “More like she almost lost her arm,” Fiona interjected.

      “And she still managed to kill the asshole,” Aislinn added.

      Thanos shook his head from side to side, a grim look on his face. “That was no Fae. That was a Phoenix. They’re Underworld creatures. Did you know Vodor was using Underworld demons to defend his kingdom?”

      The blood drained from my face as two things hit me at once. First, I was a demon now. Second, those assholes might be connected to this, after all. Isidora set the tea kettle down, the sound loud in the silent room.

      “Why are you shocked by that?” Isidora snapped. “That man wasn’t above using every resource he possibly could. The real question is how this impacts you, Violet, and if knowing he used demons impacts how we proceed.”

      Thanos sighed. “You need to know more about them before you can understand. Particularly since you’ve been Changed. Phoenixes aren’t relegated strictly to the Underworld. As upper-level demons, they have more freedom. They’re sentient and display a significant amount of control. They don’t leave dead cities in their wake. Hades won’t be happy to hear some signed up to fight a war with the Fae King.”

      Fiona went to the fridge and grabbed a Tupperware container full of biscuits and a jar of clotted cream. Aislinn put mugs on the island, and Isidora added loose tea and infusers.

      Fiona stood next to me and grabbed my hand. “I’m not surprised he had demons. I’m shocked he hid it so well. Right now, what we need to know is how this will affect Violet. What can we do to help her? Is there an adjustment period? Can she do magic still?”

      “Can she make fireballs? That’d be a handy offensive ability,” Aislinn added.

      My pulse raced, and my blood started heating like it had been all week. I stood up and knocked my stool over, then pulled my hand from Fiona’s. I didn’t want to hurt my best friend.

      “It’s happening again. What do I do?” My chest was heaving, and sweat started pouring down my back.

      Thanos grabbed my face and stopped my backward retreat. “Violet. Listen to me. This isn’t the same. You aren’t going up in flames again. You need to calm down before the flames start. You can burn down the kitchen. I don’t think Fiona and Isidora would like that very much. Deep breath in. That’s it. Now let it go slowly.”

      His voice anchored me and held me in place. The panic bubbled under the surface, and the lava flowed, but I didn’t fear losing control again. “Why does it feel like fire?”

      Thanos held me for a few more seconds, then let me go. “Because fire is at the core of you now. Always remember that. You are still a witch. You will be able to practice magic like you usually do.”

      I took another deep breath and let it go. “So, what do I do when I feel the lava building? The last thing I want to do is hurt someone I love.”

      “That’s your power accumulating. It feels like fire now. Don’t panic when that happens, or you will start fires. The flames can get away from you. You’re different from other Phoenix, but I can help you through most of the growing pains you will experience.”

      “At least it comes with perks, unlike my, uh, condition. I mean, your hair has never looked better. It’s full and fluffy,” Aislinn added with a smile.

      I chuckled and lifted my hand to my head. My hair was the length of a pixie cut. I almost choked on a sob. I loved my long locks. But, from the feel of it, my hair was thicker than it used to be. I’d have to wait until it grew out to know if it was actually fuller.

      “And your wrinkles are gone, which is completely unfair,” Fiona complained. “I bet you don’t have any of the aches and pains anymore. Your body is brand new now. Technically you’re no longer middle-aged. I suppose we can let you stay a member of the Backside of Forty anyway. You’ve earned it, after all.”

      I slapped her arm. “Shut up. Though, I do feel amazing right now. I’m sure that’s because I had so much pain before because of the demon attacks. I lost our chance at finding the summoner. We should go back there now and try again. With Fiona and Aislinn with me, we will be able to find the trail again.”

      Thanos's smile vanished. “I’m afraid your transformation burned the magical signatures from the entire area. There’s nothing left to follow.”

      Anger stole my ability to see straight, and I screamed. It escaped before I could stop it. “Shield her,” Thanos cried out. I was too busy being consumed by rage and fire to do anything but yell. My hands clenched into fists, and fire rippled along my arms.

      “Coherco.” More than one voice chanted at the same time, and a second later, there was pressure surrounding my body. It enclosed me from all sides a millisecond before the fire burst from me.

      I was surrounded by flames that didn’t hurt me. My screams died out, and the fire still raged on. An invisible barrier stopped them from consuming Pymm’s Pondside. I felt terrible, and guilt replaced the rage of a moment before. Why didn’t the flames vanish as well?

      I looked up and stared into Thanos’ stormy grey eyes. He was outside the barrier my best friends had erected. The look on his face promised he understood and would help me through this.

      I stared into his gaze until the flames stopped. The shield disappeared, and cool air made me shiver. One glance down, and I was screaming for the umpteenth time since waking up. “I’m naked!”

      Fiona and Aislinn laughed while Thanos appraised me. I had no idea where Sebastian was, but I was certain he wasn’t looking at me. “Here you go,” Fiona said as she handed me a t-shirt. I pulled it over my head then took the panties from her. Aislinn gave me pants that I slipped into.

      Thanos’ grey eyes held desire in their depths by the time he lifted his head. “If you haven’t guessed, your fire is driven by your emotions. When they get out of control, they will get away from you until you learn the signs and how to manage them.”

      “We’d better start carrying extra clothes for you. I’d hate for you to end up naked at the next council meeting,” Fiona told me with a grin. “I’m so glad you’re still you cause I’m going to kick your ass for keeping this from us.”

      Aislinn bobbed her head up and down. “Yes, we are. Remember what you both said to me? I can’t believe you didn’t know the same would apply to you.”

      I wasn’t surprised that my friends were more upset I kept my problems from them than the fact that I had become something that had never existed before. They understood what it meant to be an odd hybrid creature. I laughed and embraced them. For those few seconds, everything was alright with the world.

      I allowed their love and support to fill me, and I forgot about the demon and Dark practitioner we were hunting. Moments like this were what made life worth living. We’d tackle the monster soon enough.
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      Aislinn dropped some cash on the table and stood. “Let’s go for a walk. The fresh air helps with nausea.”

      She and Fiona met me for dinner at the Sapphire Clam. It had been a few days since I discovered my misfiring magic, and the heat flowing through my body was more than simple hot flashes. I’d become a freaking Phoenix after the Dark practitioner sliced me open and I caught fire.

      I brushed my now shoulder-length hair out of my face and followed my friends out the door. “Thanks for coming out with me. I really needed that. I feel like we’ve all been walking on eggshells waiting to see if I’ll become a bonfire again.”

      We decided to patrol after eating and were heading to the one place the demon and Dark witch kept showing up. Sebastian and Thanos were in different sections of the city. We had no idea who the Dark practitioner was, and the demon showed up at random, so we were wandering around like blind men, hoping to run across them. Thanos said the demon needed to feed every few days, so he was certain it would show up eventually.

      Fiona grimaced and continued down the street toward the park. “I’m sorry. We don’t mean to make you uncomfortable. In our defense, we’ve been following your lead, so your time to fret and be worried is done. And if you’re upset that your wrinkles and age spots came back, get over it. It’s part of what makes you beautiful. You are who you are, and we love you.”

      Aislinn bobbed her head in agreement. Emotion stuck in the middle of my throat, and my eyes burned. “And we won’t let you do anything you’ll regret.”

      “You guys are the best. I’d be lost without you. You feeling any better?” I directed the last part to Aislinn. Her coloring hadn’t been regular for a while now, and it helped to know what was wrong, but I still worried.

      Aislinn lifted one corner of her lip. “Not really. It’s just so weird to think about a tiny person growing inside my body and feeding off me.”

      Fiona and I laughed. We knew the feeling all too well. “Babies are parasitic in nature,” Fiona agreed. “It doesn’t change much after they’re born. However, they do come with benefits.”

      A smile spread over my face as I thought of talking to my daughter when I was at the cabin. Hearing how much she loved me made terrible situations better. “There’s nothing like hearing your child tell you they love you. And then there are the sloppy kisses and big hugs. No magic in the world can touch it.”

      We’d reached the open end of the park. The grass lay before us, and in the distance, I saw the jungle gym and swings. S&S was closed on Fridays, so the place was empty to even the paranormal eyes.

      “Hey, do you know what happens to the plinths and gargoyles that mark the market entrance? I’ve never thought about it, and now I want to know,” Fiona asked with a wave of her hand.

      I glanced at Aislinn, who shrugged her shoulders. “I didn’t grow up here. My family moved here thirty years ago, but we’ve never talked about it.”

      “Oddly enough, it’s not something I’ve ever been told. I assume...” My voice died, and I jumped in front of Aislinn. The demon shimmered into existence in the middle of the park.

      “Get her out of here,” I barked to Fiona.

      I caught Fiona’s head shaking from side to side vigorously out of the corner of my eye. “We can’t leave you to fight this thing alone.”

      Aislinn put one hand on my shoulder. “I’m not helpless, and we aren’t leaving you. But I will stay back. The Dark one might appear any second. You need us.”

      “I texted Bas,” Fiona murmured.

      I glanced around the park. Aislinn needed cover. Unfortunately, aside from a handful of trees in the middle of the park, there weren’t any hiding places. And I refused to tell her to hide in the tree line surrounding the grassy area. The asshole that’d summoned the demon could be lurking nearby.

      “Aislinn, get behind that tree there,” Fiona instructed her. “And be ready with offensive spells. Violet and I will approach it from opposite sides.”

      I reached up and grabbed Aislinn’s hand. “And, be careful. Take off and find Thanos if things go sideways on us. He’s our only shot at containing this demon. In fact, here’s my phone. Text him, as well.”

      “Alright. Be careful.” Aislinn took my cell and took off to the large oak.

      The demon snarled and threw something at us. We were far enough away that we both had time to evade the projectile easily. Fiona ran to the left while I ran to the right, but north of where Aislinn had gone.

      Running with my head turned to the side was difficult, and I ended up tripping on a tree root. Fiona screamed, and I scrambled to my feet. The demon was closer to me but looking at her. And the spot where we had been standing before was smoking and blackened—toxic sludge. Gonna need to avoid that at all costs.

      “Flammeum flagelli,” I chanted. The flaming whip I had imagined appeared in my hand a second later. My magic was responding easier and with fewer problems.

      Thanos had spent the past few days teaching me to embrace the heat and channel it into my spells rather than avoiding it and being afraid. The fear and avoidance were what caused issues. That and me being in flux as I grew into a Phoenix.

      The end of the leather-wrapped around one of the demon’s wrists. It turned toward me and shrieked at the top of its lungs. The sound was daggers to my ears. It made me cringe. Then I dropped the end of the whip and covered the sides of my head.

      The ground shook beneath me, and I glanced up to see it charging toward me. Fiona was right behind it with her hand raised into the air. Flames filled her palm. I couldn’t let her do this alone.

      It took effort to ignore the pain and wetness trickling down the sides of my face. The demon was a few feet from me, and I had fire ready to go as soon as it was close enough. It roared at me. The sound enraged and nothing like the shriek. I went flying through the air and landed on a low fence.

      Cold iron stabbed through my back. My feet touched the ground while my back was bent over backward like I was trying to do a backbend. I hadn’t been able to pull that off since I was fourteen years old. I tensed to prepare for when my back hit the floor.

      Pain caught up with me, and I sucked in a breath and choked on blood. My hands didn’t reach the ground behind me, and I never fell. Confused, I lifted my head and saw the triangular iron tip poking through my chest.

      “Crap.” I could hardly breathe. It had to have pierced a lung because I couldn’t manage to get enough oxygen.

      Aislinn screamed my name and landed on her knees next to me at the same time I was trying to lift myself off the fence. “Don’t move. I’m afraid of what will happen if you do. Oh, my Gods. This is bad.”

      “Fiona...okay?” Blood and an inability to breathe made talking difficult.

      Aislinn jumped to her feet and started forward, then stopped. I lifted my head and screamed when I felt the post shredding my insides. I ended up turning it to the side and saw Fiona lying on her side with blood pouring out of burns on her shoulder.

      “Ignis.” I wanted a fireball I could toss at the demon. Flames crawled from my palm and up my arm. I lifted the hand and threw. I didn’t think it would go far, so I willed it to smack into the side of the demon’s head.

      To my surprise, it did. The second it hit, it spread to cover the demon’s entire body. The attack on Fiona stopped, and she crawled in our direction. She hadn’t made it very far when Sebastian raced into the park and scooped her off the ground.

      Thanos was right behind him. He took out his wand and flicked it in the demon’s direction. A glowing cage surrounded the demon, making it scream in rage. A Dark figure flickered near the side of the forest. It had to be the Dark witch, and no one was watching that direction.

      Bas was tending to Fiona, and Aislinn was stroking my hair. Thanos had paused in containing the demon, and his stormy grey eyes landed on me. I opened my mouth to warn him and got nothing out.

      Black dots were swimming in the corners of my eyes, and blood gurgled in the back of my throat. “Shhh,” Aislinn told me. “It’s alright. We’ve got you. Thanos is here now to manage the demon.”

      The summoner never fully appeared. He stood close to the trees as he waved an arm toward Thanos and the demon then vanished. The glowing cage disappeared, and the demon lunged at Thanos.

      Thanos hadn’t been prepared to deal with the attack and was knocked down. The demon clawed his face and lifted its hand to injure him again. Thanos had a knife in his hand and swung the weapon at the demon. The clawed hand dropped to the ground, and Thanos tossed it off his chest.

      Bas had let go of Fiona to help Thanos and paused when he saw the agent overcome the demon. Thanos kicked the monster, who grabbed hold of his booted foot. Thanos jumped around on one foot, and Bas walked up to clock the creature upside the head.

      The demon spit in Bas’s direction. The thick black goo splattered on Sebastian’s neck and made the massive Fae shout and claw his own throat. Aislinn jumped away from me and to Bas at the same time Fiona did. I struggled to get up to help and ended up cutting my insides even more. I hated being helpless.

      “Stop moving. Let us clean it off,” Fiona told him.

      Bas didn’t listen. That didn’t stop Aislinn. She pointed a finger at Bas, and a stream of water followed. I glanced past them at Thanos, who was holding the demon by the hair.

      “That’s enough from you.” Thanos slapped a wide sliver band around the demon’s throat. It fought but wasn’t able to land a blow on Thanos. The wand was back in Thanos’ hand, and he had the beast caged once again.

      Thanos paused and looked back at me. “Go,” I mouthed. It seemed like he was torn between taking the demon back to the Underworld and helping us. I wanted to believe that was the case.

      Thanos gave me one last look before he waved the wand in an odd pattern. The air shimmered next to them, and Thanos dragged the demon through what I assumed was a portal to the Underworld.

      Fiona and Aislinn were at my side a second later. “Don’t move, sweetie. Zreegy will be here soon. The fence is likely stopping you from bleeding out. I would normally call the fire department to cut the fence to transport you to the hospital for surgery. I have no idea how things work here.”

      Zreegy’s tiny body raced through the park. “What have you gotten yourself into now, Violet?”

      “The demon attacked us, and it threw her onto this fence,” Aislinn supplied.

      Zreegy looked me over, then moved to my head and placed a hand on the top of it. She chanted something, and the pain eased a great deal. “Sebastian, I’m going to need you to lift her off and set her down. I’ve blocked her arteries and pain receptors until I can place rudimentary patches. It missed the heart, so I can place the band-aid then finish the repair at my office.”

      Bas loomed over me with his usual grim expression. “You ready?”

      I bobbed my head up and down, then tensed in preparation. Bas placed one arm under my shoulders and the other under my thighs. My scream echoed throughout the park as he lifted me. It felt like swords slicing through my insides again.

      Sebastian raced through the park with Aislinn, Fiona, and Zreegy following. I assumed they followed. I couldn’t actually see them. I was too busy trying to scan the forest for the Dark witch. I wanted to be prepared to fight if the need arose.

      The pain of being jostled made focusing difficult. I gave up when nausea churned in my stomach. Throwing up would likely dislodge Zreegy’s patch. I was relieved when I was loaded into Bas’s backseat.

      Fiona and Aislinn jumped in the back with me. Zreegy and Bas climbed in the front, and he took off. I closed my eyes and enjoyed the fact that we’d managed to send the demon back to the Underworld. We still had a Dark practitioner to locate, but that was going to have to wait.

      Amid the pain in my chest, I felt a deeper, different ache. Thanos got his quarry. He’d finished his assignment and taken the demon back to the Underworld. There was little chance he would be back. I hadn’t met a UIS agent in my forty-three years.

      I hadn’t gotten to say goodbye to him. Or kiss him again. The thought of never seeing him again hurt more than it should. One thing at a time. Heal first, then deal with getting over the sexy demi-God.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EXCERPT FROM Forged in Magical Fire BOOK #5

          

        

      

    

    
       

      Heat consumed me starting at my feet. It traveled faster than the speed of light and before I knew it, I was sweating buckets. Fear skittered down my spine, chasing a rather large bead of sweat. Was it my new Phoenix side? My mind hadn’t quite grasped what I’d been through. Neither had my magic. 

      I had to control my flames, otherwise I was in danger of losing everything I had spent ten years building for myself. Owning a bookstore wasn’t ideal for a creature that exploded into flames.  

      The cool air kissed my skin, tackling the hot flash into submission. Thinking of these attacks as a normal part of being peri-menopausal was easier on my mind and lowered the chances I would set my shop on fire. I’d never been happier to live in England where all I had to do was step outside to cool down. It’d saved my house a dozen times over throughout the past week. 

      For the first time in over a week I was returning to work. I hadn’t trusted myself before now. Honestly, how did I accept and integrate this new facet of myself. I was part demon now! What the actual? Never in my wildest dreams had I considered I would end up one of the most powerful witches, thanks to sharing power with my best friend, as well as a Phoenix. 

      Not all demons are created equal. Thanos is pretty damn sexy, and a good guy. Thinking about the sexy demi-God had the heat changing to something else entirely. His grey eyes were intense and it had little to do with the black that circled his irises. It was the way he looked at me. It was hungry and consuming like he wanted to claim me as his. 

      I wasn’t one of those women that lost her mind when a hot guy showed interest in her. I had no desire to be with a guy that would own me so completely I wouldn’t know I was losing my identity in the process. What about mating one that gave himself to you just as completely? 

      I locked my car and stuffed my cars keys in my purse, grabbing the ones for the store in the process. I had to stop thinking about the attractive demi-God who had plagued my dreams for more nights than I cared to admit. It didn’t help that I wondered each day if he would return from the Underworld. 

      Shaking my head, I reminded myself that we weren’t in the mating slide. Finding the one other being that was fated to be yours was rarer than unicorns. 

      Seeing my best friend standing outside my shop was precisely what I needed to stop obsessing over Thanos. “Fi! You skipping out on practice again today?” 

      Fiona laughed and uncrossed her ankles then lifted off the wall where she’d been leaning. “You know me too well. Grams is insisting I keep trying to make a truth potion. She thinks she can interrogate the council and discover who was involved in killing her.” 

      I shuddered before I shoved the key into the lock and twisted. “Before this month I would have said Grams had an axe to grind, but the way they were ready to skewer me, I’m inclined to believe her.” 

      Fiona followed me inside. “Honestly, I don’t know what to think. Phoebe was betrayed by one of the coven members in Maine and nearly killed. I discovered there was no one but her to ensure the witch paid for what she’d done. As much as I haven’t been sure about the council, I like knowing there is a group of people that handle what to do about rule breakers. Which made me wonder if there is a supernatural prison.” 

      I flipped the lights on and turned the handcrafted wood sign from closed to open. “The covens where those like Phoebe reside are the few places where there is no council. The Pleiades witch, is the most powerful being and it is expected she can hear cases and handle dispositions. And, yes there is a prison for the magical world. It’s on an island somewhere. The exact location isn’t disclosed to keep others from trying to break friends or family out.” 

      “I do not envy Phoebe. That’s way too much pressure. Although the magical police force must make the council’s job, and Phoebe’s, far easier. They get unbiased evidence on which to base their decisions. Speaking of law enforcement, where’s your UIS agent?” 

      My stomach flipped and swooped while my heart leaped in my chest. “I have no idea. He had business to take care of and never told me when he’d be back.” I couldn’t think about him not coming back at all. “You should be careful assuming the magical law enforcement agency isn’t biased. Like any being, they can be bought.” 

      “Gardoss doesn’t strike me as someone that would falsify information for Derek. He’s far more likely to reroute his bowels than create evidence pointing to a particular culprit.” 

      I bobbed my head and turned on the coffee maker. “I agree. In fact, I’d say if anyone on the council is responsible for Isidora there isn’t much of a chance they can be swayed by a truth serum. What does she hope to find out? There might be a better approach to the situation than a truth serum.” 

      Fiona shrugged her shoulders. “I’m fairly sure she wants to make the culprit pay for killing her.” 

      That sounded like Isidora to me. “Then we need a powerful potion that will reveal enchantments or other magic used in the house. Murder leaves a particular impression and should be easily identified. But I have no idea what potion or spell should be used.” 

      Fiona sighed and picked up a stack of magazines left on one of the tables in the reading area before she replaced them on the sales rack. “Maybe one of the books in your magical section will have something for me.” 

      “Mari said another shipment came in, so there are new books to pick from,” I told her as she started walking down the aisle to the hidden section.  

      The bell over the door jangled, making me turn my attention to the entrance. I tilted my head to the side my greeting died in my lips. There was no one standing there. After scanning the street in front of the store, I turned back to my opening routine. 

      I was restocking the pens when a tiny red demon jumped onto the glass display case that acted as my checkout counter. A scream left my throat as the pens in my hand flew into the air. My heart started racing in my chest and my mind went blank. 

      The tiny demon jumped up and down, landing on the glass with a heavy thud. Footsteps pounded as Fiona ran my way. “What is it, Violet?” 

      “She can’t help you, hybrid. My boss is upset with you. She’s gonna make you pay,” the small demon informed me in a deep voice.  

      Fiona ran around the corner and the red fiend bounced to the top of the closest book shelf. It wagged its long tail at us before waving its head side to side. I watched the horns move rapidly while I thought about what it had said. 

      “I seem to be upsetting many people lately. Who is your boss?” 

      The demon kicked the books and the stands they had been sitting on from the top of the shelving unit as he hopped down the aisle. Fiona stopped by my side with her hands lifted in the air. “Do we contain it?” 

      I bobbed my head. “I want to know who the thing works for.” 

      “I’m a boy, not a thing,” the demon called out. It had disappeared. 

      I winced when I heard paper fluttering followed by thuds. Fiona shook her head as she turned to me. “Find out what it is and what it’s weaknesses are so I can catch it with a spell.” 

      I hesitated for a second as I debated having her do research while I went after it. Having Fiona do it was the better choice since her power was more reliable. From the sounds of it, that delay likely cost me a couple dozen books. 

      Finally, I bobbed my head and she took off in the direction the demon had gone. I had to shove down the queasy feeling at having my friends protect me. They’d taken a protective role over me ever since they discovered why I was malfunctioning. 

      I wanted my magic to be alright now that my secret was out and we’d discovered what happened to me in Eidothea when I was injured. Eat your pride and allow her to help. Or lose your bookstore. Itis up to you. My inner voice of reason was a pain in the ass. I snatched the book under the counter and dropped it on the counter. 

      Popping sounds echoed through the store while I was flipping through pages. “Is everything alright?” 

      Fiona’s grunt one hundred percent annoyed. I empathized completely. I skipped to the section on demons and scanned for the descriptions for one that would match the one in my store. The one we’d faced had been bigger than me, so the fact that Fiona hadn’t come out of the stacks carrying it by its tail was perplexing. It should be easy to catch. 

      My gaze snagged on a listing for imps. “I’ve got it,” I called out. 

      “Imps are troublesome and mischievous more than seriously threatening or dangerous. They’re lower-level beings and unimportant. It says here they’re often the attendants to the Gods in the Underworld.” Lively with a small stature. Check.  

      I grabbed the dagger I kept in my purse. After everything I had been through, I didn’t want to be unarmed. Bas made me the blade last year when we started fighting Fae on a regular basis. Maybe the energy emanating from the blade would intimidate the imp. 

      I tapped the tip against the page and finished reading when another paragraph caught my attention. “They’re minor magical creatures with a big appetite for the spotlight. Always desirous of attention, they act out through practical jokes and small outbursts of magic. I wonder if we ignore it what will happen.” I gasped and spun around when the bell jangled over the door again. 

      The human woman furrowed her brows but never paused as she approached me. “Is that blade part of a costume? It reminds me of the ones I see elves carrying in most movies with those symbols. It’s stunning. My son would love it.” 

      A crash sounded at the side of the store and both our heads shifted in that direction. “I’m sorry, Violet. I dropped a couple books. I’ll clean it up,” Fiona called. 

      I chuckled awkwardly as the woman craned her neck. Her eyes resembled fried eggs as she looked down the aisle the imp had been traveling down. I cleared my throat. “How can I help you?” 

      The woman turned back toward me. “Oh. I’m looking for books on local animals. My son has a project that’s due tomorrow and he waited until last night to tell me about it, so now I’m out gathering some information so he isn't relying solely on the internet.” 

      Violet set her dagger in her purse then came out from behind the counter and froze when I saw the imp flying through the air at her. It took everything to keep my expression neutral. Fiona was under the imp with her hands up and pointing toward it. The tiny demon stopped mid-air with a snarl on its face. 

      I lifted an arm and pointed to the education aisle, which was thankfully in the opposite direction from the damn demon. Knowing my BFF would handle the creature, I grabbed the three titles I had on the subject and showed them to the woman. “These are the only ones I have in stock. Some of the other books on animals in general might have sections of which countries the animals live in, but I don’t know them well enough to say for sure. Have a look around. I’ll be helping clean up Fiona’s mess, just holler if you need more help.” 

      She bobs her head and flipped the first book I handed her open. I turned and speed-walked to the last spot I saw the demon and Fiona. Neither was standing in the same spot anymore. Fiona was bent over with her hands rubbing her bad knee. She’d hurt it over a decade ago and it bothered her more as time passed. 

      “Are you alright?” 

      She looked up at me with a snarl. “I’ll be fine. That little asshole threw a book at me and it hit mt knee.” 

      “I’m not an asshole,” the imp sang as he bounced up and down on a shelf. It was small enough to fit in the extra-large apothecary jar that held Lion bars. They were the reason I needed the tallest jar they sold. I sold more of the chocolate bars, Maltesers, and Wlaker’s toffees than almost anything. The fruit pastilles and Refreshers were close seconds. 

      The containers of colored candy grabbed customers eyes. Most customers couldn’t resist adding a piece or two to their order. I needed to get the jar, but before I moved, I was going to freeze the jerk in place. “Congelasco.” 

      “Inde moventes prohibere,” Fiona said at the same time I cast my spell. 

      We looked at the imp frozen with one hand reaching for his groin and the other making an obscene gesture. My gaze met Fiona’s and we both started laughing. I raced to the front and dumped the Lion bars on the counter and was back before the woman left the section where I left her. 

      Fiona was heading my way and carrying the imp by its tail. It looked like a doll when it wasn’t moving. “Put it in here. That will keep it out of trouble for a bit,” I told her. 

      Fiona dropped it inside head first. “Good idea. I can seal the lid in place so it can’t get out when our spells wear out.” 

      I shut the lid the second it hit the bottom. Then I called on the fire that had been bubbling beneath the surface since the moment I woke up. Thanos told me I would eventually be able to control it with precision. 

      “Put me out before I start a bonfire,” I told Fiona then ran the flaming tip of my finger around the rim. The glass melted and started to cave in about three-quarters of the way through the process. 

      A blob of orange glowing glass dripped down the side and I nearly dropped the container. Footsteps had me turning around. The woman was looking from me to Fiona and the jar in my hands. Thankfully, the glass had cooled. 

      “It goes with my costume. I bought it online and it just arrived,” I blurted in a rush. Fiona smiled and nodded as she headed behind the counter. I couldn’t love her more as she started shoving the candy bars in a paper bag. 

      “What does your outfit look like? I am picturing one of those leather bustiers and leather pants. With that knife and that demon stuffie, you have to wear pants.” 

      I chuckled took my place behind the display case, setting the apothecary jar next to Fiona. “You have an eye for cos-play. I wear a t-shirt under the bustier. There’s no way I’m showing that much skin off.” 

      The woman walked about how much her son loves going to various conventions while I checked her out. All I could think about was the spell could wear off at any second.  

      By the time the woman left, sweat was pouring down my back and my heart was leaping in my chest like I had too much coffee this morning. “Holy crap that was a mess.” 

      Fiona sagged against the counter. “After everything we’ve encountered and fought, I never thought trying to chase a two-foot-tall demon while keeping his presence and our magic hidden from a mundie would be challenging.” 

      I ran a hand over my face. “I’m going to need to reach out to Thanos and let him know more demons have arrived in town." 

      Fiona nudged my shoulder and waggled her eyebrows. “Don’t just talk demons with him. Mention his gorgeous grey eyes. Or his silk blond hair.” 

      I shook my head and punched her playfully. “We need to get to the bottom of this. Demons are coming at the behest of some master. Aislinn is pregnant. She doesn’t need the danger hanging around her.” 

      Fiona sobered. “You pissed her off somehow. At least we know it’s a woman now. We can rule out Derek.” 

      “I’m more disappointed than you. I don’t like the older shifter. He’s mean and onery. Of course, he could have a witch helping him.” 

      “I’m not ruling anything out at this point. There’s a mess back here. That book was right about imps. This guy enjoyed causing chaos.” 

      I sighed and started to straighten the mess in the front before moving toward the back. Fiona talked about the flower she grew this morning to match Sebastian’s blue eyes while we worked. I loved hearing her joy in every new accomplishment. 

      My mind kept returning to Thanos and how eager I was to send a text about the imp to see if it would hasten his return. No. You’re playing it cool, remember? The way my heart sped up when I thought about him told me I wasn’t going to be easy going for long. 

      That was the last thing I needed when life had just become more difficult than climbing K2 or Mount Everest. Demons. I was going to focus on demons and getting my magic under control. Nothing else. 
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      Review are like hugs. Sometimes awkward. Always welcome! It would mean the world to me if you can take five minutes and let others know how much you enjoyed my work.

      Don’t forget to visit my website: www.brendatrim.com and sign up for my newsletter, which is jam-packed with exciting news and monthly giveaways. Also, be sure to visit and like my Facebook page https://www.facebook.com/AuthorBrendaTrim to see my daily posts.

      Never allow waiting to become a habit. Live your dreams and take risks. Life is happening now.

      DREAM BIG!

      XOXO,

      Brenda
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