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Prologue


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





Isquinted at the laptop screen as I jotted down a list of names and a few other things of note. I kept one eye to my surroundings as I completed my latest foray into the Supernatural Alliance’s computer systems. A Planus realm coffee shop wasn’t exactly the best place to perform illegal internet operations, but at least it was anonymous, and I had enough spells on this laptop to fell any tech troll. Earth technology worked back home in the magical realm, but it didn’t work well. Hacking into the Alliance's ancient computer system from here seemed a lot safer than the limited physical poking around we’d been able to do so far. 

Something was wrong at the Supernatural Alliance. Had been for months. And it was only getting worse. My team wasn’t the only field team that was being run ragged, sent out on nonsense missions to impart justice over shit that really wasn’t important. At first, I thought it was just office politics. Punishment because our ragtag team was a bit too outspoken and a bit too likely to stray from the rulebook to get things done. But after one of our “simple” missions almost got my entire team killed when we unearthed a black magic artifact that had been lost to the annals of time…well, I might be a little slow, but I’m not stupid. 

I had started quietly asking around, observing. All the good teams—the ones with morals and a high success rate in the field—were being sent out on these nonsense assignments. And more than half the teams I’d spoken to had just happened to uncover something unexpected during their missions. A rare artifact. A powerful tool. A lost grimoire. Not all of the items were evil—though a good number of them came from old black magic families—but they were all rare and powerful. Valuable. Dangerous.

And funny enough, they never showed up in the case files and records I searched, even though I knew the team leaders involved were meticulous with their paperwork. Someone was wiping the files, making sure that the details about the magical items were gone, leaving behind nothing more than boring small-time infringements or investigations that no one would ever care about. 

Something was really off about the whole thing. Clearly someone, somewhere, was up to something with these objects. But I brushed it off, told myself not to be so paranoid. I told myself that if the Alliance was locating these items and making them disappear, there must be a good reason. We were the good guys, the authority that prevented shit like the interspecies war the Lovells had started a few decades back. The Alliance was just protecting the public and making sure no one else got their hands on something dangerous. 

Then, just last week, alpha team—one of the Alliance’s oldest, most skilled units—was tragically lost in a freak accident that was being attributed to negligence. After the incident, we all had to do extra training to ensure we were following vigilance protocols. It was bullshit. Alpha team was immaculate. They had never once had an accident on their watch. And yet we were supposed to believe that they had suffered not just one casualty, but the whole damned team was killed due to some oversight on a supposedly simple, run-of-the-mill mission? 

“It could happen to anyone,” the corporate types said. “Always be prepared for the unexpected, even when in seemingly simple situations,” the bland training modules insisted. 

Never mind that even on a dangerous call, we hardly ever lost a field mage. Until now.

I tensed when I felt a strong aura approaching, but relaxed when I recognized the flavor of the magic. A hand gripped my shoulder and squeezed, then Trenton slid into a seat next to mine, a steaming coffee cup held in his hand. He pushed his glasses up and regarded me with a pained expression on his usually good-natured face. “Find anything good?”

I sighed and closed the laptop with a click that echoed my frustration. I wasn’t accomplishing much. And I had sensed that weird magical presence that I felt sometimes when I was snooping. Like someone was watching me. Probably best not to push it anymore today. “No. Maybe. A list of names. Not that it means much to me at the moment.” I reached over and pushed a lock of wavy brown hair off his forehead. “Why do you look so upset. What’s happened?”

He pressed his lips together. “Mage Jonaton from delta unit is dead. Apparently, she broke protocol and took on a rampaging troll without waiting for the rest of her team. Ashbury has been promoted to team leader."

I just stared into his hazel eyes for a long moment. Jonaton was an older mage. She’d been around since the original war that had led to the founding of the Alliance. She was good at what she did. She was also a stickler for rules and protocol and not the type to take unnecessary risks. Ashbury, however, was a flaming asshole. He only cared about his status and sucking up to his superiors. He’d do whatever he could to look powerful and important, even if it meant doing dumb shit on the job.

Something was seriously wrong inside the Alliance. But what were they up to? A heavy weight had settled in my chest, and it grew worse with each seemingly harmless assignment we were sent out to investigate. Twice now, my team had been ordered to go out to the creepy, cursed old Lovell mansion and investigate subjective reports of unusual magic use. I breathed a sigh of relief every time we left unscathed. The last remaining Lovell seemed powerful but harmless. She seemed to hold her family in as much contempt as the rest of the magical community did. But that house was an ancestral seat. One steeped in centuries of powerful black magic and owned by a witch family who were notorious for inventing new and ever more dangerous spells and artifacts. 

What were we really being sent there to find? And how horrifically would we suffer once we had fulfilled our purpose and the higher-ups decided that we needed to disappear? How the fuck was I supposed to protect my people from this? I considered quitting, just walking away from the career I had worked so hard to build. But if the Alliance was willing to kill entire teams—for whatever reason—while they were still employed there, then what was to stop them from killing us for leaving? 

It didn’t escape my notice that the ones being demoted or dying on the job were the most outspoken of us. The ones with a strong moral compass. Maybe they had spoken up. Maybe they had figured out what was going on and confronted the boss? Or maybe they had tried to quit and been taken care of instead. 

Trenton touched my hand. “Come on, Jacks, let’s go home. There’s nothing we can do right now.”

I hated it, but he was right. Trenton was my calmest, most powerful partner, and he possessed an uncanny intuition that kept the entire team safe. If he said it was time to call it quits for the day, I should follow his lead. 

When we stepped back through the portal into the magical realm, my shoulders relaxed a bit, the familiar wards around our house making me feel more at ease. Cloe was just finishing up dinner, and I smiled at the soft clop of her hooves as she moved about the space. It was hard for centaurs to find housing in the two-footed neighborhoods. We had saved up and renovated the entire house to accommodate her needs and make her more comfortable, and it was the best money I’d ever spent. 

If people like the elder Lovells and their followers had won the war, Cloe would be treated like a common farm animal. I stood on tiptoes to steal a kiss from her, waiting while Trenton did the same. Then we all joined our half-fae, half-human partner, Amethyst, in the dining room for dinner. Bit by bit, my tension eased as the outside world fell away. Here and now, in this moment, we were safe and we were together. I had long ago learned to treasure that while I could. 

After dinner, we went out to the backyard and played what started out as a friendly game of magi darts. But the game soon devolved into a spirited argument when Amethyst and Trenton each accused the other of using magic to shift the target circles that decorated the lawn. 

Then that rather happily devolved into all of us somehow ending up naked and breathless, sweaty and covered in grass clippings as we touched and teased each other in the afterglow of our spirited lovemaking. Amethyst leaned over me, her long lavender hair falling around us in a curtain, her sharp fae features drawn into an impish smile as she pressed playful kisses to my lips. She still tasted of me, faintly, and I was sure I still tasted of Trenton, and I loved how none of them ever cared. I loved how maybe they all enjoyed the mingling of us just as much as I did. She pulled back, opening her mouth to say something, a merry twinkle in her eyes that was the opposite of the somber, serious mask she always wore in public. 

But we were interrupted when the wards started chiming and a burst of magic fried the southern perimeter. We all surged to our feet—still naked—as a big, bald blue guy materialized in the yard with us. 

Elemental magic. Ice, maybe? I rolled the flavor around on my tongue, ferreting out his lineage in the way I had been trained to do, using the talent that made other mages so jealous. Jinn. Old, but not ancient. Probably not as adept in mind manipulation and the subtler abilities as someone older would be. But still dangerous. 

“Please,” he said, holding up his hands in a peaceful gesture. “I need your help.”

And that was how I found myself seated at the dining room table once more—clothes back on—with my lovers and teammates, while the jinn spun his tale. 

“My wife,” he said, using the human term, rather than the jinn word, or even the simple “mate” or “bonded” used in magical circles. “She’s been taken, and I need help getting her back. I swore to always protect her, and I’ve failed.” His eyes were reddened around the edges, his words and motions impatient and desperate. 

“Why come to us?” I asked calmly. “Why not go to the Supernatural Alliance, formally ask the authorities to help.”

He narrowed his eyes at me. “I’ve seen you, watched you crawl through their computer systems. I was monitoring the Alliance myself. Do you honestly think they will care about my Bella? The Alliance is rotten, full of maggots and festering inside. The people who took Bella are their enemies. They want to use her in their war against the Alliance. But the Alliance themselves would probably be no different.”

Amethyst held up one graceful hand, halting the jinn’s pleas. “Stop. I’m not certain we want to know any more.” Her pretty eyes flashed to my face, her expression gone brittle. “Jacki, we can’t get caught up in this. Not when we don’t know who we can trust or what is even going on.”

We all knew what it was like to lose a partner, a lover. I never wanted to go through that pain again.

I bit my lower lip. Then I shook my head, hating myself as I spoke, knowing I was saving myself at this man’s expense. I had joined the Alliance to help protect people. But now the only people I was protecting were my own. 

“She’s right,” I said. “We’re just one team—four people. If what you’re implying is true and the Alliance's enemies have taken your wife to aid them in some sort of conflict with the government…the Alliance could wipe us all out in the blink of an eye just for being curious. They won't want anyone realizing that they aren't as all-powerful as they say.” I shrugged. “You said you saw me poking around in the systems. Why do you think I was over in the human world gathering information that way? We need to keep our heads down. I won’t risk my entire team—my family—for a strange jinn woman I’ve never met.”

He shook his head, looking even more desperate. “Bella isn’t a jinn. She’s a witch.” He looked around the table, hesitating, but his desperation finally won out over his caution. “She’s a Lovell witch. Don’t you understand? They can use her. With her power and lineage, they could do unspeakable things. They could restart the wars.”

I looked around at my team, then at the jinn. “There’s only one living Lovell witch in existence, and her name isn’t Bella. It’s Oleander. I spoke with her not long ago. I’m pretty sure no one has kidnapped her.”

He was already shaking his head. “No, no. I took Bella. Hid her. So she wouldn’t be killed alongside her wicked parents. Oleander is her younger sister.”

I grimaced. Another Lovell? “I’m sorry. I still can’t help you. But this…this changes things. Someone in the Alliance is gathering strong magical artifacts. For all we know it's related to the people who took your wife. Or maybe they all work for the Alliance. If that's the case, they’ve just obtained an unknown witch from an extremely dangerous family. I can’t…I won’t risk the lives of my family. I’m sorry." I took a deep breath, hating what I was about to suggest. "But…I think her sister might help you. Have you spoken with her?”

He shook his head. “No. We erased Bella from her memories when they were children. The other girl doesn’t know Bella even exists. And the woman is a Lovell—raised by the same monsters who tortured my Bella. Can I really trust that she isn’t just as bad as her parents?”

I pressed my lips together. “I can’t tell you that for sure. But….” I glanced at the others again. Trenton nodded. “We’ll check her out again. Find some excuse to go back and get a better read on her and her…creatures.”

“Creatures?” the jinn asked, narrowing his eyes in suspicion. 

I shrugged. “Apparently, Oleander Lovell is running some kind of halfway house for supernaturals. She has all these non-witch beings living with her. Says she’s repaying a family debt or something. I don’t know. None of them seemed in distress. And they are all powerful magic users. There was even a jinn in the bunch, like you.”

He went still, his expression blanking. “A jinn?”

“Yeah,” Trenton said with a shrug. “Fire elemental, little guy, not half as polite as you are.”

“And this jinn,” the blue guy said slowly. “He seemed to be…free? Not bound or enchanted in any way?”

“We checked,” Cloe answered him from where she sat, her horse half reclining on a padded cushion while she leaned her human elbows on the table. “All of the creatures there are unbound, no coercion or compulsion present.”

The jinn took a slow, deep breath. “Check again. Please? If you can confirm that the supernatural beings there are not under duress…can you verify that for me? Before I risk appearing there to ask for help?” He swallowed and licked his lips nervously. “I…don’t want to end up captured by a Lovell and used in one of their nasty curses or something.”

I agreed to get him the information he wanted. I really did want to help. No matter who she was, I couldn’t stand the thought of a witch woman being held captive and used for her powers. Or the thought of another supernatural war. 

But the jinn’s expression was odd, and a voice inside my head whispered that he wasn’t telling us everything he knew. 

I shoved the nagging voice down deep. Not my circus, not my monkeys. I would get him the verification he needed. Then he could ask the weird Lovell witch for help. Goddess knew, the woman had an army at her beck and call, so she could handle it. The Supernatural Alliance was already a looming danger to me and my partners. I needed to keep my head down and do everything I could to keep my own family safe. This was Oleander Lovell’s problem now.








  
  

Chapter 1


Andy - Present Day





Iwas tired. The sheer amount of magic I had worked today was staggering, even with Dyre’s help. We had dug up a corpse, unbound and re-bound Elijah, destroyed the bestiary, blessed Cory’s body, and burned the remains of my ancestors. The cost of the magic was far less than it should have been—I suspected that Dyre and the others had paid some of my portion—but I was still exhausted. My limbs shook. My blood sugars were unstable. My eyes were dry and blurry. And I was not in the fucking mood for more bullshit. So of course, the big blue jinn had showed up to shovel more shit onto my plate for me to deal with. 

Aahil had erased my sister from my memory twenty-two years ago and kept it from me this whole time. 

I had a sister. 

She was now in the hands of some sort of radical coven that was at war with the Supernatural Alliance. 

There was a sliced-up jinn in one of my guestrooms. 

I needed to go. Do something. Plan. Figure out this mess.

But my brain just…shut down. 

The jinn would live. He’d been patched up well enough with herbs and magic. And my long-lost sister’s situation wasn’t something I could immediately solve right now. So I trudged upstairs and finally took a much-needed shower to wash away the dirt, smoke, and grime from the day. 

When I got out, I pulled on a pair of loose sweatpants and a camisole and just…stood there, feeling lost. 

I had been through a lot of shit in the last few months and survived. But suddenly, I was just done with everything. 

The fingerbone-and-seraphinite charm that rested against my chest under my shirt warmed, then rapidly cooled as Elijah’s ghostly form materialized in front of me. He had a face now, though it was still transparent. And the eerie, glowing blue orbs that had once served as eyes were now replaced by an intense bright blue gaze. The glowing golden branches of his wings floated behind him, just as ghostly as the rest of him, but giving him an ethereal, otherworldly glow.

“Andy, you need to rest,” he said, his voice still hollow, but just a bit richer than before. 

I nodded. “I know. I just…it’s….” I scrubbed a hand over my face, then raked my fingers through my damp green hair. “I feel like I want to crawl out of my own skin.”

Elijah gave me a sad, understanding look and misted out of existence. 

The moment he was gone, a dark shadow formed in the corner of my room. Ambrose stepped out of the blackness. The boogeyman looked around my bedroom, his hands clasped behind his back, his slim-cut black suit clinging to his lean frame. His black and red eyes took in every inch of my space as he did a full circuit of the room before he finally stopped in front of me. “Your ghost is right, Lovell,” he said with a smirk. “You need to rest. Shall I help you slip into dreamland?”

I rolled my eyes. “So you can feed off the nightmares you’re going to give me? No thanks.”

He moved closer, a sly look in his eyes as he drew an “X” over his chest. “I cross my heart. No nightmares," he promised. "I’m all topped up at the moment.”

I swayed where I stood, crossing my arms over my chest. “I’m not tired.”

He raised his black eyebrows at me. “Mmm…and I’m a unicorn who spews glitter and cupcakes out his ass.”

I barked a laugh, his words funnier than they should be to my loopy brain. “Yep.”

He gripped my elbows and gently steered me backward toward my bed. “That kiss earlier was lovely,” he said, smirk still fully in place. “Would you like to continue where we left off? It might help you relax.” He winked. 

The back of my legs hit the bed, and I sat suddenly. Even as tired as I was, I could appreciate my attraction to every lean, dark inch of Ambrose the boogeyman. I might have brain damage from all the magic working, because some small, distant part of me wanted to unwrap him from his ridiculous butler suit like unwrapping a package at solstice. Maybe it was the Lovell blood in my veins. We were all a little twisted.

A knock at the door interrupted my crazy thoughts. “Yeah, what?” I called tiredly. 

Ambrose narrowed his eyes at the door as if it offended him, then turned and disappeared into the shadows again. The door opened, and Dyre, of all people, walked into my room. The ring of violet in his eyes was just a thin sliver as he assessed my room, and his skin looked more gray than usual, the color jarring against the deep, blood-red splash of his hair. His lanky form was a bit hunched, and he looked even more exhausted than I felt. “The boogeyman was here,” he murmured. 

I shrugged. “Might still be, for all I know. He kind of comes and goes on a whim. Likes to hide in the corners like a creeper.”

The necromancer shook his head. “I don’t sense him lingering in the shadows anymore.” He zoned out for a second there, his eyes going unfocused, then he swayed and shook himself. “Anyway,” he said, pushing his hair back from his face. The long dark red strands were damp, and he didn’t smell of smoke anymore, so he must have showered at some point. “I just came to tell you I was leaving.”

I blinked up at him in confusion. “Now?”

He nodded, jaw clenching for a moment before he spoke. “I’ve fulfilled my promise to you. The fucking grimoire has been destroyed. You got your ghost boy leashed to you. I’m free now.” His eyes narrowed. “Or are you looking for another way to entrap a necromancer? What? Liked my filthy, corrupted black magic a little too much, did you, earth witch? Curious to see how else you can use me?”

I scoffed. “Oh, get over yourself. I just meant it’s been a long-assed day and you look like a fucking corpse. You’re about to fall over from magical exhaustion. Go find a bed somewhere before you faceplant on the floor.”

He shook his head. “I have to go now, before someone else decides to find some way to entrap me.” Then he turned and headed for the door. 

He made it all of three steps before he froze, his posture straightening and his slumped shoulders squaring up as if he was a marionette and someone had just pulled upward on his strings. A wave of unease washed over me as his aura shifted, swelling and growing darker. When he turned back to me, the violet in his irises was gone, completely swallowed by black. He strode over to me and stood looking down, darkness peering out from the necromancer’s lean, pale face. 

“You will shelter my host,” the deep, eerie double voice commanded. The voice of whatever dark creature possessed him, echoing with the voices of all the souls it had consumed. 

I sighed, too tired to really work up any fear. “I already told the dipshit to go take a nap.”

“We will stay with you and your harem until we are able to make other satisfactory arrangements,” he said, crossing his arms over his lean chest. 

I blinked at him, then shoved to my feet, so dumb with fatigue that I forgot to be terrified of this ancient thing in front of me. The one who wore a witch like a comfortable skin suit. “You might want to try asking next time, dude. You don’t get to order me around.”

He canted his head to the side, creepy black eyes studying my face with no outward expression. “I don’t beg mortals for favors. You will shelter my host and offer him safe sanctuary in exchange for all he has done for you this day, or I will wipe you from existence.”

I arched my brows. “Try again.”

Silence stretched between us, and I finally started to rethink my attitude.

Then a slow smile stretched the necromancer’s thin, bluish lips, and every hair on my body stood on end, all my instincts screaming at me to run. “Please,” the evil thing said in a flat voice. 

I swallowed, my throat suddenly dry. “Well…since you asked so nicely. He can stay. But it sounds like I’m about to get myself all embroiled in some mess with the Supernatural Alliance, so…I can’t exactly guarantee this is the safest place for a necromancer at the moment.”

The thing wearing Dyre nodded once to acknowledge what I’d said. Then he turned and walked away, off to take his host to bed, I would imagine. 

I shook my head. Seriously. My life. 

I had just pulled back the covers to climb into bed and probably lay there wide awake and wired, when someone else knocked on my door. This time, it was Hasumi. 

I looked into the soft, ethereal water weaver’s sparkling turquoise eyes, took a deep breath…and started bawling. Big, hot, uncontrollable tears streamed down my face and my shoulders shook as everything I had felt, every last emotion I had stuffed down over the last few days, exploded out of me all at once in response to the water weaver's magic. 

Cool, graceful hands cupped my cheeks and Hasumi pressed a soft kiss to my forehead. “Come,” they said softly, that musical voice like a caress. “Lie with me, Oleander, until sleep comes for you.”

I hiccupped and snuffled, glaring at the water elemental through my tears. “You thought now was a good time to…to…just overwhelm me like this?” 

Their soft, strong hands guided me to the bed, and I went, despite my protests. 

“I apologize,” they said, pushing me into bed and climbing right in next to me before enfolding me in their long arms. “Elijah said you were in need of company, and the rest are busy grilling the new jinn and threatening Aahil. I thought perhaps I might spend some time with you.”

I relaxed into their arms, nuzzling my face into the silver hair that cascaded over the crook of their neck and shoulder. “I hate crying,” I muttered. 

Hasumi chuckled softly, and a bit of their fond amusement rippled through me. “I know. But sometimes it’s what we need. You can’t just ignore your difficult emotions forever. They are meant to ebb and flow.”

I sighed as they drew a hand down my back, soothing and stoking me until the tears stopped. They were right. It had been a long couple of months. And I was great at ignoring my feelings and just slogging on until I got the job done. 

But this last week or so had brought up so much family stuff to the surface of my mind. So many ugly emotions and conflicting feelings. And now…. “I have a sister,” I whispered, my mind growing sluggish as I finally relaxed enough to drift toward sleep. 

“Yes,” Hasumi murmured, soft lips caressing mine, filing me with warm, fuzzy feelings.

“I wonder if she takes after our mother.”

They kissed my temple, sending sweet, lulling feelings my way again, pulling me under. “For your sake, I sincerely hope not," Hasumi whispered. "But even if she does, you will not face her alone. Remember that.”

I finally stopped struggling and let sleep drag me under. Hasumi was right. I wasn’t alone anymore. No matter what this new witch was to me…I had the others. My friends and lovers. 

Minus one small, beautiful, fiery hole in my heart, where Aahil used to be. 








  
  

Chapter 2


Aahil





Icould feel every set of angry eyes boring into my skin, every betrayed glare and disappointed sigh. Yes, I was a lying bastard. Boo-hoo. 

I kept my attention focused on Junaid, and not the roomful of other paranormals who were just dying to put me in my place. Why the fuck should I care what the rest of these idiots thought about me? 

I had met Junaid hundreds of years ago, during one of my many adventures across the realms. He helped me out of a sticky situation involving a herd of unhinged, man-eating dryads, and I ended up owing him a favor. Only a small favor. I would have gotten myself out of the situation eventually. He just sped things up. It wasn’t like he had saved my life or anything. 

Still, a debt between jinn was a serious thing. Violating a pact like that could have shitty consequences for your magic. I had discharged my debt to him when I wiped Andy’s sister Atropa Belladonna from the memories of her entire coven—including Andy. I hadn’t known I’d come to…well, whatever the hell it was I felt about Oleander Lovell. How could I? But I had promised never to reveal Atropa Belladonna Lovell’s existence on the night Junaid stole her away to keep her from being executed. Another promise between jinn. I literally couldn't break that promise, unless I wanted to suffer who-the-fuck-even-knew what kind of magical backlash. 

So I had kept the existence of Andy’s stupid older sister a secret. So what? I didn’t see what the big deal was. Andy hated her family. And the sister was probably just an evil bitch like all the rest. I leaned in the corner of the room while the others questioned Junaid. Not that I cared what he had to say. But…for some reason I really didn’t want to be anywhere else. Like, say…wherever Andy was. 

I’m not a coward. I’m just smart enough to know when my perfect, shining existence is in danger. That’s all. The woman was friends with a necromancer now, after all. It wouldn’t be that hard for the whole lot of them to gang up on me and kill me just so Andy could have me reanimated and gain herself a nice, compliant little jinn zombie to order around. 

“No,” Junaid was saying, flinching a bit when Niamh plastered something wet and herby smelling onto his slowly healing stab wound. “I promise you, she’s not like the rest. Bella is a good witch. She hated being pulled into the shit her family got up to. She only wanted to protect her little sister. But she couldn’t stay here. She was old enough to be convicted right alongside her parents, even though they had forced her to help them. That’s why I asked Aahil to erase her from her family’s memories.”

There they went, all glaring at me again. “You couldn’t have fucking said something?” Zhong demanded, fists clenched at his sides. I raised an eyebrow. It was rare for the hulking monstrosity to swear. Score one point for me, I suppose. 

“I made a promise to Junaid,” I said flatly, giving the gargoyle a dismissive wave. 

Elijah hovered nearby, looking disturbingly clear since his re-binding. “Aahil, you know how alone Andy has felt all these years. It would have meant the world to her to know that she had a sister out there somewhere.”

I rolled my eyes. “She went twenty-some-odd years without the knowledge. What was a few more months?”

The spirit frowned at me, looking down his perfect, angelic nose with all the arrogance of…well, an angel. “You withheld the information from her," he insisted. "Whether it was for a day or a decade, it doesn’t matter.”

Junaid hissed as he sat up, putting a hand over the bandage on his gut. He held the other hand out toward Elijah. “No. It was a promise between jinn. He couldn’t—”

I cut him off, sauntering past the gaping assholes on my way to the door. “Save it, Junaid,” I said evenly. “Clearly, I’m a villain. I've always been a villain, and I'll always be a villain. At least now I know for certain what everyone here thinks of my character. Glad you all finally came to your senses and recognized what I’ve known all along.” I looked back over my shoulder at the ghost, meeting his accusing blue glare. “There’s no fixing something this broken.”

Then I dematerialized and left the room. 

I hovered on the other side of the guestroom door, my magic dampened so they wouldn’t know I was listening in. I wasn’t going to learn anything with them all glaring and posturing. Maybe now they’d fucking get on with something important. 

Soon enough, they returned to grilling Junaid for information. 

It was all so droll, really. A story that had played out more times than I could count over the span of my long existence. There was a coven. They were power-hungry and self-righteous. They decided the Lovells had the right idea and thought they should pick up where the evil assholes had left off. 

And what better figurehead to lead their little uprising than a powerful, pureblooded Lovell. 

How they found out about Atropa’s existence was up for debate, but it really didn’t matter. They had snatched her and locked her up somewhere under wards and constant guard while they tried to convince her to join their cause—or until they could figure out a good way to use her and all that tasty Lovell power she held. I listened as Junaid spilled everything he knew. Where she was when he attempted to break her out. What the protections had looked like. 

Jacki the field mage had told him to come to Andy for help, but he had been hesitant to trust our witch. So he had made one last-ditch attempt to free his Bella. He had failed, of course, and finally decided he had to come to Andy and the rest of her ridiculously overpowered harem for help. 

One lone jinn couldn’t get through this coven’s protections, he said. He needed assistance. 

But Junaid was a lot younger and far weaker than me. I grinned. It had been a long time since I truly got to cause chaos. And besides, this other Lovell bitch and I had a score to settle. I helped her, and she promised to come back and free me in return. And yet, she never had. She had left me to rot in that fucking grimoire for another twenty years before Andy just happened to bumble by and do what this Atropa woman had promised to do. No one broke a promise to a jinn and lived to tell the tale. My smile stretched wider and my claws elongated as I stepped back into reality…just an entire continent away. Right outside the O’Leary coven’s stronghold. 

This was going to be so much fun. 

I called to my fire and let it consume me, burning everything in its path. All the rage, all the pain, and the weak, stupid fucking hope I had held inside me finally found an outlet. Most of the Lovells might be dead and gone, but Atropa Belladonna could pay for their sins. One roasted evil witch was as good as another.

The witch guards who patrolled the perimeter burned first, going up in towering pillars of flames that no force outside my own could quench. Except perhaps the annoying water weaver. But I wasn’t thinking about those assholes back at the Lovell mansion right now. No. Right now, I was the fire. Wild, and uncontrolled, and free. 

I let the outer walls of the mansion burn first, giving the coven inside plenty of time to realize how fucked they really were. Their wards would probably hold if I tried to waltz right in there. But they couldn’t stay inside a burning shack. Eventually, they’d have to come out and play. 

The question was whether they would bring Andy’s sister out with them or leave her behind to burn alive. I suppose we’d find out. Not knowing was half the fun. 

Besides, I could probably pop in and grab her before she went up in flames or died of smoke inhalation once the keystone holding the wards burned up. If I wanted to.

I laughed into the night, freeing all my rage and pain. After tonight there’d be one less nasty coven of witches wasting oxygen by existing. 

I shifted into the form of a black and red eagle as the mansion caught fire, soaring upward, above the chaos. Then I dissolved, my essence twisting in the wind as I dove back down, free as the sun and the wind over the desert sands. I plunged into a guard who was hurrying down a hallway filled with smoke. 

He wore a headset, and as I took over his consciousness, I heard the tail end of someone else’s conversation. “…some warning, asshole. We were prepared for an ice jinn, Smith, not a fucking fire elemental. You fucking said ice. How the fuck….”

I thrust myself out of the man’s body, realizing how royally screwed I was, just seconds before the trap was sprung. 

They had been expecting Junaid to come back. 

They weren’t unsuspecting idiots, as I had first assumed. They were just prepared for ice instead of fire. And it only took a moment for the coven that was casting the net to make changes to their spell and adjust the elemental magics they used. To alter it to trap a fire elemental instead. 

Fucking stupid, Aahil. An amateur mistake. I blamed my recent bout of uptight goodness and adhering to rules. The old Aahil wouldn’t have been caught so easily. 

I pushed my dematerialized essence up and out, racing away from the mansion. 

But it was too late. The trap had already been sprung. 

The tail end of my essence was caught and yanked back down, like a bird grabbed by the teeth of a landbound predator. I was drawn back inside the mansion’s wards, dragged downward. There was a sense of compression, as if the entire world was bearing down on me, squeezing, forcing me from my ethereal form to my physical one. I was an eagle. Then a tiger. A jakal. All as I fell toward the earth, tumbling from the high, domed ceiling of some sort of casting space, turning to human form just as I hit the hard tiled floor. 

Bones broke, the flash of pain coming secondary to the shock of impact. I desperately reached for my magic, intending to burn whoever had just so inelegantly plucked me from the sky. Clumsy fucking witches.

But my magic wouldn’t come. 

It didn’t rush through my body, healing my wounds. It didn’t flow through my veins like molten lava, like fire waiting to be unleashed. I reached. I pulled. And I felt…nothing inside me. I had been completely severed from my magic. 

I could hear the witches chanting. But I couldn’t see them through the blood that ran into my eyes. They shouldn’t be this strong. I pushed to my feet, swaying, injuries knitting back together with only a fraction of their usual speed. I had words for these assholes. But I didn’t even get a chance to utter a sound before I was enclosed. Imprisoned. Locked in blackness that was all too familiar. 

They had bound me. 

I screamed soundlessly into the abyss, with no body to lash out. No magic to call for protection. Only the dark, echoing blackness of my mind, and the silent pleas of no, no, please no. Not again!

It seemed the witches weren’t the ones who would be destroyed tonight after all. 








  
  

Chapter 3


Andy





Iwoke up to the sensation of burning alive. Heat flared in curling tendrils along my arms and legs, licking up my back and across my chest. Then, as quickly as the sensation had flared to life, it was gone, like a flame snuffed out of existence. 

I stretched and sat up, fumbling for the bedside lamp. The dim glow of the light told me what I already knew—I was in bed alone. Hasumi had used their powers as a water elemental to help me purge all the emotions I had been stuffing down and lull me into a calm state so I could sleep. I had no idea what time it was, but it was still dark outside my bedroom window, and the room had that hushed feeling that only came in the wee hours of the night. Witching hour, maybe? 

I rubbed my hands along my arms, easing the sensation of phantom flames. Then I slowly registered what I was feeling under my hands. My skin was completely smooth. 

The faintly raised whirls and markings of the scars that bound me to Aahil were gone. I raised a hand to grip the ruby that hung from the choker he had given me. It was cool and dead to the touch, nothing more than a pretty gemstone. His magic was gone. 

I sat there frozen for a few minutes, the sound of my breathing loud to my own ears. Then I got out of bed and mechanically pulled on some well-worn jeans and a loose t-shirt and dragged my fingers through my tangled hair before making my way down the hall. 

The door to Aahil’s bedroom was unlocked, but the room was empty. He wasn’t in there alone sulking like I had expected. I went downstairs, following a dim light to the kitchen. Dyre and Zhong were there, talking softly while Zhong made breakfast and Dyre fiddled around with the teapot and my herb stash. 

“Feeling better?” I asked the necromancer, only half my mind on the conversation. He had looked like…well, death…when I last saw him. He still looked tired now, but he had lost a bit of that bluish-gray tinge that made his fair skin seem so lifeless. 

He narrowed his violet eyes at me as he picked up his steaming teacup. “I’ve been told I’m a prisoner here. So what else do I have to do with my time now but sleep?”

I rolled my eyes. Always so dramatic. “Yeah, whatever. Have you guys seen Aahil lately?”

The two men shared a look. I arched a brow. Since when were they such good buddies that they went around sharing looks? I felt unreasonably agitated as I waited for one of them to answer. 

“Don’t ask me, I was in a forced coma,” Dyre grumbled as he went to the toaster and started toasting an entire loaf of bread. 

I turned my suspicious stare on my usually sweet gargoyle. “What happened?”

Zhong just shrugged, but a small frown crept over his features. “He stormed out when we were talking to Junaid earlier. He was going on about how he is an evil bastard—like that’s news to anyone. I haven’t sensed his magic in the house since. He was in a snit because everyone’s pissed at him for lying to you. And because Elijah gave him a dressing down.” He checked the bacon I could smell browning in the oven, then started scrambling eggs. “About time,” he muttered. “The little jackass.”

I lifted both brows that time. Zhong wasn’t usually this bitter. Or prone to swearing and name calling.

“Uh-huh,” I said slowly, finally finding a target for my building anger. “And none of you idiots paused to think that maybe that’s between Aahil and me?” Don’t get me wrong, I wanted to wring the jinn’s scrawny, gold-draped neck. It hurt, knowing he had kept this from me for so long. I had really wanted to trust him, to believe that somewhere in that charred black heart of his there was actually a kernel of decency. But it wasn’t up to the others to fight my battles. Aahil hadn’t gutted them by lying to them for months, so they had no reason to be mad at him. 

I, on the other hand, kind of wanted to punch him in his smug, pretty face. And now…now he had apparently decided he was done with me. Not only had he lied to me all this time, but now he had removed his marks from my skin and his magic from the necklace he gave me. He had just fucked right off and sent a very clear message—I didn’t matter anymore. He was apparently bored of this particular game. I was no longer his pet, and he wanted nothing connecting us. 

I should be relieved. Who the fuck wanted to be bound to a mentally unstable asshole with control issues? No one in their right mind. 

But I wasn’t in my right mind. I was a Lovell. And we were known for being wrong minded, more often than not. 

I hated that Aahil had just tossed me aside. Even though I was mad at him, it still hurt for some damned reason. And that made me even more angry, damn it. 

“Fine,” I said to no one. “Fuck him.” I got myself a plate of food and marched out into one of the courtyards as the sky slowly began to lighten. 

I angrily ate my breakfast, barely tasting it, though I knew it was probably delicious, since Zhong had made it. Then I sat there on the wooden bench Niamh had crafted from two entwined living trees, and stared at the rose bushes as the sun came up.

Aahil hated roses, for some weird reason. I had never asked why. I pulled on my earth magic and sent out tendrils of power to the bushes, encouraging them to grow full and strong, watching in pleasure as new leaves unfurled and buds opened, filling the damned courtyard with the smell of antique rose. 

It was a waste of my power when I had far more important things to deal with. But the little vindictive thing inside me hoped Aahil came back soon so I could show him how many roses I had grown just to spite him. The asshole. 

Bis joined me at some point, scrambling up to sit beside me on the bench on his butt like a person. He awkwardly swung his back legs like a kid, his clever little rodent hands hanging onto the edge of the bench, so he didn’t roll away. Giving me a sympathetic little chirp, he patted my thigh. 

I sighed. “I know. Good riddance, right? One problem out of my hair. And hey—we won’t have to worry about spontaneous combustion anymore.”

Bis echoed my sigh. I had no idea what my little friend though of Aahil. I never really saw the two of them interact. 

“I thought he was changing,” I said softly. “Pretty stupid of me, I know. But…I thought I could help him. I thought I…well, I’m a stupid witch, and I’m prone to stupid mistakes. I think I actually loved the little asshole.” What a masochist. I muttered curses to the roses, letting out a short, bitter laugh.

Bis scampered into my lap and climbed my t-shirt, not content until his little nose was buried against my neck and his hedgehog prickles were digging into my arms while I hugged him and cried. 

Stupid, stupid witch. This was just the first little wound. They were all going to leave, eventually, now that the bestiary was destroyed. I’d better get used to heartache and disappointment. 

Eventually, I got my dumb emotions under control and set Bis up on my shoulder. Then I headed inside to call a war council. Maybe I could convince the others to stay long enough to help me rescue my secret sister from the forces of evil, or whatever. They didn’t owe me anything. But I had freed them from a life of slavery. It kind of seemed like helping me was the least they could do to say thanks before they vanished like Aahil. 

Boy, was I maudlin today, or what? I took a breath, resolutely squared my shoulders, and went to find the others. I didn’t have time to sit around feeling sorry for myself. I had shit to do.

We all gathered in one of the smaller formal sitting rooms that we had been slowly converting into a casual modern living room. Even the boogeyman and the necromancer decided to show up. Honestly, I hadn’t really expected those two to be much help, given the fact that I hardly knew them, but they each hovered on opposite sides of the room, Dyre brooding and looking emo, while the head-to-toe-black butler wannabe leaned against the fireplace mantle looking faintly amused. Everything seemed to be a joke to him. Glad someone was getting some enjoyment out of my shitshow of a life. 

“Alright,” I said evenly, standing in the center of the room and crossing my arms over my chest. “Let’s hear it. I know you’ve all been grilling Junaid like crazy, so just give me the short version of what the hell is going on.”

The big blue jinn was sitting on the faded loveseat I had dragged back from the human realm on one of my visits. He looked a thousand times better than he had yesterday. I wouldn’t be surprised if his wounds were completely healed. Elemental powerhouse constitution and all. Only I was weak enough to suffer a human illness. A little stab wound was nothing to the jinn. Everyone in this room except me could probably get stabbed a few times and be just fine. 

Niamh sighed. “Coven O’Leary wants to pick up where coven Lovell left off. Witch supremacists, old family, all the usual. Apparently, they somehow found out there was an extra Lovell witch running around and hunted her down to add to their coven. They’re looking to take on the Supernatural Alliance.”

I rolled my eyes. Didn’t anyone ever learn from the past? “Yeah, that’s going to go over well. Where are they keeping Bella, and what kind of shape is she in?”

Junaid spoke this time, giving me a look that was tired, but determined. “The O’Leary coven house in Eire. They’ve got magical protections and armed guards. I don’t have exact numbers.” He rubbed the back of his bald head and looked at the ground. “I may have rushed in a little too hastily last time.”

I shook my head. Maybe going off half-cocked was a genetic trait with jinn. It was a wonder they weren’t extinct, if Aahil and Junaid were any indication. And…Eire? This world echoed the human world—it was the same planet, just different dimensions. My sister was being held somewhere in what would be Ireland in the human world, while we were in roughly the same vicinity as the United States. Great.

“Do you know how they’re holding her?” I asked, my brow furrowing. “If she’s this supposedly big, bad witch, shouldn’t she be able to get free?”

Dyre scoffed at my question from where he was holding up the wall with his tall, gangly form. “Spells, black magic bindings, magic-dampening cuffs, sudden draining and the subsequent shock…there’s a million ways to contain a witch, no matter how powerful they are.”

Something dark peered out at me from his bitter gaze, and I wondered if he knew this because of his time with the Lovells…or if maybe my ancestors weren’t the first ones to torture the necromancer and take away his free will. 

Giving myself a mental shake, I forced myself to focus. “Well,” I said on a sigh. “Shouldn’t the Supernatural Alliance be able to handle this? Why is it my problem?”

Junaid shook his head. “We can’t go to the Alliance. I don’t want them to know Bella exists. I don’t think we can trust them. I went to Jacki’s team because I knew they had a good moral compass. I’m not sure everyone at the Association is the same.”

I nodded. Honestly, I didn’t trust the fuckers either. Any governmental institution that beheaded witches was a bit hard to trust, for some strange reason. Even if the witches they had executed absolutely deserved it. The Supernatural Alliance might be happy to overlook whatever was going on with the O’Learys just long enough to make sure Bella didn’t survive their supposed rescue attempts. One less Lovell and all that. 

“So, we go get her,” I said with a shrug. I looked around the room. “Not that I can make you, but I’d appreciate the help.” I waved a hand. “Look at the amount of sheer power in this room. We can take on a single stupid coven.”

Dyre scoffed again. “They could take on a coven. But you’re untrained. Completely useless in a fight.”

I glared at him. “Fuck off.”

Niamh ignored our sniping. “What if they aren’t? A stupid coven, I mean. Her bright green eyes met mine, the fae hunter already on the trail of her newest prey. “We can’t assume they won’t be prepared. But still…you’re right. It shouldn’t be a difficult feat to break your sister out if we work together.”

I nodded. But Dyre cut me off before I could speak. “I’m staying here.”

I rolled my eyes. “Coward.”

He didn’t rise to the bait. Instead, his aura grew, swelling with darkness, and his voice changed, the sound of it like more than one deep voice talking at once, making the hair on my arms stand up. “We stay here. I won’t have my host tangled up with anything to do with the Alliance. The things they do to necromancers is not…pleasant. And while we could fight back and rip the souls from every single Alliance member and raise a corpse army to do our bidding and watch this miserable little world burn…I prefer not to draw attention.” Pure black eyes slid to mine, and I couldn’t suppress the chill of fear that walked down my spine. “Besides, I will need to be here to protect this Lovell witch, while you go after the other.”

I huffed. “What? No. I’m not fucking staying here.”

Hasumi tilted their head. “If one Lovell is desirable to this coven, then two would be even more so. They may have targeted your sister because no one knew she existed, so she wouldn’t be missed. But if you were to come right to them, they may think it worth taking you as well.”

Zhong was nodding along, the big traitor. “They’re right, Andy. You don’t know how to use your magic in a fight.”

Ambrose spoke, and his deep, velvety dark voice and the smirk on his face were the very opposite of comforting. “Don’t worry, Andy, dear. Look at the army of creatures you’ve assembled? You have plenty of other people to fight your battles for you.” His expression grew more serious, and he gave me a penetrating look. “You don’t know how to use your power, and coven of trained witches who already plan to use your sister? Odds are, they could strip you of magic with ease while you’re still trying figure out how to fight back. We don’t need you lending strength to the enemy while we’re trying to focus.”

I wanted to argue. But I knew he was right. I wasn’t one of those stupid females in books and movies who couldn’t see logic or listen to instructions and keep herself out of shit. I just didn’t like the idea of Dyre staying here to look after me like I needed a babysitter. “Fine,” I grunted. Then I turned to point an accusatory finger at the necromancer. “But since I’m just so weak and untrained, you’re going to teach me how to use my magic." I held up a hand and clarified, before he got any ideas. "Not your magic. My magic. Clean magic.”

He just stared at me, unflinching. But I instantly regretted my choice of words implying that his magic was dark and disgusting. I mean, it was black magic, and he was an utter abomination. But still…words hurt sometimes. And I was hardly in any place to be picky at the moment. Maybe he had his reasons for offering himself up to whatever the hell kind of evil parasite lived inside him.

“Fine,” he ground out. “I’ll teach you how to use your weak, virgin earth witch powers, baby witch. The others will go play hero.”

Then he straightened and strode out of the room, just radiating pissy emo vibes. 

I looked around the room. No one protested about this plan or said they weren’t going to help, and something in me relaxed, just a fraction. If we were all working together on this mess, that meant they weren’t going to leave me yet. I could be a coward and put off asking them to stay. I could put off the pain of rejection just a little longer. 

I nodded to my weird temporary family and left the room to find some spell books. The others would plan. Niamh would know exactly how to organize the rescue mission. She was a fae hunter. That sort of thing was what she had been born for. And she had Zhong’s strength, Hasumi’s immense magical abilities, a wildcard of a boogeyman, and an ice jinn to work with. I needed to leave them to it and trust that this would work. 

But I was going to need to start studying my magic now, so I had something else to focus on before I drove myself crazy. It would be fine. Everything would work out fine. 

Famous last words, I’m sure. But honestly, it wasn’t like my life could get much weirder at this point. And who would stand a chance against my new friends when they were on a mission?                  








  
  

 Chapter 4


Andy





Dyre’s talk about all the ways a witch could be overpowered and subjugated left me feeling a bit on edge. So, while the others worked out the grand plan for their visit to the O’Leary estate, I got the necromancer to teach me a simple charm to prevent unwanted mental manipulation. It wasn’t very powerful. I still couldn’t keep someone like Dyre or a master manipulator like Aahil out of my head. But it was something. Maybe it would at least slow things down enough for someone to help me out, if I ever found myself in a situation where some asshole was trying to use my coveted Lovell magic for themselves. 

Hopefully not a situation I’d ever find myself in, since I was staying put like an obedient child while the others rushed off on their adventure. But you never knew. I had long ago learned to expect the unexpected. Nothing ever went as planned around me. 

Dyre left me to practice the charm on my own while he went off to do whatever brooding, creepy-assed stuff necromancers did in their spare time. I took his handwritten incantation with me to my room, smiling wryly to myself when I saw how neat and flowery his looping, calligraphic writing was. Odd, for a guy. At least in my experience. If I had any mental capacity right now for extra shit, I might wonder what made the weirdo tick. Or maybe…just how long ago he had learned how to write….

When I reached my room, I spent a while memorizing the words and intent behind the spell, then practiced it until it was ingrained in my mind and in the “muscle memory” of my magic. By the time I decided I’d had enough, I was working on a real doozie of a headache. I set the paper aside on my nightstand and collapsed back to lie on my bed, rubbing my aching forehead. 

Without the spell practice to distract me, my mind whirled, moving from one thing to the next, worrying about everything from what my sister was like, to how quickly they could get her free, to whether the O’Leary’s would be able to harm my friends and lovers. Aahil and his continued absence was also worrying. I had assumed he would come sauntering back here once he was done pouting, and honestly, we could really use his unique combination of magic at the moment. But…had he really just…up and left for good? 

There as a soft tap at my door, and I sensed Hasumi’s aura. Their magic made all my emotions want rise up and swamp me, but the water weaver sent calming feelings my way too, keeping me from being overcome. “Come on in,” I said on a sigh. “Not like I’m busy, since I’m being left out of all the fun.”

Hasumi came in and closed the door, making their way over to the bed, where they stared down at me with a soft, commiserating look on their beautiful, androgynous face. “I know you feel left out, and your curiosity about your sister is strong. But you know we are only attempting to keep you safe by asking that you stay here.”

I sat up and shrugged. "Yeah, I know." And I did, really. "But I’m still gonna pout about it though.”

They laughed and sat on the bed next to me. “I came to check on you. I sense you’re feeling a bit…unsettled by recent events.”

I gave the handsome water weaver a wary look. “Do not force me to cry again, or I swear to the goddess I’ll kick your ass.”

They grinned at me, turquoise eyes sparkling and chiseled lips curving upward impishly. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

I huffed a laugh. “Okay, yeah, so I needed that, at the time. But right now I just need…I have no fucking clue what I need. A vacation? A hug? Aahil to come back so I can punch him in the face?”
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