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      To Hell and Back

      Enchanted Ink, 3

      2024, Kelex

      

      Hell hath no fury like a Gideon scorned.

      

      Gideon Goode is clever as the devil and twice as pretty. He even has the t-shirt to prove it. When the coven takes down a den of demons, it’s him they turn to in order to clean up the mess. While they search for a permanent solution to their demon ills, Gideon uses his power over memory to trap the demons, caging them within the very humans they possessed.

      

      But the search for the right spell eludes the coven, much to Gideon’s chagrin. The continuous enchantments siphon off his magic, causing him to grow weaker as time passes. Sexual healing helps, but he’s mateless and there’s only so much random d*ck he can take before that gets old. Not that he’d admit that to anyone. He has a rep to maintain.

      

      The instant someone starts killing off his prisoners, Gideon senses it. The coven goes on high alert to search for who’s targeting their otherwordly captives, but not before Lucifer gets involved.

      

      Can Gideon make it to Hell and back?
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            Author’s Notes

          

        

      

    

    
      Joaquin is pronounced “WAH-KEEN”.

      This notice is more for me than you, lovely reader, as I have consistently forgotten how to pronounce it over the years, no matter how much I try. Hopefully using it for a character will cement the pronunciation in my memory.

      We can only hope it doesn’t fall out of one of the Swiss cheese holes up there. (It probably will, so if I pop out with ‘Joe-quin’ at an event, don’t beat me! I’m fragile.)
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        * * *

      

      Daniel appears again in Gideon’s story (because of course he does, they’re best pals!)

      Regarding the use of the term Down syndrome. Yes, the S in syndrome is supposed to be lowercase. Yet when shortening the condition to the initials DS as I will later in this story, the S is capitalized. I know it’ll seem like a typo, but it is correct.
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      I would like to thank the following people for offering their guidance and advice, pointing me in the right direction:

      
        
        Roe Horvat

        Qhuinn Benezue

        Mat Mansfield

        Elijah Greenwood

      

      

      

      I was terrified to write this story and I hope I’ve done you all proud.

      An extra shout-out to Mat for being my sensitivity reader yet again. I appreciate your time and attention—as well as your friendship. You’re awesome! Thank you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Did you miss JP’s novel, Magic, Demons, and the Hunter (Enchanted Ink, 2)?

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Here’s a quick refresher:

      

      

      Coven witch Eli and his skunk shifter mate, Pierre, mourned the loss of their third, Raymond, who had been killed by demons. Guilt-ridden, Pierre took responsibility for Raymond’s death. He’d played with a powerful magic he had no business toying with, contained within one of Eli’s crystals.

      Only, they were very wrong.

      Raymond is human and works as a witch hunter for the Celestial Council (which you will remember, rules over all paranormal creatures). They rescued Raymond and wiped his memory of that night—which also took away the moment he first spied his mates. Years pass, but when reports of cursed tattoos in the Salem area come to the Council, they want to ensure the coven at Enchanted Ink wasn’t the source. They send their best witch hunter to investigate.

      While there, the triad once again come face-to-face.

      Sparks, of course, fly.

      Pierre is overjoyed that their mate is not dead. So is Eli, yet he worries it’s not real, but some trick from the demons. Raymond is hesitant, as well, considering the reason he’s been sent.

      The action culminates when Raymond is once again caught by the same demons who’d nearly killed him—those running Dark Arts Tattoo. Pierre sneaks in to save him, getting nabbed himself instead. The entire coven comes to rescue Pierre and Raymond, and in the process, Eli calls forth his ancestral magic through his crystals and demolishes the Dark Arts building, knocks out a whole den of demons, and saves his mates and the coven.

      A meeting after the battle exposes that there’s evil among the witches who rule the Celestial Council. The Council has linked their power, becoming one, making it impossible to see which one is the source of that evil—or if it’s all of them together.

      Are they in league with the demons?

      No one’s quite sure yet. Raymond leaves his position with the council to secure the coven he’s now a part of and to help protect his mates from whatever comes next.
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        * * *

      

      Gideon’s story begins immediately after the battle with the demons of Dark Arts Tattoo.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            You Could’ve Read This Weeks Ago!

          

        

      

    

    
      If you were a subscriber to my brand-new Patreon, you could’ve read this story as it was being written.

      Join at the $5 tier or above and you can get access to:

      -Advance Reading Copies/e-book copies once a novel is completed

      -Deleted Scenes

      -Free Merch

      -Exclusive Mini-fics (first one 29 June 2024!)

      -Exclusive Serial (coming soon!)

      -Signed Paperbacks

      -Exclusive Commissioned Artwork

      -Special Editions

      -Much, much more!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Immediately after the battle at Dark Arts Tattoo…

      

      

      

      From his vantage point on the sidewalk, Gideon Goode scanned the wreckage of Dark Arts Tattoo under the pale moonlight. A battered pile of wood and stone spread out in an arc across the plot where the building once stood. Goose bumps skimmed along his arms, the eerie quiet curling his fingers into fists. He turned to search the neighboring houses, probing for prying eyes or swaying drapes in the broad, timeworn windows. He found nothing.

      He and his fellow coven members had engaged in combat with at least a dozen demons on a residential street and no one had witnessed anything? Sure, several of his fellow coven members had thrown up spells to conceal their movements… but all-out war wasn’t exactly easy to hide from normies. In the heat of the moment, life and death on the line, the question of who might be watching wasn’t exactly at the top of their priority list.

      Gideon paused, listening to the sounds engulfing them. He quieted his own heartbeat pulsing in his ears, seeking echoes outside of that.

      No sirens raced their way. No screams of panicked onlookers running for their lives.

      Nothing.

      Gideon eyed his coven brothers. Their grim expressions hinted that they, too, were shaken in the aftermath of what had transpired. Dust and debris from the demons’ house lingered in the air, falling like snow. With their aid, Eli had demolished it with his ancestral power. Not only that, but he’d knocked every last demon on its ass. They were laid out like weird lawn ornaments across the scorched grass, their bodies bent in odd shapes.

      He turned to eye Eli, who appeared weakened from the use of that power. His crystals were the source—passed down by the witches who had come before him and imbued with their powers before they passed on to the next plane of existence. Gideon had sensed their potency in the past but had had no idea just how impressive they’d be.

      Silently, Cassius lifted his hand, coiling power into his palm. A portal opened and an exhausted Eli was ushered through with hushed tones. As soon as Eli disappeared, Cassius turned to the rest of them. “Atlas, Oracio… put a spell on the lot. Keep humans out until we can come back to seal it. We don’t need anyone hurt from the debris or getting too nosy about what went down here. Luca, Phoenix, and Oz? We need to do something with these guys,” Cassius said, eyeing the demons.

      Gideon was bone weary, and he sensed everyone else was, too. They’d added their own power to Eli’s. Disposing of a dozen demons in their current state? He wasn’t sure they had enough gas left in the tank.

      “We could always leave them here and call it a Halloween decoration,” Gideon joked, attempting to lighten the moment.

      Cassius chuckled, but there was no light in his eyes. “You guys get them loaded into this.” Cassius snapped his fingers and an empty, white box truck appeared on the street beside them.

      Gideon’s eyes widened. A simple snap of the fingers? That was new.

      “Why don’t we just kill them?” Luca asked. “Send them back to Hell where they belong.”

      “Because it kills the human they’ve possessed,” Phoenix answered for Cassius. Their new addition hadn’t been very communicative in his short time with them, so everyone paused to turn in his direction. He clearly didn’t like that and took a step back. “These humans didn’t ask for this, nor did they do anything wrong.”

      “That you know of,” Gideon murmured. “Some humans welcome demons inside.”

      “These humans didn’t,” Phoenix snapped.

      How does he know? Gideon wondered and cocked his head to eye their newest recruit.

      “As long as the demons have been inside them, there might not be any coming back,” Luca added.

      “Doesn’t mean we shouldn’t try,” Cassius said. “Nix is right. We should try to save the humans and find another way.”

      Gideon chuckled. “What? Are we gonna dump these on an exorcist’s front stoop?”

      “Exorcism isn’t real,” Phoenix said. He shrugged. “Well, it can remove a demon from a human’s body, but it won’t send them to Hell. The demon’ll just go snag another fresh body.”

      “Sending them to Hell isn’t much better. They’ll be back in no time,” Cassius said. “Let’s get these guys on the truck and we’ll try something else.”

      “Where are we taking them?” Gideon asked, eyes narrowing. “What’s something else?”

      “I’ll worry about that,” Cassius replied, jaw tight. He gave Gideon a pointed stare. “Canvas the neighborhood and ensure no one saw anything. If they did, do your thing.”

      Gideon opened his mouth to ask another question, but Cassius was gone before the first word fell from his lips. Gideon’s eyes widened.

      No portal. Cassius was simply gone.

      A snap of his fingers? Portalling without a portal?

      Oz scanned their faces, brow furrowed. “Did you guys notice that?”

      “Notice what?” Phoenix asked, frowning.

      “No portal,” Luca murmured. “I’ve never seen him do that before.”

      “I’m glad I wasn’t the only one surprised,” Gideon said. “No magic build-up before he made that box truck appear, either. Seems his powers have evolved.”

      “Perhaps,” Luca murmured. “We can ponder that later. We have work to do.”

      Atlas elbowed Oracio, and the pair headed for the house to place the cloaking spell without another word. Oz lumbered toward the truck and unlatched the back door while Luca and Phoenix crossed to one of the prone demons. Gideon eyed the pair. Luca’s dislike for Phoenix wasn’t exactly a state secret, yet the two were working together without complaint?

      All kinds of weird goings on that day.

      It is Halloween, after all. Weird is the name of the game.

      “I don’t know where Cassius expects we’re going to confine these fuckers,” Gideon murmured.

      “I’m more concerned with any humans who might’ve witnessed the fight,” Luca said over one shoulder. “Cassius asked you to check the neighbors and tweak memories. Why don’t you go do that?”

      Gideon scoffed. “Who made you assistant manager of the coven, Karen?”

      Luca glared.

      “I think I have a right to know how we plan to store them. It better not be in the very building where I lay my head at night, but where else is there?” Gideon asked. “Before I go, answer me that, oh wise one.”

      Gideon and Luca had apprenticed together, starting within days of one another. Luca could kiss his ass with the bossy bullshit.

      “It’s not like we haven’t bound a demon inside our walls before,” Luca said.

      “One,” Gideon barked. He’d not been pleased about that, either, but he’d kept quiet. “One is a lot less than a dozen.”

      “There’s always the tunnels underneath,” Phoenix murmured, leaning his shoulder against the back of the box truck.

      He, Luca, and Oz paused to regard their newest recruit.

      Gideon frowned. “Excuse me, but the what?”

      “Oh, come on,” Phoenix said, the corners of his lips curling up, clearly satisfied he knew something they didn’t. He shoved a hand through his short, dark waves, the smile blossoming. “The labyrinth of tunnels that run from where the old docks were to many of the original houses of the rich and wealthy?” He paused, searching their faces. When no one answered, he continued. “They built them to avoid paying import taxes. One empties into a cellar below Enchanted Ink. I found it in my first week here.”

      “It can’t be. We’d know.” Gideon glanced at Oz and Luca and sensed he wasn’t the only one unconvinced. If there was a major security concern like that, they would’ve known.

      Wouldn’t they?

      Flippant, Phoenix shot back, “Google it, if you don’t believe me.”

      Gideon reached into his pocket.

      “After you clear the neighborhood and we get these bastards loaded up,” Luca barked, pegging Gideon with a heavy stare.

      “Who died and made you king?” Gideon snapped.

      “Stop it!” Oz said from where he knelt next to one of the dormant demons. “We’re all exhausted. Don’t take it out on each other.” He ran a hand through his tousled hair. “These things aren’t going to sleep forever.”

      Gideon crossed his arms over his chest and “hmph”-ed all while knowing Oz was right. They were weary, yet wired up and on edge, all at the same time. It was a dangerous combination. Luca was one of his best friends. He glanced at Luca, who wore a remorseful expression. “Whatever. You’re still bossy.”

      “You’re still an obstinate pain in my ass.” Luca fought a grin. “You might piss me off, but I love you.”

      Gideon lowered his arms. “You piss me off more, my love.”

      Luca templed his fingers. “Can you please go use your exceptional, memory-bending powers to ensure the locals weren’t watching Demon Armageddon so we can get the hell out of here and go get the rest we all desperately need? Please.”

      “Fine, fine,” Gideon muttered.

      Luca gave him a wink before he turned to help Phoenix and Oz. Gideon stalked down the street to the nearest house, waving a hand to change his black mini skirt and belly baring rainbow sweater to a boring, black gas company uniform. Tucking a few strands of his long hair under the newly-appeared ball cap, he knocked on the door of a white clapboard home that was almost identical to the one Eli had imploded. He listened for sound—and heard none. Using his powers, he listened for thoughts, feelings… and more importantly, memories.

      He pressed a hand to the doorframe, closing his eyes and seeking the home’s memory. He rummaged through over a hundred years to learn that the last family who’d lived there had been gone some months. No one had been there to see a thing. He moved on to the next house. Another empty like the first, as were the next three.

      Odd.

      He finally heard sounds at the sixth. Long seconds passed, and a shuffling grew louder before the heavy oak door slowly swung open with a creek. A tiny woman stood behind it, her cataract-filled eyes pale behind thick glasses. Gideon smiled, the house remembering her as a little girl living there with her parents long ago.

      “Can I help you?” she asked, a smile spreading across her thin, wrinkled lips.

      “Good day, ma’am,” he said, tipping his ball cap. “We’ve had calls about a gas leak in the area and I wondered if you’ve had any issues or smelled any gas?”

      “What was that, dear?”

      Gideon smiled to himself. Hard of hearing worked in their favor, though he knew he shouldn’t be pleased. He repeated the question two more times, increasing pitch until she nodded in understanding.

      “Oh my, yes… I’ve smelled the worst scent in recent months. Like rotten eggs. It’s gotten worse as the weeks pass.”

      Brimstone. The demons had reeked of it.

      She shouldn’t have that problem again. Hopefully.

      Gideon used his powers to sweep through her mind. Thankfully, her eyesight was as bad as her hearing, if not worse. Thankfully for them, but not her. He saw nothing in her recent memories, and particularly the last few hours that spoke of her realizing what was going on. “I’m going to check with your neighbors and see if we can’t find the source. No worries. We’ll get it all taken care of.”

      “What was that?”

      Gideon smiled, leaning closer and squeezing her shoulder. He repeated himself at the higher volume.

      “Oh, you don’t have to check on them. Some big fancy company has bought most of these houses in the last few months. They want to turn this whole area into a shopping center. I’m the final hold out. The entire block is empty.”

      Makes for the perfect demon hideout. An empty block with only a sight and hearing-impaired senior citizen as their neighbor. Had the demons chosen it for that very reason?

      He leaned closer again. “Thanks for letting me know. I’ll have a peek around and see what I can find.”

      “That’s lovely, my dear. When you’re done, you can come in and have a cup of tea. I don’t get many visitors these days.”

      He had no time for tea, but he hated that she was all alone without any neighbors to watch over her. He scanned her memories once more and saw little family came round, either. His chest tightened at her utter loneliness. It gnawed at him, his own lonesomeness pulling him to help her. Biting his lower lip, he smiled. “I’ll do my best to get back as soon as I can. I promise.”

      The woman patted the back of his hand and smiled. “You’re a sweet girl, my dear. Such a pretty one, too.”

      Gideon fought a smile. He was often misgendered, but then, he didn’t exactly make it that easy to determine what he was, either. He preferred a feminine appearance and often wore what was deemed “women’s” clothing, not that a piece of fabric could be gendered.

      Instead of being insulted, he reveled in her confusion.

      Well, she is nearly blind.

      After bidding her adieu, he climbed down her front stairs, and just in case, checked all the other houses. Empty didn’t always mean empty—teenagers, the addicted, or unhoused folks could be in any of them—but she’d been right. The rest were devoid of recent human memory. The houses themselves, not so much, but they couldn’t speak to normies. Couldn’t speak to many witches, either.

      Gideon didn’t make a habit of sharing that part of his gift with others. Not even Cassius. The one time he had, he’d been labeled a freak. By the time he returned to the ashes of the demon lair, Phoenix and Luca were loading up the last of the demons into the white box truck, along with Oracio and Atlas. With a flick of the wrist, his outfit returned to what he’d been wearing.

      “That was fast,” Luca murmured once the final creature was hefted into the back. Phoenix closed the door, locked it, and made a mark with his magic on both door and lock.

      Gideon pulled off the ball cap and flung it. It disappeared into the ether before it ever hit the ground. “One old lady, mostly blind and hard of hearing. She didn’t notice anything.” He ran a hand through his long locks, correcting what the hat had mussed. “She claims the rest of the neighborhood has been bought out by some big, fancy company—her words. I found a memory of some sleezy lawyer trying to convince her to sell. Glad she told him no.”

      “A company buying up the properties around a demon lair?” Luca brushed his hands off on his denim-clad thighs before running one through his spiky purple hair. “That has to be related.”

      “Seemed pretty strange to me, too,” Gideon agreed. “Though she said they wanted to develop it into a shopping center, which makes sense. She’s a holdout, throwing a wrench into their plans, and likely delaying their project. If so, the demons might’ve picked it for that reason alone. It’s quiet… not many people around.”

      “Umm… we can discuss this later,” Oz said. “Eli’s magic won’t last forever. Let’s go.”

      Gideon threw out a hip and glared at Oz. “Do we even know where we’re going?”

      Before Gideon was done speaking, Cassius appeared in front of them.

      Once again without a portal.

      “And he comes back as soon as the hard work is done,” Phoenix muttered under his breath.

      Cassius lifted a brow as he glared at Phoenix. “Is there something you want to say?”

      Phoenix opened his mouth as if he would, but after a withering look from Cassius, he closed it.

      “Cassius doesn’t make a habit of shirking hard work,” Gideon mentioned, though he wondered what had been so important that their leader had left them to clean up the mess.

      Cassius sighed. “I had to prepare a space to keep these beasts contained.” He patted the side of the truck. “All loaded?”

      “Where are they going, Cas?” Gideon demanded. He wouldn’t be denied a second time. “I don’t like the idea of having them inside our walls. We have runes to keep evil out… and now we’re just going to welcome it inside?”

      “They will… and won’t… be in our building. There’s an old cavern underneath, attached to a bunch of old tunnels.”

      Phoenix lifted his head at Cassius’ remark, looking around with a victorious smile.

      Cassius continued, “With Quilliam, Dee, and Graham’s help, I used pieces of the Celestial cells Pierre and Raymond had been locked in to forge an iron cell for the demons. They won’t be able to get out of that.”

      “And then what? We play demon babysitter from here to whenever?” Luca asked. “Hell’s going to come looking for them… and we’re luring them right to our doorstep.”

      “What else can we do?” Phoenix asked. “We kill them, it kills the host and sends the demon back to Hell. Depending on who’s in charge of this lot down there, they could be right back up here in a matter of days. Even if we can’t stop that, the least we can do is save the humans they’ve possessed.”

      Gideon eyed the mysterious Phoenix. He hadn’t gotten a full read on the guy yet—not that he made it a habit to invade coven members’ memories. He’d simply wanted a peek to catch the vibe, but he’d been thus far denied. Phoenix’s mental locks were strong.

      “My thoughts exactly, Nix.” Cassius searched their faces. “Save the humans, send the demons back to Hell. It’s the best we can do.”

      The best we can do… A thought slammed into Gideon. “What if there’s another way?”

      Cassius glanced his direction. “I’m all ears.”

      “What if… we used… the spell we’re not supposed to talk about?”

      “If you’re talking the one that starts with E and ends with a death sentence from the Celestial Council, I think the answer’s gonna be a hard no,” Luca said.

      Cassius didn’t respond at first. From the look on his face, Gideon assumed he was contemplating it. “I don’t think we want to toy with Evanesce, Gideon. Even if we did, I don’t know if any of us are powerful enough to pull it off.”

      “Not powerful enough? As if we haven’t noticed you portalling without a portal,” Gideon shot back.

      Cassius’ brows rose. “I did?” He searched the faces of his brothers around him. “Oh… I didn’t even realize.” Shaking his head, he said, “We’re going off topic… I won’t mess around with Evanesce. It’s too dangerous.”

      The Evanesce spell was terrifying on two fronts. It was worse than death. With death, you moved on to the next plane of existence. With Evanesce, the person bespelled no longer existed. Anywhere. On any plane. They evaporated, and there was no coming back from nothingness. Those who knew and loved them would slowly forget they’d ever existed. Offspring vanished. Erasing someone from the timeline could shift history and change the present which—depending on the person—could cause small ripples or massive tsunamis.

      Taking out a demon couldn’t impact the timeline too much, could it? It wasn’t human, though it had touched those in the afterlife. Time worked very differently in Hell, too.

      Yet someone wielding that kind of power was chilling. If they were strong enough to master the spell, there was a plethora of dangerous, dark magic they’d be able to use with ease.  Speaking the name of the spell aloud was frowned upon in witch circles, that’s how dreaded it was.

      “I know it’s not something to be trifled with, but in this case…” Gideon murmured. “Together, we might be able to pull it off. Like with Eli… focus our magic on you, Cas.”

      Cassius’ eyes darkened. “We don’t need to give the Council another reason to come after us right now.”

      “The council is the thing you’re concerned with here, not the danger of that spell?” Oz asked.

      Ignoring Oz’s comment, Luca added, “If the council sent Raymond here to investigate, they’re already sniffing around as it is. What does it matter?”

      “Hopefully, we’ll soon put a stop to that sniffing,” Cassius said. “Let’s not open another can of worms before we do that, hmm?” Cassius ran a hand through his hair, clearly stressed. It was rare for their leader to get rattled, but rattled he was. “Can we focus on the pressing issue right now? Move the demons and get them locked away. We can ask questions and find answers later.”

      A cough got everyone’s attention. Gideon’s gaze flicked to Atlas, as did everyone else’s. Atlas hadn’t been himself the last week. He’d been quiet. Sullen—well, the sullen part wasn’t that off, but he usually sprinkled them with a liberal helping of sarcasm and humor, enough to balance the scales. Suddenly, Atlas wasn’t the same and Gideon didn’t like it.

      “I’ve seen a spell that might banish the demons and keep them locked in Hell. Forever.”

      “What spell?” Cassius asked.

      “In… the book.”

      Both Cassius and Luca cringed. Gideon stiffened, sensing trouble.

      “What book?” both Oz and Oracio asked in unison before their gazes met.

      “Hammer of the Witches,” Cassius said before Oracio and Oz both gasped. “It appeared in Quilliam’s bookstore recently. Pierre intercepted it, hoping to cure Colby, but,” Cassius eyed Atlas. “Atlas took it from Pierre before the little skunk got himself into more trouble with magic, only to use it himself.”

      “I used it to cure Colby. Then Quilliam stole it from me,” Atlas ground out.

      “It wasn’t yours in the first place,” Cassius corrected, a hint of anger in his tone.

      Atlas’ eyes darkened, his jaw tightening. “It chose me. It belongs to… me.”

      Gideon sensed the darkness growing in Atlas. The book must’ve left its mark. “He needs to be cleansed. Fast. Before whatever darkness has him flourishes.”

      “Agreed,” Cassius said, eyeing Atlas—who stormed off down the sidewalk a few feet. “We can have Quilliam look through the book for the spell. He’s immune to most dark books, so it shouldn’t affect him. Until then,” Cassius paused, pointing that the truck. “We lock them up. After Quilliam finds the spell, we can bind them to Hell and free the humans.”

      “Tick-tock,” Oz said, pointing to his watch. “I said ten minutes ago that time was running thin.”

      “How are we getting to the shop? The streets are going to be packed,” Luca said.

      Salem turned into a madhouse the month of October when Essex Street overfilled with celebrating humans as if it were the French Quarter at Mardi Gras. Without all the booze and flashing, sadly. Gideon loved a good flashing, giving and receiving.

      “We can forge a path.” Cassius waved his hands, creating a massive portal, large enough for the box truck to drive through. The neon sign for the tattoo shop was in view on the other side. “Oz… Oracio… Gideon… go through and drive people back then use an invisibility spell. We’ll pull up in front, empty out, and get the hell out of there.”
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      Festivities were in full effect on the other side of the portal. The holiday was a massive draw for the City of Salem and lined their pockets—it was the Witch City, after all. Blocked off to traffic, Essex Street was packed with revelers, shoulder-to-shoulder amid the street vendors and costumed entertainers. Most were dressed as witches—or rather what humans thought witches looked like. Gideon glanced down at his outfit, realizing he somewhat played into the stereotype, but he loved the looks he got with his oft-worn pointy hats, witchy platform boots, short skirts, and halter tops. The rest of the coven appeared relatively ‘normal’ compared to him.

      With that crowd, it was going to take a massive amount of magic to hide them from the throng, magic they all barely had left. Gideon coiled what power he did have into his hands, stepping between Oz and Oracio on the edge of the portal. Together, they slowly pushed back the tide of humans, step by step, and made room. The humans around them were oblivious, not noticing the growing ten-foot by ten-foot empty space they were creating amid the madness. Once they had a gap, Gideon switched to an invisibility spell, twining more magic into his palms. Oz and Oracio followed suit, walking through as the truck slowly inched behind them.

      Once the truck was parked in front of their building, they made quick work of unloading the demons with the help of the entire coven, who’d been lying in wait inside. It took only minutes to get the beasts behind bars in the underground cavern. And none too soon. One of them opened its eyes as the bars clicked closed. It rushed them, grasping metal instead of escape.

      It screamed in pain, smoke wisps rising into the air, before it released the bars, hands singed.

      “Iron,” Cassius said, grinning. “With that and the wards… there’s no way out.”

      The beast growled. Without his horns and claws, wearing a human suit, he was much less terrifying than he probably should’ve been.

      “Raynd, Alexi… can you take the first shift? I don’t want these guys left to their own devices before we can banish them.”

      The two young shop apprentices nodded.

      “Banish?” the demon said, chuckling. “You can’t banish us.” He pulled a switchblade from his pocket and brought it to his throat. “I can just one way myself back to Hell right now.”

      Gideon stepped forward, gasping. “Didn’t anyone check them for weapons?”

      “Try it,” Cassius said, crossing his arms over his broad chest.

      Gideon’s gaze flipped to Cassius. Try it? What the fuck?

      The demon slit his throat, and a sliver of blood appeared… but then vanished as if nothing happened, the skin resealing itself. Gideon’s eyes widened. An anti-unaliving spell? Interesting.

      Cassius chuckled as the demon attempted three more times. “We expected self-harm in an attempted escape, so we made sure you couldn’t when we built this cell. You can’t harm anyone inside the cell, not even the human bodies you’re now trapped inside, so stick that knife wherever it gets you off. I don’t kink-shame.”

      The demon roared, flinging the knife through the bars at Cassius. It hit an invisible barrier at the outer edge of the cell before clattering to the floor.

      “Can’t harm anyone outside the cell, either,” Cassius added. He turned to the coven. “Get out of here and recharge. You’ve all used up a lot of magic today. I need you ready for whatever comes next.”

      “Get ready for Hell!” another awakened demon screamed from behind the bars. “They’ll be coming for us, motherfuckers!”

      “Let them,” Cassius murmured.

      Let them? Gideon frowned. He wasn’t into welcoming Hell to their front door. Hopefully Cassius was just talking shit, but he wasn’t so sure.

      Gideon followed the pack through the tunnels, paying closer attention the second time around—when he wasn’t helping cart a ten-ton demon into the chasm and too preoccupied to have a look-see. The rough-hewn walls looked hundreds of years old. He paused, angry that he hadn’t known of their existence sooner. He spun, returning to the cages where Cassius was instructing Alexi and Raynd.

      “Cas? Why are we just now learning this place exists?” Gideon asked.

      “We sealed the tunnels off before the section under our building and cursed them decades ago. When I first opened the shop in the eighties. I barely think of the underground these days. It was Quilliam who reminded me.”

      “It’s still a security risk,” Gideon murmured, sensing Cassius was hiding something from him. “We should’ve been informed it was down here.”

      Cassius sighed. “You’re right. It was an oversight, and I apologize.” He leaned on the stone surface. “I know you’re not happy they’re here, but… are we good?”

      Gideon eyed the cage. “I have no idea where else we’d put them. Even so, I don’t have to like it.”

      “No, you do not.” Cassius smiled wanly. “They’re not going anywhere. That cell is near impenetrable.”

      “What’s in the cell is less concern than what’s going to be searching for it,” Gideon said. “Our runes are strong, but strong enough against a legion? I don’t know. And you just tempted fate telling them to bring it.”

      “A legion? Here? Doubtful. But that doesn’t mean they won’t send out smaller hordes to find the missing. Lucifer doesn’t like losing what’s his, but hopefully we can manage this before he notices.” Cassius rose to his full height. “You need rest. Between the fight and getting them here, you’ve got to be tapped out.”

      “I am. We all are. You included.”

      Cassius smiled. “I’m coming up in a while. I want to scan again for potential weak spots before I leave our young watchers alone down here.”

      Gideon headed out, once again eyeing the newly found space under the Enchanted Ink building. He was curious what other surprises lay under the city, as the tunnels clearly went farther. He’d have to do some exploring sometime in the near future, checking for dangers. Maybe Luca and Ash would want to come along.

      He tensed, realizing there was no longer just a Luca and Ash. They were a Luca, Ash, and Colby. They’d met their human mate and were in the process of bonding, aka fucking like bunnies, as often as possible. Not that he wouldn’t do the same had he been in their shoes, but he, Luca, and Ash had been compatriots.

      Suddenly, he was the fourth wheel.

      Or the babysitter.

      He blanched. He wasn’t a babysitter, and Colby’s older brother, Daniel, would be devastated for even suggesting he was. As he exited the door to the underground chamber, he found Luca waiting for him.

      “I was starting to get worried you weren’t coming back up,” Luca said.

      “I had questions for Cas.”

      “Like, why we didn’t know about this place?” Luca asked, sliding his hand over the surface of a door no one had seen before that day.

      “Yeah.”

      “And his answer?”

      “It’s been sealed and cursed for decades. He forgot to share.”

      “Hmm.” Luca frowned, allowing his hand to fall at his side. “Ready to go up? My bed is calling my name.”

      “Mind if I follow you home?” Gideon asked.

      “You want to join Ms. Karen for a nap?” Luca asked in a high-pitched voice.

      “Fucknut, I want to hang out with Daniel. Not you.” While Daniel hadn’t heard what he’d just thought, he felt the need to make amends anyway.

      Luca grinned. “You two get along well. I’m glad. He needs people to protect him.”

      “Protect him? He’s an asskicker. I can’t beat him at any video game I’ve attempted.”

      Luca smirked. “You know what I mean.”

      Daniel had Down syndrome. Where some saw disability, Gideon saw a man who had not an ounce of hate in his heart, well, unless someone was evil. Daniel, who they believed had witch blood in his veins, was an aurist, someone who could see the spectral light encasing a human or entity, and he instantly knew if that being was good or evil. He could also see through the human a demon had possessed and witnessed the true monster inside.

      If Daniel liked someone, Gideon knew they were good people.

      That was a superpower.

      “I do know what you mean.” Gideon kicked his toe on the floor, the rubber squeaking. “Daniel’s pure light, Luc. After the day we’ve had, a little light and love is exactly what the doctor ordered.”

      “True,” Luca said, a wide grin on his lips, clearly proud of his new little family. Full matehood looked good on him. Luca seemed more… balanced. He was stronger, thanks to the completed mate-bond forming a full triad, and happier than Gideon could ever remember. The bossy streak could go, though. “His hugs are always welcome, but especially welcome on a bad day.”

      As they crossed the lobby, a promise whispered through his mind. He paused, drawing Luca to the side. “Mind if we make a pitstop before we go up?”

      Luca frowned. “I’m beat, Gid.”

      Gideon gave him the look. The one when he was willing to fight to get his way. Luca had seen it more than once in the last fifteen years they’d been there.

      Luca sighed, shoulders sagging. “Where?”

      “The old woman. She’s alone, has little family…” He dug deep and found the piece of gold he’d pocketed on his way out to the fight. He showed it to Luca, the chunk between thumb and forefinger. “Maybe you can use those healing powers of yours on her eyes and ears? She’s a near recluse because of them.”

      “Tomorrow?”

      “We have a cellar full of demons. Who knows what tomorrow brings.” He lifted the gold toward Luca. “Please. For me.”

      “I seriously doubt an old woman is going to agree to a stranger tattooing her.”

      “We’ll convince her… and I can take the memory of the pain away as you do it.” Gideon pressed the gold nugget into Luca’s palm. “I know we’re both drained, but I can’t leave her out there alone with no senses to protect herself. Especially given the fact demons will be coming to have a peek at that house once they realize the others are MIA.”

      Luca stared, silent a few seconds. “On one condition.”

      “What’s that?”

      “See if there’s anything else about that company buying up the land and houses in her memory. I doubt that one lawyer was her only brush with them. If she was holding out selling, they probably came around a few times. My gut is telling me it’s tied.”

      “I can do that.”

      Luca tightened his fingers over the gold. “Okay. Let’s go.”

      After Luca grabbed his gear, Gideon linked one arm through his on the way out into the crowded Salem street. Less than an hour later, they sat in Beverly’s parlor as Luca tattooed a small healing enchantment on the back of the woman’s shoulder, Gideon wiping the memory of pain away as his tattoo gun moved. He also dipped into her mind, searching for other memories of the company buying properties, but saw little else.

      A few registered letters. A couple of other lawyers coming to her door, giving her the same exact spiel. They were all slick and glossy… and he felt a hint of evil. But then, they were lawyers.

      When the tattoo was complete, Luca swiped some of his special healing gel over it. Within the hour, she’d feel nothing at all.

      “How’s that?” Gideon yelled.

      “You don’t have to yell at me,” Beverly snapped, her cataracts gone and her eyes a lovely shade of sly blue. “I can hear perfectly well. I might be old, but I’m not deaf.”

      Gideon chuckled. He rose along with Luca.

      She shuffled closer to the mirror above the fireplace. Gideon noticed her steps were faster and more confident than before. He turned to eye Luca’s handiwork. “I’m still not exactly sure why I needed this mark. It’s pretty, though. I always wanted one, but ladies didn’t get tattoos in my day.”

      “As I told you,” Gideon said. “It will turn green if there’s another gas leak. You’ll know to get away from the neighborhood.”

      He hated lying to her, but what else could he say?

      “Ah,” she murmured, pulling her shirt up around her collar and affixing the button. “Maybe I should sell and get out of this old mausoleum. I’ve always wanted to travel and the amount they’re offering could let me see the world.” She shrugged. “You only live once, right?”

      “Sounds like a wonderful plan,” Gideon said. Anything to get her out of the path of evil. “Go see Paris first.” He sighed. “Oh, I adore Paris. The sights. The history. The food. It’s amazing. You’ll love it.”

      She grinned. “I think I just might.”

      “Maybe that grandniece of yours might want to tag along,” Gideon said. “She could take a few semesters off school to travel and see the world with you.”

      “Oh, did I mention Lily?” Beverly asked, grinning softly.

      “You did,” Gideon murmured, fibbing a bit. He’d seen Lily had been the only member of the family who’d visited on a regular basis, but school kept her too busy to do it often. “She seems very sweet.”

      “Oh, she is.”

      “Well, we should be getting home.” Luca rose, and Gideon followed suit.

      “Oh, you’re not going already, are you? You just got here. I’ve got a fresh-baked lemon bundt cake in the kitchen, and I never got you that cup of tea.”

      Luca fought a yawn as he packed his tools away behind her, and Gideon had to fight one of his own. Damned contagious things.

      “Next time. I promise.” Gideon drew his hand into his pocket and lifted a blank business card from it, handing it over. While it was blank to everyone else, she would see the gas company’s logo along with his name and telephone number. “If that off smell returns to the neighborhood before your trip, you call me, okay? Immediately… and then you go to your daughter’s house.”

      “Oh, her husband doesn’t want me there.”

      “You tell him to go suck it. You can tell him I said so,” Gideon replied. “He just doesn’t want you seeing how much he drinks.”

      The woman’s head cocked to the side, and Gideon realized he’d said too much.

      “You mentioned he was a drinker.”

      Beverly frowned. “I did?”

      “I think you did,” Gideon said, smiling. “Maybe not. It’s been a very long day, and I’ve talked to so many folks.”

      “Right, right,” she said, glancing at the card. “Thank you, Gideon.”

      “You’re quite welcome, Beverly,” Gideon said. He eyed Luca and cocked his head slightly before they ambled toward the door.

      After their goodbyes, Luca and Gideon exited out onto the quiet street.

      “See anything else?” Luca asked.

      “Nothing much.” Gideon eyed Luca a moment before turning to scan the dark, empty houses. “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t tell folks about this. Beverly, that is.”

      “What’s to hide?”

      “I don’t need anyone calling me soft.” They already underestimated him because of his size.

      “As if we all don’t know you’re one big softy,” Luca said, grinning.

      “I am not.”

      “Uhhh, I’ve seen you with Daniel. You are, too.”

      “Okay, Mrs. Stephenson.”

      Luca winced, grabbing his chest. “Too soon.”

      “Sorry,” Gideon said. Luca had recently attended his beloved teacher’s funeral after he’d spent years trying to beat back her cancer. “I only meant that you have a soft spot in there, too. The fact you came and did this when you were dog tired only adds more credence to that theory.”

      “So? We have soft spots. Who doesn’t? They’re nothing to be ashamed of.”

      “When you’re nearly seven feet tall and packed with muscles, sure. No biggie. When you’re only five-foot-two and tiny, people tend to assume you’re nothing but one big soft spot. I’ve worked hard to show my hard edges. Don’t ruin it for me.”

      “Your secret is safe with me,” Luca said as they walked the darkened street.

      “Thank you.”

      They trudged along in silence a few minutes before Luca spoke again.

      “You know we don’t see you like that in the coven, right?” Luca asked. “One big soft spot. You’re—and I quote Daniel on this—a badass.”

      Gideon scoffed but inwardly smiled at Daniel’s favorite word.

      “Ash told me how you took that demon down with a swipe of your hand.”

      “I didn’t take him down. I just replayed his worst memory on loop to incapacitate him for a while.”

      “How do you not see how awesomely terrifying that is? You could do that to any one of us at any second. We don’t think you’re soft. We’re scared of you.”

      Gideon smiled to himself.

      “You don’t have to look so satisfied at being terrifying,” Luca muttered.

      “Don’t backtalk me, Karen, or I’ll replay the memory of that really bad haircut you had when you first came to Enchanted Ink.”

      “It wasn’t that bad.”

      “It was,” Gideon said. “I showed an old picture to Ash, and he said he wasn’t sure he would’ve looked twice if you’d still had it when he met you.”

      “Lies,” Luca called out, the sound echoing around the empty neighborhood. “Shit, this place is creepy.”

      “It is.” Gideon rubbed his arms.

      A portal opened a few feet in front of them, and Cassius walked out. “If you’re all done with Beverly, you two need to get some rest.” Cassius beckoned them forward and slipped through the portal.

      “How does he know everything?” Luca asked, his voice barely a whisper.

      “Hey, I appreciate him watching out for us,” Gideon said, beelining it to the portal before it vanished. “Especially on a night like this and when I don’t feel like walking miles home. Let’s go see what Daniel’s up to.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The following afternoon

      

      

      

      Cassius opened the door to Quills and Parchment, the bell over the door tingling its melodic sound. Outside, the sun was falling, sending shards of light through the plate-glass window out front. Dust motes danced in the air, falling onto the ancient covers of the books Pierre had likely arranged in a holiday display. Samhain was barely over, and the store was already prepared for Yule.

      Quilliam stood behind the front counter, nose deep in Hammer of the Witches. Just seeing the book made Cassius’ skin crawl. It belonged under lock and spell, and it would hopefully soon be there again, as soon as Quilliam found what they needed.

      Lifting his gaze, Quilliam closed the cover and eyed Cassius. “I didn’t see the spell Atlas claimed he’d found. I’ve read through it twice now and it’s… not here.”

      Cassius shook his head. “Maybe he saw it elsewhere. I’ll ask him—after Delilah’s done with his cleansing.”

      “I don’t know that a cleansing will be enough. This book,” Quilliam sighed, running a reverent hand over the cover. “It’s not like any I’ve seen before. I’m immune to the evil seeped into pages of most dark spellbooks, but this one? I feel a glimmer of it trying to break through. It needs to go back under lock and spell, far from everyone.”

      “Have you figured out who sent it to you?”

      “It wasn’t on the manifest for that shipment, but then, books often appear without notice, so that’s not necessarily unusual.”

      “Should we get rid of it?”

      “While I’m loath to have it here,” Quilliam said. “Sending it out into the world doesn’t give me the warm fuzzies, either. At least here, we know where it is, can keep it locked away, and know the danger is contained.”

      “Perhaps it can reside in the cage once the demons are bound to Hell.” Cassius sighed. “Although, I don’t know if we’re binding anything without that spell.”

      “The cage would be fine, if we boobytrap it and curse the whole vault to prevent anyone from getting inside.” Quilliam sniffed, rubbing the tip of his nose with his knuckle. “If I can feel its call, I can’t imagine what Atlas is feeling right now.”

      Worry mounted. The last thing they needed was losing Atlas to dark magic. “Will a cleansing alone be enough? I can sense its evil from across the room, and I’ve never touched it.”

      “The cleansing may be fine.” From the look on Quilliam’s face, the man didn’t believe his own words. He fiddled with his bowtie, a sure sign he was worried. “If the cleansing isn’t enough, perhaps Eli can use his crystals. From what I hear, his ancestral magic is something beyond impressive?”

      “I’ve seen nothing like it before. It was incredibly potent… as if he held every generation’s power in his hands all at once. Though brief, it did the job.” It had been like a nuclear event, magically. While they needed it, he worried about the aftereffects of releasing that kind of magic.

      The Council would likely investigate again, as if they needed that.

      Quilliam smiled. “In the right moment, his family saved him. I wish I’d been there to witness it.” Quilliam tapped the top of the book, smile fading. “Perhaps they could be asked again to help Eli’s coven family. Atlas is his brother, of sorts.”

      “True. Either way, we’ll do whatever we need in order to protect him.” Cassius leaned both elbows on the counter. “We’ll see how Delilah does and go from there. Her magic is nothing to sniff at, either.”

      “No, no. She’s quite powerful, herself,” Quilliam said, a worried little smile on his lips. He adjusted his checkerboard tie, which clashed with his blue and green striped button-down. The man was clearly color and pattern blind. He turned his attention to Cassius. “Intervening too soon would be disrespectful to Dee. An assumption her magic would be ineffective before giving her a chance. We will watch and call on Eli, if and when needed.”

      “Good plan,” Cassius said. “In the meantime, I’ll have Atlas start digging, looking for that spell of his in his library. Perhaps he’s misremembering where he read it. If not, it will give him something to focus on while we watch and see how he fares, so it wouldn’t be for naught.” Cassius rose to his full height. “Night, Quilliam.”

      He turned to leave, but as he placed his hand on the knob, Quilliam cleared his throat. He paused, turning to see Quilliam nearly bouncing on his toes, still fidgeting with his tie. “What is it?”

      “I don’t know if I should say,” he said, running one hand through the shock of silver hair atop his head.

      “Is it important?”

      Quilliam frowned, then smiled, then frowned again. “I don’t want to leave you… conflicted.”

      “Conflicted?”

      Quilliam took several steps closer, looking like a five-year-old holding a terrible secret that couldn’t be contained. “Well… I probably shouldn’t tell you this… but…”

      “But what, Quill?”

      “Quill,” he smiled broadly, as if his other concerns were forgotten. “You’ve never called me a nickname before. Quill. I rather like you calling me that. We have been friends for many years now, so it’s well past time, don’t you think? You should come by and have a cup of tea with me every now and again. I’ve asked before but you’ve always been too busy, and I say, we should discuss coven matters more often, you and I. I have much more I could contribute to the team.”

      Cassius laughed to himself. “I don’t doubt you have more to contribute, but for now… What shouldn’t you tell me?”

      The worried look returned, as well as the tie fidgeting. “Well. I… I didn’t see the… the other spell in the book, either.”

      “Other spell?”

      “The one Atlas used to break Colby’s curse.”

      Cassius froze. He wasn’t sure what to make of that.

      “I scanned every single page thoroughly, but there was nothing there.”

      It had to have been in there. Colby’s curse was broken, so they had proof the spell existed. Where else would it have come from? Atlas was a talented witch, but he wasn’t a spellweaver. There hadn’t been a witch with the ability to weave spells in centuries. “So… how did Atlas break the curse?”

      Quilliam inhaled deeply before words spilled from his lips. “My guess is either the book whispered it to him… or the book… changes… depending on the reader. My guess is the latter. Most of the spells inside seem rather innocuous in the grand scheme of things, and I daresay that me, being a simple bookmonger, perhaps I’m not the type of individual it exposes its secrets to.” He smiled feebly. “Or it might be my resistance to evil tomes. I can’t be sure.”

      Cassius frowned. “What you’re saying is—Atlas could potentially find the spell we need if he were given the book again.”

      “Precisely.”

      “He’s already struggling from his last encounter with it.”

      “Which is why I didn’t want to say anything. I didn’t want you conflicted, as I said. Do you give Atlas the book, allow him to find the spell, banish the demons, all while knowing there’s a chance he might be drawn into its evil web? Or do you do nothing, and hope we find an alternative before Hell comes knocking on our door? I wouldn’t want to make that decision.”

      “Is there an alternative? Another spell like the one he spoke of?”

      Quilliam’s shoulders fell. “Not to my knowledge. And without a powerful spellweaver, we can’t create one.”

      Cassius clenched his jaw. Quilliam was a virtual card catalog of spells. If he wasn’t familiar with one, he had a good idea where to look. He was Atlas’ go-to for answers and the spellbooks to find them. If Quilliam didn’t know an incantation, he typically knew where to look—that was his gift. His magic wasn’t necessarily strong, but his memory was powerful.

      “Other than… you know… the one that cannot be used and should not be named, I don’t know another means to prevent those demons from returning to this plane after being ejected.”

      Evanesce. Once again, it was brought to his attention. Cassius shook his head. “I won’t toy with that and tempt more darkness to our door. The Council is already breathing down our necks. There has to be another way.”

      “I don’t claim I know every spell that’s ever existed. Even with the mountains of books I’ve read in my very long lifetime, I’ve perhaps only touched the tip of the iceberg. There are mountains of forgotten spells, lost to time. The perfect spell might be out there, waiting to be pulled from the depths of oblivion. So, we shall search.” Quilliam lifted his chin, appearing more confident than Cassius felt. “And we will find it. We’ve never failed to find our path forward.”

      Cassius sighed. “I hope you’re right. But where would you even begin? You’re the one who usually has the answers when it comes to obscure spells.”

      “I can reach out to my fellow booksellers. We’re all quite close, swapping books, as needed. I’ll see what I can ferret out.”

      “I would appreciate it, Quill.”

      Quilliam’s broad smile returned. “Does this mean I can call you Cas?”

      “Sure,” Cassius replied with a smirk. “Before I go, are there any other bits you’re withholding?”

      “Nothing pertinent,” Quilliam said with a sly smile.

      Nothing pertinent, meaning he has other secrets. Cassius chuckled, shaking his head. “Goodnight.”

      “Goodnight… Cas.” Quilliam giggled under his breath.

      Cassius exited the store, the little bell over the door jingling overhead. He scanned the small crowd outside the store, the thick mob of humans still celebrating the holiday into November first. In a matter of days, the streets would be lighter and the city returned to its residents.

      Through the thinning crowd, he sensed a presence. Lifting his gaze, he saw a familiar set of eyes staring back at him through the pack. He took a step forward, hopeful, but as soon as he moved, the man disappeared amongst the throng.

      Cassius leaned back against the building, scanning the faces for the one he desperately wanted, but came up empty.

      Damn it.

      When will he stop running?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A week later…

        The Celestial Council

      

      

      

      With Cassius’ worry about the Celestial Council involving itself after the battle with the demons, they’d devised a plan for a fishing expedition. Eli’s mate, Raymond, a Council Witch Hunter, had let it slip in a missive that Gideon might be interested in working for them. Gideon had known they might want to have a fishing expedition of their own.

      He was the tiny little witch amidst giants, so he might give the impression of being the weakest link, and therefore the least danger to the Council.

      Only a day later, an invitation to work for the Celestial Council had magically arrived for Gideon. Not only an invitation, but a meeting with the Supreme Seven, at that. He’d anticipated meeting with an underling, someone he could effortlessly manipulate with a memory read easily, but no. He’d meet the Seven. An honor for most witches, Gideon wasn’t impressed and knew he had a battle of wills ahead of him. With a heavy chip on his shoulder, he swept into the Council’s inner chamber with his head held high, ready to show them how wrong they were to underestimate him.

      Raymond and Eli escorted him, trailing behind. Raymond knew his way around, and Eli had demanded to attend to protect them both, though Gideon didn’t need his protection.

      The Grande Hall was designed to awe with its polished floors, rune-carved walls, and high ceilings encrusted with gold. Gideon looked from the corners of his eyes, refusing to show wonderment at the majesty displayed around him. Instead, he focused on Hecate in her flowing pale blue gown standing behind a long, golden trestle table, raised upon a dais at the back of the room—the Goddess of all Witches looking as regal and elegant as he’d oft heard described. She was beautiful, in a severe way, her sharp features and slim, pointed nose giving her a bit of harshness, which he’d heard she possessed. Three powerful goddesses graced her on either side, all wearing ethereal white gowns. A glow of magic swelled around them all like halos, illuminating their features and shimmering against the golden walls of the chamber.

      The power of seven was potent.

      But then, he saw that in his own coven. The tattoo shop, surrounded by three other magical businesses on either side.

      Seven tattooists—Cassius and his six enchanters.

      Gideon returned his focus to Hecate, sensing he shouldn’t allow his thoughts to wander in her presence. He supposed he should feel… excited? Honored? Few were allowed an audience with the Celestial Council itself. Underlings? Sure.

      The seven? Rare.

      Yet he felt… nothing. He could care less about the Council or their rules. The opulence around him seemed contrived. The large golden table was trying too hard. The whole vibe was meant to cause fear and self-doubt, only Gideon wasn’t buying into it. He’d marched into the Wizard of Oz’s chamber, ready to pull back the curtain and expose them all as frauds.

      Only they weren’t frauds. Not exactly.

      Or were they?

      He’d felt the press of their magic as soon as they entered. They pushed at the edges of his control, growing more aggressive as the seconds passed. He fought it, but together, the seven were stronger than him. Their magic felt odd… as if it was all coming from one entity not seven.

      Merged power? If it were true, it meant they were more dangerous than he’d assumed.

      But with those who were powerful, also often came conceit. Conceit allowed for hubris. They assumed their own mental blocks were stronger than his, but they were wrong. Gideon found a sliver of a crack and glimpsed a tiny peek inside their minds before they sensed his presence and blocked him—and then shoved harder against his own mental barriers, nearly breaking through.

      Nearly, but they did not win.

      He fought, but knew he was no match for seven goddesses for long. He attempted a different tactic. “A bit intrusive, don’t you think? I don’t get an introduction before you jump inside my head?”

      At his side, Eli agreed. “We did not give our consent to this.”

      None of the goddesses responded, nor did they stop their intrusion. They stared down from their golden pedestal, haughty in their disdain. Gideon was ready to walk out with both middle fingers fully extended. Instead, he sauntered closer and smiled wickedly, deciding a bit of sarcasm might irritate. An irritated witch made mistakes. “This is a great way to introduce a potential employee to the Council.”

      He glanced at Raymond, who stood wide-eyed beside Eli. He’d asked Gideon to remain respectful and not poke the bear, but fuck that bullshit.

      Respect was earned, not given.

      Gideon marched up the two steps and stood directly in front of the table they used to set themselves apart. He extended a hand and took pleasure in the look of intense surprise on the goddesses’ faces. “Now, shall we go with a proper introduction? I’m Gideon Goode.”

      It had the desired effect. They stopped their snooping and backed off. Gideon inwardly breathed a sigh of relief.

      Hecate glanced at his outstretched hand as if it were poisonous—yet she eventually lifted a hand to his. Gideon felt her magic rubbing up against his as she shook it, little whispers of her memories sliding through his mind. She snatched her hand away, as if burned.

      Gideon went to each of them, one by one, and shook their hand, getting more bits here and there. Most of it trivial. The good stuff was buried deep. When he was done, he turned and returned to his coven brothers, nearly bursting with laughter at the incredulous expression on Raymond’s face.

      “What are you doing here, Eliphas? I believe you declined our offer of employment,” Hecate asked.

      “I’ve reconsidered,” Eli murmured. A lie. He had no plans to work for them. “With our newly mated third working here, I was considering what possibilities there were for our future.”

      “The rune you mentioned,” Hecate said. “Where have you seen this?”

      Before entering, Eli had noticed an odd rune carved into the doors of the chamber, one Gideon had never seen. He’d made a comment under his breath as the grand, carved doors had first opened, but clearly Hecate had heard.

      “I’ve seen it in my family records. They kept detailed sketches of the protection runes they’d come across over the ages.”

      Hecate narrowed her icy, blue stare at Eli. “Who of your forebears used this rune?”

      Gideon turned to Eli and saw his Adam’s Apple bobbing. Keep your cool, Eli. You’ve got this.

      “Do you think I know the name of all my forebears?” Eli asked. “I have hundreds that go back centuries. Can you remember all your relatives from way back when?”

      Her relatives? Gideon bit his tongue to keep from laughing. She’d sprung up near the beginning of time itself. Her fellow gods were relatives in the same sense that humans called their workplaces ‘one big family’. Anyone with sense recognized the jargon for exactly what it was—a means of manipulation and control. Co-workers would throw one another under the bus to save their own skin at any point. As would gods, from what he’d heard.

      That’s not how a family worked.

      Not a healthy one, that is.

      As far as Hecate’s family, they were most definitely not healthy. Considering how prolific Zeus had been with his wandering wang, spreading his seed everywhere, there was likely no way she could know the majority of her supposed siblings, halves, wholes, or otherwise. Add in all the incest, and well, it was a big pot of messed up ancestry.

      “No. I can’t,” Hecate spat, her expression emotionless. She turned to Gideon, eyeing him up and down.

      “You wish to work for the Council? Why? You and Eliphas both suddenly show up looking for work. Is Cassius losing control of his coven?”

      “Not even close,” Gideon murmured, jaw tight. “I can do both, can’t I? Continue in my role in the coven and work for the Council on an as-needed basis. I doubt you need someone with my skills lingering around all the time.”

      “You’d be shocked,” Morganna, the Goddess of Battle and War, muttered.

      He eyed the woman, a question popping in his mind. Why would the Council need a Goddess of Battle and War? Were they planning to wage one?

      “We might be willing to try you on an as-needed position,” Hecate said after casting Morganna a stern look. “If your magic’s what it’s purported to be.”

      Gideon lifted a brow, his lips curling. “I’d like you to show me a memory witch of my caliber if you know of one.”

      Hecate frowned, but the hint of a smile on her lips lessened the impact. She snapped her fingers, and a young witch stepped into the chamber through a hidden door at the side. The witch was tall and lean, and incredibly beautiful. She glided gracefully toward them, her long, flowing gown making her appear to be floating—which she well could have been underneath. She stopped and turned to face Gideon, her face seemingly familiar.

      Yet Gideon couldn’t place it.

      “This is one of my daughters. She’s a demigoddess and her magic strong. Her mind stronger. I’ve trained her myself.” Hecate rose, glaring down her sharp nose. “If you can wipe her memory and turn her into a blank slate, the job is yours.”

      Gideon eyed Hecate’s daughter and searched her features. From the twinkle in her eye and smile to her lips, he sensed she thought him incapable of the feat. His gaze flipped to Hecate for a second, noting her expression was just as haughty. Neither expected him to win.

      “Ready?” he asked the daughter.

      The blonde smiled at him, chin high. “Not a chance you’ll be able to do it.”

      Gideon had already felt around the edges of her memory before asking her to begin and saw the way in within seconds. It wouldn’t be easy, yet not hard, either. More tedious, winding through the haphazard protections she’d laced about her mind without careful planning. There were weak spots throughout, but he needed to find just the right one. He coiled magic into his palm and thrust it her way.

      She quickly evaded the spell and returned one of her own. Gideon spun, the magic just barely caressing his leg. He shot another spell from his fingertips as he spun, hitting her square in the chest. Angrily, she shot another back, and he narrowly evaded it.

      Back and forth they went, each of them hitting their mark a time or two. When she lifted a hand, out of breath, he lowered his hands.

      “This is getting nowhere,” Hecate’s daughter said. “We’re equally matched.”

      “Oh, we are very much not equally matched,” Gideon murmured.

      The demigoddess’ face went blank as she stared at him, as if a curtain was pulled over her head. She stood stock-still, silent.

      “Allianna?” Hecate asked.

      Her daughter did not move.

      “What have you done to her?” Hecate demanded of Gideon.

      “Only what you asked,” Gideon replied, smiling broadly.

      Allianna twitched and then stumbled a step. She glanced around, wide-eyed and open mouthed. “Where am I? Who are you people?” Her panicked expression intensified. “Who am I?”

      Hecate shot a blast of magic at her daughter, and Allianna froze.

      “Put it back,” Hecate growled.

      “You’re mad at me for passing your test?” Gideon asked. “Or is it because you assumed she was stronger than I because she has your blood in her veins?”

      Hecate coiled magic in both palms. “Put her right or you won’t leave this chamber. Neither will your friends.”

      Gideon scowled. “You want her made whole again? Perhaps I want something in return.”

      Hecate lowered her hands, her magic dissipating, as she threw her head back and laughed. “You dare make demands of a goddess? I could kill you where you stand.”

      “And her memory dies with me,” Gideon replied, smiling.

      “As if I couldn’t repair her myself.”

      “Why haven’t you?” Gideon asked.

      Hecate’s smile vanished. “What is it you want, Witch?”

      “Emancipation from the Council. For my entire coven. We are no longer under your rule.”

      “We didn’t discuss this,” Eli whispered at his side.

      Gideon glanced his way, pleading silently for Eli to give him leeway. Eli appeared unhappy, but he closed his mouth.

      “Not happening,” Hecate said, her smile grim.

      “This is a negotiation, is it not? If you won’t give me what I ask for, what can you give me?”

      Hecate eyed him. “A get out of jail free card. Single use.”

      “Two get out of jail free cards. For each of our coven members.”

      “I give you an inch and you take a mile. One for each. Final offer.”

      Gideon smiled. “One for each.” He glanced at Raymond and Eli. “And when Raymond puts in his notice that he’s leavin⁠—”

      “Gideon,” Raymond whispered hotly.

      Gideon ignored Raymond. “… leaving the Council, which, by the way, will be arriving soon—you will accept it with grace, and allow him to leave his position without argument.”

      “Raymond is one of our best Witch Hunters. You ask too much.”

      “He knows you toyed with his memory after his accident. Made him forget his mates so you could keep him in your clutches.”

      Hecate laughed, leaning back in her chair with an ease Gideon sensed she didn’t feel. “We were protecting him. He was nearly dead. His mind fractured. The only way to save him was to wipe certain events clear from his mind. Knowing his own mate had nearly gotten him killed—well, we feared that would be too much for him to accept.”

      “It was an accident, and you know it,” Eli spat. “Pierre didn’t mean for it to happen. He was trying to help.”

      “He tried and failed,” Hecate snapped back. “Pierre nearly killed Raymond in the process. We did what we had to in order for him to live.”

      “But after I was healed, you never told me what happened,” Raymond said. “I went years without my mates. They went years thinking I was dead. Why?”

      “They’d endangered you,” Hecate said. “They do not deserve you.”

      “That isn’t your choice to make,” Raymond yelled.

      The room thickened, magic tightening the skin on Gideon’s bones. He sensed it was Hecate’s anger fueling it.

      “You made a call, I get it,” Gideon said, moving between Raymond and Hecate. He smiled, attempting to placate her. “You were trying to protect him. As any good leader does. Unfortunately, he wishes you’d chosen differently. You kept him from his mates, and he’s angry. Anger breeds contempt. Contempt destroys loyalty. You will always wonder if he is still the steadfast hunter you’ve relied on all these years. Is it not better to allow him his freedom instead? To be with the mates you kept him from all these years? He’s given you so much. Allow him to retire.”

      Hecate’s expression did not change, the scorn in her eyes burning. Finally she lifted her chin, looking down her nose at them all. “He can have his freedom. On two conditions.”

      “And those are?” Gideon asked.

      “You can never tell anyone what transpired here in this chamber.”

      She likely didn’t want the witching world to know how easily he stole her daughter’s memory.

      “Acceptable,” Gideon said, glancing at Eliphas and Raymond before focusing on Hecate. “We will never repeat it. What’s the second?”

      “After you return my daughter’s memory to her, you wipe Eliphas and Raymond’s memories of this conversation.”

      “No,” both Eli and Ray snapped in unison.

      “I will not have my daughter’s reputation as a witch brought into question. She is a demigoddess. My daughter.”

      “How about I wipe their memory from just before Allianna was brought out and until we walk out of this chamber. I’ll fill the gap in their memory with a fabricated memory. You lobbing inane questions about working for the Council or some such.”

      “Gideon?” Eli asked. “I do not want our memories touched.”

      “Trust me,” Gideon whispered. “I’ve never harmed you, Eli. I don’t plan to start now. None of this was earth-shaking. It won’t change anything for either of you.”

      Eli glared.

      “It is the only way out of here,” Gideon whispered as low as he could.

      “You could’ve let Allianna win and walked away, but that wasn’t something the mighty Gideon can do, is it? Your pride caused this. We’ll pay the price for it.”

      Gideon met Eli’s stare and knew there was some truth to that. Pride always came before a fall. “Be that as it may, we want to leave this room, no?”

      Eli continued to glare, but soon softened his expression. He turned to eye Raymond before focusing on Gideon. “Fine. Nothing more than needs to go… and it better not hurt.”

      “Not like you’d remember it, anyway,” Gideon said with a wink.

      Eli growled under his breath.

      “Will that be enough?” Gideon asked Hecate. “They won’t remember the key parts of our conversation and your secret is between me and your council.”

      Hecate’s nostrils flared. “It is acceptable.” Hecate vanished, reappearing inches before Gideon. She reached out a hand. “Do we have an accord?”

      Gideon lifted his hand. Before he touched her, Hecate pulled her hand away. “If you speak of this to anyone, I will have you burned at the stake. And I will ensure you live for days, burning. Remember that.”

      Gideon swallowed. “Understood.”

      Hecate shook his hand, the magical pact struck. “Now, fix my daughter.”

      Gideon coiled magic into his hand and shot it at Allianna. Hecate snapped her fingers seconds after and the girl moved, lifting a hand to her cheek.

      “What happened?” She lifted her gaze to Hecate. “Mother?”

      Hecate didn’t answer her, disappointment in her eyes. She turned to Gideon. “Now, them.”

      Gideon performed another spell, wiping most of the meeting away and replacing it with an invented memory of inane babble. Both Eli and Raymond blinked over and over, hands lifting to their heads.

      “Does it hurt?” Hecate asked.

      “I’ve never experienced it for myself,” Gideon replied. “I’ve been told there was a slight sensation of pressure, as if I were digging about—which I often am. No one has spoken of pain.”

      Hecate sniffed. “I’d hoped it hurt a little. A pity.”

      Gideon rolled his eyes. “I think it’s time for us to leave.” He urged the pair of bewildered men toward the door.

      “Before you go,” Hecate murmured.

      Gideon paused looking over his shoulder.

      “You never intended to work for us, did you?”

      Gideon fought a smile. “Nope.”

      “Did you accomplish what you set out to do?”

      Not really. Their defenses had been too strong but why let them know that? “I think I did.”

      “I think,” Hecate replied. “You’re an opportunist who took advantage of a moment of weakness for his own gain. You didn’t get what you wanted, so you took what you could.”

      “And you would’ve done things differently?”

      Hecate smiled. “No.” Her smile widened. “But don’t think we didn’t have our own designs for this meeting. We may well have learned more than you wished to share.”

      Gideon searched her face, sensing she wasn’t telling the truth, but then, they very well might’ve read Eli or Raymond’s minds.

      “The offer of employment stands, Gideon Goode. If you ever change your mind, our door will open to you.” The next line, Hecate whispered inside his mind. Anyone who can wipe the memory of a demigoddess belongs here. Not out there amongst the riffraff.

      Don’t count on it, lady. “I’m honored.”

      “No, you’re not,” Hecate said, laughing. “Now leave before my amusement fades and I change my mind about letting you go.”

      “With pleasure,” Gideon muttered before meeting Eli and Raymond at the door. The doors opened for them, and he urged them through. He gave Hecate one last glance before following them out. Once outside in the cold, crisp air, Gideon sighed with relief.

      “I’m never going back into that building,” Eli said after they’d all climbed into the car.

      “It was intense,” Gideon murmured, knowing the secret they did not.

      “Did you figure out which one of them had given Doyle his new memory?” Raymond asked.

      Doyle, their ex-apprentice, had been aiding the demons they’d fought. His memory had been altered, and not well, and signs pointed to the Council. “To be honest, it could be any of them. They’ve merged their magic into one.”

      “All of them?” Eli asked, looking over his shoulder into the backseat. “The entire building?”

      “No, the seven on the Celestial Council itself. It was kind of like when we fought at Dark Arts, when we lent you our magic. All made into one. But this is different. We all retained our own magic signatures. Theirs?” He shook his head. “I can’t tell where one ends, and the others begin. A hive mentality. So, it could be any one of them.”

      “Holy fuck,” Raymond said.

      Eli had his cell to his ear, talking to Pierre, and the conversation ended.

      “Did you get anything else from them?” Raymond asked him, his voice low as Eli talked with Pierre.

      “There is something dark lingering in that merged magic. I think one of them was tainted before they merged. It might be spreading.”

      “I want to know why they did this. What good could come from it?” Raymond shook his head. “I can’t believe Hecate agreed to be bound to others. The goddess I knew would not allow something like that.”

      “Perhaps she had no choice.”

      “Perhaps,” Raymond said. “If that’s the case, who’s powerful enough to force Hecate’s hand?”

      “That’s a question you might need to ferret out yourself,” Gideon replied. “It might be the very person pulling the strings on whatever the demons were doing in Salem. All we know is they were cursing humans, particularly witch’s mates. To what end?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine at this point,” Raymond answered. “At least we’ve stopped them. They can’t curse anyone from a cage.”

      “No, but there are legions in Hell. More could be on the way to take their spots as we speak. We need to cut off the head. The minions will falter without a leader.”

      Raymond chuckled. “Have to find the head, first.”

      “Oh, we will,” Gideon said.

      As soon as they returned to Enchanted Ink, Gideon marched to the doorway of the underground lair and descended the ancient steps. He strode up to the gates, one of the demons smiling and leering at him.

      “Hi,” Hadyn, one of their young coven members who’d been pulling quite a bit of guard duty, said as Gideon entered.

      “Hi,” Gideon responded, not taking his eyes off the evil creature in front of him. He’d been avoiding what needed to be done, but there were too many questions left unanswered.

      “Hey, beautiful,” the demon crooned. “Why don’t you come over here and suck my cock with that pretty mouth of yours.”

      Gideon smiled and pushed into the demon’s mind. It wasn’t hard, he slipped right past the meager defenses and had access to it all. He rewound the tape, so to speak, going back through recent memories, searching for answers.

      He paused on a dark figure, completely blacked out of the demon’s memory. Over and over the black figure appeared, fully masked. Gideon couldn’t remove the concealment, couldn’t break past it. Whoever was in charge had covered their tracks well. The minute he was back in Hell, he leapt out of the demon, wanting to see no more.

      One by one, he ransacked their memories, and each one of them had the same dark figure. Some even had whole blank spots that had been wiped entirely clean. There was nothing left for him to grab hold of. They gave him nothing.

      Frustrated, he spun and stomped upstairs without another word.

      As he exited into the lobby, he heard, “What did you see?”

      Gideon spun. Cassius leaned against the wall beside the door. “Nothing. Just an empty black spot.”

      “That’s all I saw, too, though my memory skills are nowhere near as good as yours. Good to know I’m not as weak as I feared.”

      “I couldn’t get past the mask. Whoever did it is strong. Very strong.”

      “I got the same sensation. This person doesn’t want to be found. Too bad. We will find them and put an end to it,” Cassius said.

      “Damned straight,” Gideon said.

      Cassius smiled. “I appreciate the get out of jail free card you negotiated, by the way. Well done.”

      “You know about my secret conversation inside the protected walls of the Celestial Council, but not who’s behind the mysterious mask in their memories?” Cassius always seemed to know everything that went on around him. Gideon had gotten used to it, but on occasion, it rankled. Especially when he had a surprise he wanted to share.

      “It helps being mated to a shapeshifter who can take any form,” Cassius said. “He can be a fly on any wall I wish him to be.”

      “Ahhh,” Gideon said, smiling. “Switch followed us inside and listened in.”

      “Exactly,” Cassius murmured. “I was worried the three of you might get into trouble. I needed to know you were safe.” He sighed. “If I knew where to direct him to expose the masked man, I would send h—well, I wouldn’t send him because I’d be fearful for his life, but you get the idea. I can’t know what Switch and I cannot see for ourselves.”

      “I’ve always wondered how you did that.” Gideon smiled. “Magicians aren’t supposed to tell their secrets, you know? I would say that goes for witches, too.”

      “I think we know each other well enough to peel back the curtain every once in a while,” Cassius said, smirking.

      “Well, to be honest, I’m glad to have someone to discuss that conversation with considering my pledge. You know it all?”

      “Of Hecate’s daughter? Oh, yes. Well done.”

      “I’m not allowed to tell anyone what happened, but you already know, so I’m not breaking my agreement one bit.”

      “I wouldn’t be too worried about Hecate coming after you. She had the power to return her daughter’s memory yet didn’t. Or rather, she used to have the power.” Cassius knocked his fist gently on the wall. “Now that they’ve merged, perhaps she’s bound by group consensus. Was she outvoted by her sisters on the Council? Retribution for a past slight, perhaps? The possibilities are endless.”

      “Or are they all being controlled by someone else entirely?”

      Cassius shrugged. “We get more information and end up with more questions than answers.” He chuckled mirthlessly. “Your pact with her to take Eli and Raymond’s memories away?”

      “Yeah?”

      “She never said you can’t give it back to them.”

      Gideon grinned. “I’d already recognized that loophole. I figured I’d give it a couple of days before I did, though. Eli’s going to be angry at me for taking it. Raymond was pretty pissed at some of the things Hecate said, too. They’re in their honeymoon phase right now. Let them have a few more days of bliss before I drop that back into their heads and get them riled up.”

      “You did what you had to. They won’t be mad long. As long as you do return it.”

      “I’ll give them a long weekend. Monday, I’ll return it. Promise.”

      Cassius grinned before squeezing his shoulder and heading back to the tattoo studio.

      Gideon stood in the empty lobby, a wave of loneliness washing over him. In recent months, it had grown heavier and heavier. He knew he could go to the shop and hang out with a dozen people or go hang out at Luca’s, but after his little games with Hecate, he was exhausted. He took the elevator to his small apartment he shared with no one, changed into his cotton pajama pants and a cami, grabbed a pint of Rocky Road, and turned on the new Interview with a Vampire series he’d heard folks rave about.

      And escaped into someone else’s story for a few hours to forget that sense of isolation he’d struggled to shake in recent months.
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