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Chapter 1


Andy





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

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

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

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

“Momma? Here's the notes.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

And poor Elijah, too. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Silence. 

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

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

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

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

Was I?

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

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

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

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

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

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

What was my life coming too? 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I burst out laughing. He wasn't wrong. 








  
  

Chapter 2


Elijah





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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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








  
  

Chapter 3


Andy





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

And the argument was the same too. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I gave him a subtle head shake. 

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

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

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

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

Basically, not his problem.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I snorted at their stupid password. “And—”

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

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

“Cultists,” I breathed. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

How had this gone so bad, so fast?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The charm remained silent and inert.

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

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