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Chapter 1


Zhong





Everyone was hurting, but Hasumi wasn’t here to ease the pain. 

“Are you happy now?” Andy growled at her sister, as they faced off in the clearing where so much carnage had occurred. 

Where each of them had lost someone dear to them, and where Andy, I was certain, had lost even more than that. She had lost the fragile sense of safety she had built around her. She had lost her ability to stay detached from the conflict that threatened to tear apart two realms. 

“I knew it!” My master’s voice rose gradually in volume until she was shouting in her sister’s face. “I knew if I let myself get pulled into your…your stupid heroics and delusions of grandeur, I would regret it!”

Bella was just as raw as Andy, but she showed it in a different way. Where our Lovell was bright and overflowing with fiery rage, her sister burned quieter, darker. She had lost someone too, but instead of burning with it, she iced over. Went cold. 

Belladonna lifted her chin, her eyes red but dry, her tears tucked away so she could focus on her purpose. “This is bigger than your pain,” she told her sister, her voice deceptively calm. As if no pain could reach her. “Bigger than both of us.”

Andy sneered at her, waving a hand around the decimated forest refuge. “No shit, Sherlock. Do you know how many people we murdered today? Do you even care? And for what? Was it worth Junaid’s life?” Her voice cracked, the raw pain in it obvious to anyone who listened. “Because it sure as shit wasn’t worth Hasumi’s life. Nothing could ever be worth that, you cold-hearted bitch!”

Bella remained calm and cool in the face of her sister’s burning anguish. “Death is part of battle,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest and planting her feet in a firm posture that said she wouldn’t be cowed. “There is always a risk when you stand up for something you believe in. Junaid knew that. I’m sure your water weaver knew it too.”

It sounded so matter of fact. But I think we all heard the way her voice wavered, just a little, when she said her lost jinn’s name. 

“Oh, fuck you!” Andy bit out. “You’re just as heartless as the rest of our fucking relatives. I should have known better than to ever get involved with you and your bullshit. You’re a fanatic, just like they were. You just think you’re better than the rest because you’re on the opposite side of the war this time. But that doesn’t make you any less insane.”

Bella drew in a deep, slow breath, and I thought maybe Andy had just hit her where it hurt. But she refused to show it. “Is that what you really think? That my blood is tainted, and I’m just as evil as the people who birthed me? That I’m nothing more than the Lovell name?”

Andy snorted and pointed to where Junaid’s body had been laid out beside half a dozen innocent people who had been killed by the cult. Already the ice jinn’s physical form was fading, slowly returning him to the elements that had birthed him. “I don’t know,” Andy said flatly. “Why don’t you ask them. Would they be dead if you hadn’t filled their heads with rebel ideals and fighting spirit? Or would they be safely hidden away from the conflict, where they belong?”

Bella’s voice didn’t change, but her face turned red, and her posture went rigid. I glanced at the others, wondering just when we should step in… or if attempting to interfere would only get us caught in the crossfire. Andy and Bella were both very powerful witches. 

“You think you’re any better than me?” Bella said softly. “You’re a Lovell too, Oleander, or did you forget? Your name is just as poisonous as mine. If I’m tainted by my blood and my heritage, then so are you, little sister.” She arched her brows and stared Andy down with ice in her veins. “You didn’t have to come when I called for you. Doesn’t that mean it’s your fault that your little water spirit got vaporized? Doesn’t it make you just as responsible for these people’s fate as I am?” 

“Hasumi,” Andy bit out. “Their name was Hasumi. Don’t try to make them into a nameless, faceless thing so you don’t have to feel guilty.”

“I’m not like you,” Andy growled, fisting her hands at her sides, her magical signature fluctuating with her anger and pain. “I’ll never be like you. Because I fucking care about other people. Clearly you couldn’t give a fuck less that the jinn who saved you from our family is dead. Was that all Junaid was to you? Just a tool? There to keep you safe, but easily tossed aside once he served his purpose?”

The crack of Bella’s hand meeting Andy’s cheek echoed across the clearing. 

And that was the point where I’d had enough. They could yell at each other all they wanted. But I wouldn’t stand by and let Andy be hit by anyone, even her sister. And if they had resorted to slapping, it was only a matter of time before dangerous spells started flying. 

Striding forward, I grabbed my master and slung her over my shoulder, ignoring her kicking and screaming. Dyre and Ambrose slipped between us and Bella, the darkness in the air warning her not to overstep again. Elijah’s warm glow radiated from behind me, and I heard him whispering to Andy, attempting to soothe her hurt and anger. My wings spread wide, and I pulled myself up to my full height, glaring at Belladonna over Dyre and Ambrose’s heads. 

“Touch her again, and you will regret ever being born, Lovell or otherwise,” I ground out. 

Bella’s eyes still flashed with anger, but she bowed her head in acknowledgement, her lips pressed into a firm line, no doubt to keep from spewing more senseless words that would only cause more fighting. “Take her away,” she finally bit out. “Get her out of my sight.”

Then, she aimed her words at Andy’s rear end. “I’ll talk to you when you remember who you are,” she informed her sister. “But not a second before.”

With that, Belladonna Lovell pulled an athame from her belt, slashed it across her arm, and used some sort of blood and earth magic to open a questionable portal that I hoped led back to our pocket world. 

I gave her one more glare for good measure, then stepped through the portal with my grumbling bundle of witch still slung over my shoulder. 

The moment we reached the courtyard, Andy slapped my back. “Put me down, asshole. I have feet.” 

“No,” I said firmly, disobeying my master for the first time in… ever, I think. “You aren’t in any state to be around other people. You’re going to your room before you hurt them as much as you just hurt your sister.”

I expected more of a struggle, but she went limp, all the fight going out of her as I carried her inside and toward the stairs. Pausing at the bottom of the staircase, I turned back and looked for Aahil. “You too,” I told him, putting a bit of unaccustomed authority into my voice. “Upstairs, now.” 

The beautiful, wrecked little jinn narrowed his golden-brown eyes at me, but surprised me by walking past me and up the stairs as commanded. He left little black smudges where his feet touched the stairs, and licks of flame curled along his bare back and shoulders, and down his arms. But he went. 

I glanced at the others, suddenly concerned that I was being selfish by taking Andy away from them when we were all still reeling, hurting. But Ambrose clapped me on the shoulder and gave me a soft, sad smile. “I’ve got them,” he said with a nod toward Dyre, Elijah, and Niamh. “Go on and tend to Andy and Aahil, big guy. You’re better with that duo than the rest of us.”

And he didn’t have to say it, the thought was right there, shared between us as our eyes met. Hasumi was the one who was good with Andy and Aahil when they were truly struggling. But Hasumi wasn’t here. So, they got me instead. 

What I wouldn’t give for the water weaver to magically appear before us and wrap all of our mangled hearts in comfort and peace. Tears fell down my cheeks, but I ignored them. Andy needed me. And Aahil too. This loss would hit them worse than the rest of us. Not that we didn’t all love Hasumi, but… that was just how it was.

Sighing, I turned and headed up the stairs with my defeated witch and the tiny flaming terror. Hopefully I would survive my silly, overprotective urges. But then I paused. Someone was following us, their footsteps nearly silent, keeping back, apart from the rest, as if they didn’t really know where to go. 

“River,” I said casually. “Would you mind running ahead and getting a bath started in Andy’s room? Then go get the pile of blankets and cushions from Aahil’s room and bring it over?”

Aahil had already disappeared down the hallway, but I knew he’d be waiting for us. Luckily, he wasn’t there to hear my request for someone else to go touching his things. 

River’s deep voice was subdued. “Of course. If… you’re sure?”

Andy surprised me when she spoke. I half thought she had passed out, with how docile she was being. “River,” she said tiredly. “Just listen to the gargoyle. He’s usually right when it comes to fussing over everyone like a big, mushy, bleeding heart.” 

I didn’t take her insult to heart. She was mostly teasing. And for the rest, well, she was still hurting, and I wouldn’t hold a few snarky words against her. “Please,” I said to the shifter. 

River’s warm hand touched my shoulder lightly in passing as he jogged up the stairs with a new purpose. 

Goddess, I missed Hasumi so much. They’d know what to do. Know exactly what everyone needed. But I was all we had. 








  
  

Chapter 2


Andy





Hasumi was gone. 

The thought repeated in my head, along with flashes of those last seconds. How they had stepped in front of me. Needlessly, since the next second I was no longer in the path of the spell that had killed them. 

It still didn’t seem real. I dimly remembered that feeling from when I was a little girl—that sense that everything had changed, but that I would wake up any time now and find out it was all a bad dream. Maybe Ambrose was mad at me, and this was his way of putting me in my place with a poorly-timed nightmare. 

But I knew my boogeyman would never be this cruel. 

I let my head rest against the back of the tub as I stared at the ceiling. It couldn’t be real. If it was real, that meant the gaping hole in my chest was real, and the anguish that wanted to rush in to fill it was warranted. And I wasn’t sure I could survive that. There’d be no coming back from that tidal wave of darkness and pain.

And… I wasn’t sure I had time for that. I might be pissed at her, and I definitely didn’t trust her after this… but in a way, I understood Bella’s cold demeanor back at the battle site. If I let this pain and loss consume me, I’d be no good to anyone ever again. 

Even though I loved Hasumi, could still feel their graceful body in my arms, their lips against mine, still hear the alluring music of their voice in my mind and their touch on my skin as we made love so recently… Hasumi wasn’t the only person I loved, or the only person depending on me to fix the mess that was my life, so we could all live in peace. The others still needed me.

It didn’t make the pain go away. But it did help me finally find the willpower to heave myself out of the now-cold bath water and dry off my thoroughly pruned body. There were other people who were hurting. Other people who depended on me—whether I felt worthy of their trust in me or not. (Spoiler, the answer was “not.”) 

I had to keep moving, even if I was wounded. 

I pulled on the loose t-shirt and sweats that someone had left out for me. Probably Zhong. I had been pretty out of it when he deposited me in the bath, but it seemed like the sort of thing he would do. I thought of his quiet attention and his solid strength and let it anchor me as I took a deep breath and opened the door leading from my bathroom hideout to my bedroom. 

Aahil. 

My eyes found his immediately, knowing I must look every bit as haunted as he did just then. I could feel his pain like it was my own. His beautiful features had lost all hint of their usual haughtiness. He was broken again, and he had only just managed to put himself back together after last time. He had only managed that because of Hasumi. 

My bottom lip trembled, and I blinked back the sudden burn of tears. I couldn’t do this. I couldn’t face this mess without Hasumi’s understanding and guidance. 

Aahil swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing in his long, graceful throat as if he was trying to swallow down something far too big. I understood. I was choking on the magnitude of the loss myself. He lifted his arm and held out a hand to me, and I forced myself to move. 

Someone had dragged all of Aahil’s silly cushions, and pillows, and blankets into the center of my bedroom. The jinn sat cross-legged in the nest. He hadn’t put the oversized hoodie back on yet, so that was something. At least he didn’t feel the need to hide himself away. He was here, vulnerable and raw. I took his hand and let him pull me down into the sumptuous pile of cushions. His hand was overly hot in mine, and his grip so tight I felt my bones grind together. We didn’t speak as he wrapped his arms around me and pulled me down with him, so we were lying on our sides facing each other in the center of the nest of silks and velvet, our foreheads pressed together. 

I tucked one hand under my head and looped the other arm around his narrow waist, taking a deep breath and letting it out. I breathed in his cinnamon and smoke scent and let the comfort of his fiery aura seep into my soul. We had spent a lot of time like this, just lying there, holding each other as he healed from his time with the O’Leary coven. 

In some strange way, the thought gave me a little sliver of hope. 

Aahil had come through his pain and trauma then. Slowly, but surely. And it hadn’t been just Hasumi who helped. I had been there with him every step of the way. Me, and the others, in our own way. I watched as Zhong approached, looming over us for a moment before he sank down to his knees, folding his massive wings and lying down behind Aahil.

I expected the jinn to protest when the gargoyle spooned him from behind, wrapping a massive arm around both of us and pulling us close. But Aahil simply closed his eyes and let out a weak huff of fake displeasure that wasn’t fooling anyone. 

“It’s okay, River,” Zhong rumbled, his deep voice barely more than a whisper. 

It was only then that I realized there was another aura close by. I rolled over, my back to Aahil’s chest, he, Zhong, and me making a weird line of spoons. A couple of feet away, on the floor beside Aahil’s nest, was a long, sleek black jaguar. The cat stretched out on his belly and lay his head on his front paws, letting out a pathetic little mewl of sound that was shocking coming from such a majestic beast. 

“What’s wrong?” I asked, frowning. I checked the urge to reach out for him, not knowing if I was dealing with a wounded animal, or a sad shifter. Then the stupidity of my question caught up with me. “I mean, besides… you know.”

He hadn’t known Hasumi for as long as we had. Didn’t have the deep bond with them that me and the others had. But still, I shouldn’t assume he wasn’t feeling the loss. 

The cat’s captivating eyes closed, and the beast shuddered. 

Zhong sighed. “He thinks it’s his fault.”

I paused for a moment as that sank in, my mushy, exhausted, pain-filled brain finally catching up. Then I sat up suddenly, pushing my damp hair back out of my face. 

“So why are you here, then?” I snapped, a wave of anger overwhelming me. “We’re all here, alive and well, while Hasumi and Junaid are dead, and yet here you are, slinking around in my bedroom like a wounded animal. Either explain, or get the fuck out!”

Zhong and Aahil sat up too, and Zhong reached out to grip my shoulder as the jaguar winced and pressed himself even flatter to the floor. “Andy. Master. It’s not his fault. He saved your life. And…” He sighed again, as if his broad shoulders finally had too much weight to bear. “I think he’s stuck.”








  
  

Chapter 3


River





Ihad explained to Zhong… and to the jinn, I supposed, since he was technically in the room at the time, though he hadn’t participated in the conversation at all. And yet, the two of them acted like nothing had changed. Zhong still treated me with calm kindness and gentle understanding. And Aahil still ignored me like I was a piece of furniture. Just like always. 

I didn’t understand. I was used to being met with fury and questions. With all the reasons why I should have done something differently, as if anyone understood my powers and their limitations—the blessing and the curse—better than I did myself. 

Their reactions were unusual. So, I hadn’t expected the witch to react the same way. I chose her life over that of her lover. Of course she would hate me. I should go back to Magea. Rejoin the rebels. Continue on with my life. But for some reason, I just couldn’t make myself leave. 

Somewhere, some deep, instinctual, animal part of me apparently considered this strange group of people my family. My home. And while I knew I had done wrong and deserved to be punished… I still didn’t want to go anywhere else. 

Stupid. I was a catperson. Not a dumb, pack-obsessed canine. My kind were powerful loners, content to range far and wide before returning to our family for a time, only to eventually long for the independence of a good gad-about again. I loved traveling. Gathering experiences and knowledge. Learning new things and seeing new places. Meeting new people. I would protect my family and my people to the death—as evidenced by my willingness to join the rebels in the first place. But I usually wasn’t so needy. 

I needed… I needed closeness. Belonging. I wanted to be stroked. To be loved. To sleep in a pile with these people in the sunshine. To bask in the way they let me be myself without more than a friendly passing joke. They didn’t care if I asked too many questions, or touched all of their things, or acted like an oversized pet when the mood took me. So maybe… maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to stay with them. Maybe I wouldn’t feel the need to escape them like I did my other family, when their judgements got to be too much to bear. 

But now I had gone and ruined it. 

And on top of that, I had shifted to cat form against my will, and I couldn’t seem to fucking shift back. That hadn’t happened since I was a kid. It was embarrassing. 

Andy’s concerned gray gaze landed on me and I let out a pathetic mewl. I felt like a failure. And an embarrassment. And apparently, my psyche wouldn’t let us leave this form. It was safer here. Where I couldn’t talk. Where the animal parts of me didn’t care about things like judgement or disappointment. But the human side of me kept breaking through, ruining the relief my shifted form offered. It was miserable.

Andy’s concern shifted to anger, and she shouted at me. Told me to leave. But she couldn’t make me leave if I didn’t want to. I was a jaguar. Strong. Fast. Dangerous. I would stay or go as I pleased. 

I shuddered. I might be a shifter, but I wasn’t a cat. Not really. I was a person. And this was ridiculous. Sulking like a child. 

I saw it all over and over again on replay. Every version of events that my time travel abilities allowed me. All the deaths. All the horrible ways it could have ended. And my mind landed on the final one. The version I chose. Where that beautiful, kind, caring water weaver was vaporized before my eyes. 

I chose that.

I shook my head, running a paw over my face as if I could wipe away the images. Images that were joined by others. Other times I’d had to use my abilities to save people. Times I’d failed. Times I’d had to choose. 

My thoughts were a tumbling, jumbled mess. Memories, regrets, weak bits of self-defense, yearning. By all the gods and goddesses and deities ever imagined, I just wanted to escape my own mind. I didn’t want to be River anymore. I wanted to be a jungle cat, lounging by a river, with no thoughts or cares other than the warm sun on my fur and what I would catch for lunch. 

A hand touched my fur, and part of me wanted to rip it off. I wasn’t a house cat, I was wild thing. But the soft touch brought with it a familiar aura of earth and power. Growing things. The potential hidden in a tiny seed. Earth witch. My witch. 

No. Not my witch. Theirs. Andy. 

I opened my eyes and looked up to find her kneeling beside me, tentatively stroking my head. “I’m sorry,” she said simply. “I’m hurting, and it apparently turns me into a cruel bitch. I don’t know you well, but I’d like to think I’ve gotten to know you well enough these past few weeks to know that you wouldn’t let Hasumi… die… without a reason.” Her voice cracked and she choked up over the last few words, her pain still raw and all-consuming. 

Pain I had contributed to, even if it wasn’t by choice. 

But she didn’t tell me to leave again. Her gaze didn’t hold blame, or disappointment, or judgement, and I felt something change inside me. Safety. I glanced at the other two men in the room, then back at the witch. I was safe here. I didn’t have to hide in my cat form. But I did need to explain. To own my decisions, horrible as they were. 

Taking a deep breath, I tried to shift back to human. And this time, it worked. 

Andy’s hand slid off my head and onto my shoulder as I changed shape. She blinked at me, as if surprised. “That will never not be cool,” she muttered. Then she seemed to realize that her hand had fallen lower, to rest on my bare chest. She turned bright red and yanked her hand away, clearing her throat. 

“Right,” she said with a little nod, as if she was re-centering herself. 

In any other circumstance, I’d find it cute. It was endearing how non-shifters always reacted so strongly to the shift. And to nudity. A small pillow smacked me in the face, and I tore my eyes away from the witch to find the little jinn glaring at me. “No one wants to stare at your limp dick,” he snapped, nodding toward the pillow he had just hurled at me. 

I snorted and plopped the pillow over my lap. I quite thought several of the people in this mansion would enjoy staring at my anatomy, if we were being honest. And the feeling was mutual. But I let it go. I still wasn’t sure I would be allowed to stay after I explained myself. Pointing out that I’d be open to sampling their lovely harem would hardly help my case. 

And I was just distracting myself again. Avoiding the discomfort that was to come. I could give a dissertation on the subject, thanks to my powers. And thanks to my interest in psychology journals and other publications. In fact, I had found a very unique book on the subject hidden in one of the dusty old Lovell libraries. It was written over a century ago, and archaic beliefs about how the mind and body worked were always so fascinating… 

“River?”

I blinked, pulling myself back to the present moment to find Andy watching me with a weird expression that was halfway between frustration and amusement. It was an expression I was used to. Though, usually there was less amusement and more frustration. 

“Sorry,” I rushed to reply. “I got lost in thought.”

She shook her head. “I’d ask what you were thinking, but I have a feeling we’d never get back around to the actual topic at hand.”

I gave her a sheepish look. “Which is…”

She rolled her eyes. “I asked you to explain what you did. During the fight. How did I end up halfway across the clearing, and what secret power have you apparently been hiding from us all this time. And why do you think I should blame you for… everything?”

I took a deep breath and prepared for the unpleasant task of explaining the living hell that was time manipulation and luck magic. 








  
  

Chapter 4


Elijah





We all stood in the grand entry and watched in silence as Zhong headed up the stairs with Andy, Aahil, and River. 

I wasn’t sure where to go or what to do. I felt… lost. I was certainly no stranger to death. But all that we had just witnessed, all we had just done in the name of the rebel cause weighed heavily on me. And Hasumi… well, it had been a long time since I’d lost a family member. Especially one who was so dear to me and those around me. My heart ached at the loss. For Hasumi. And for everyone who was left behind to grieve. 

“Well then,” Ambrose said, his deep voice laced with a jovial tone I was sure he didn’t feel. “Let’s all head to the private sitting room, shall we? I’ll make some tea.” I had overheard his hushed conversation with Zhong. The two of them had divided the rest of us up like a couple of parents deciding which of their children they’d be responsible for.

I wanted to be mad about that. But I just didn’t have it in me. This was why we all worked together as a family. And as something more. Everyone worked together to look out for everyone else. And some of us were better with certain situations than others. Zhong was a solid, comforting presence that I knew Andy and Aahil likely needed more than the rest of us right now, since they had been especially close to Hasumi. And while Ambrose didn’t have Hasumi’s talent for shifting and influencing emotions, he did feed on the unpleasant ones. He could draw off some of our pain and suffering. 

Ambrose paused and gave us all a once over, his eerie eyes narrowed. “And don’t any of you think about sneaking off to sulk by yourself in a corner somewhere. I’ll only find you and drag you back here.” 

After issuing that warning, the boogeyman disappeared in a swirl of inky shadows, off to make the tea. 

I sighed and glanced at the others. Niamh had her arms crossed over her chest and a rebellious look on her pretty face. Dyre’s expression was completely neutral, not giving a single clue to his emotions. It was a skill I both admired and hated in the man. It made him impossible to read. But sometimes I wished I could be so stoic. 

I rubbed the spot in the middle of my chest that continued to ache and clench. Then I turned and headed toward the room near the back of the house, which we had turned into a casual living room space during our time together.

“Come on,” I told my two surly companions. “Best to do as he says or we’ll end up having nightmares for a week.” Not that I thought I stood a chance of nightmare-free sleep anyway after today, but it was the only threat I had to get them moving. Ambrose was right to worry about them just going off to sulk alone. And I thought maybe we all needed to stick together right now. To weather this pain together. 

I was surprised when both Dyre and Niamh followed me without argument. They didn’t even snark or jab at each other, the way they might have in the past. Maybe it was just the pain and shock of loss, but I thought it was something more… something had shifted between the two of them in some subtle way. 

When we reached the living room, I flopped down onto the couch and dropped my head against the back to stare up at the intricate flourishes on the ceiling tiles. I rubbed my chest again, feeling like I couldn’t quite draw a full breath. 

Niamh went to the minibar that lived under a bookshelf on the far wall, and the clink of glass told me she was in search of liquid pain killer. Dyre was still silent. I lifted my head to see that he was standing just inside the room, staring off into space as if lost in thought.

I wanted to go to him, even now. Wrap my arms around the necromancer and try to ease some of his pain. Or ask him to ease my own, maybe. I wasn’t sure. All I knew was that the pull between us continued, despite his telling me I was nothing more than a puppet to him, another responsibility that just so happened to have unwanted feelings for him. 

Niamh set a tumbler of whiskey on the end table near the couch for me. Then she tossed back the entire contents of her own tumbler and set it aside. Taking a glass to Dyre, she stared up at him impatiently until he copied her, downing the drink in one go. 

“Thanks,” he rumbled out, his deep voice roughened from the combination of grief and alcohol. 

Niamh took his tumbler and set it aside, then lifted an eyebrow at him. “If you need a hug, you should ask one of your boyfriends,” she said flatly. 

Dyre snorted at her and gave her a haughty look. “What kind of nonsense are you spouting now, fae? Do I look like I need a hug to you?”

She shook her head. “Idiot,” she muttered. My eyes widened when she stepped forward and pulled the lanky necromancer down into a fierce embrace. I was even more shocked when Dyre wrapped his arms around her without more than a second’s hesitation. 

I was completely at a loss. If Dyre and Niamh were hugging, the world must be ending. Maybe this was all just a bizarre dream and nothing that had happened in the last few hours was real. 

Ambrose strolled into the room with a tray of tea things balanced effortlessly on one hand. “Pardon,” he said lightly as he stepped around Niamh and Dyre, as if seeing them embrace was an everyday thing. 

The two of them released each other and stepped away, like they were both as shocked by their affection for each other as I was. “That was fast,” Niamh said to Ambrose as she went to take a seat in an overstuffed chair to my right. 

Ambrose smiled, revealing his gray shark teeth. “Magic,” he intoned, wiggling his fingers like a human playing magician at a child’s birthday party. 

Dyre snorted, crossing his arms over his lean chest and staring down his long nose at his lover. “What sort of drugs are in it?”

Ambrose straightened from where he had been pouring tea like a professional butler, the image reinforced by his graceful movements and the black suit he always wore. Pressing a hand over his heart, he looked at Dyre in mock offense. “Are you accusing me of trying to poison you? Have you no trust in me? I’m wounded.”

Dyre just arched one red brow and didn’t speak. 

“Oh, fine,” Ambrose huffed. “Just a mild sedative blend. The one Zhong uses on us whenever something awful happens around here. Other than that, it’s simply green tea.”

Dyre reluctantly accepted his cup of tea and went to hitch a hip against the minibar while Ambrose doled out cups to the rest of us. “In all seriousness,” the boogeyman said, glancing around the room at each of us. “It won’t take away the pain. But it might help us survive it for now.”

With that, he took a deep drink from his own cup and let out a tired sigh, taking the chair opposite Niamh, so the three of us sat around the coffee table with the tea tray between us. 

I dutifully sipped my tea, craving the effects of the sedative, but not entirely sure it would even work on me. This new body of mine came with different rules than the old one. I was resistant to some things and overly reactive to others. One more reminder that I wasn’t truly alive. Or at least, not in the way the others were. 

My gaze traveled to Dyre again, drawn back to him like always. My creator. My unwilling master, I supposed. He still looked completely unconcerned, his arresting face smooth and empty of expression while the others wore expressions of deep weariness. I rubbed at the ache in my chest that would not go away, and noticed that Dyre was rubbing the exact same spot as he sipped his tea and stared off into space. 

Oh. 

I dropped my hand and tore my eyes away from him as I silently felt along the tether between us. I tried to leave it alone. To ignore the connection, ever since he told me what he thought of my feelings for him. But this time, I couldn’t help myself. I touched on the thread that tied my life—and my energy—to his. The pain and sadness that washed over me was overwhelming. And it was flavored with something else… regret, maybe? Was he blaming himself for Hasumi’s death? 

I pulled away from the forbidden glimpse into Dyre’s feelings and flicked a glance his way once more. Of course he would blame himself. He always blamed himself for anything bad that happened. I shook my head and drank some more of my tea. 

“Hasumi was a beautiful soul,” I found myself saying into the quiet room. 

Ambrose nodded, a sad smile flitting across his face. “They were. Better than any of us deserved.”

Niamh was staring into her teacup, but she nodded slightly. Dyre closed his eyes and stayed that way, as if fighting to contain whatever he was feeling. 

It only occurred to me then… that all of them had been romantically involved with the water weaver. I had seen Ambrose and Hasumi kiss or share a touch now and then, after a certain night when they disappeared with Andy. And I had walked in on Niamh, Dyre, Andy, and Hasumi in the library. Gods… had it been only yesterday? It felt like a year had passed since then. 

I suddenly felt out of place, as if their grief was something intimate that I shouldn’t be witnessing. I tossed back the rest of my tea and set the cup aside, next to my untouched whiskey. I needed to leave. 

“Elijah,” Ambrose murmured, and I felt his dark power caressing the edges of my aura. “It’s okay.”

I shook my head. Nothing was okay. Was he insane?

He sighed. “Well, it’s not okay. But I can feel the sudden spike of ugly emotions you’re putting off, angel dear. Take a deep breath.”

I felt like a cornered animal all of the sudden. A prey animal, surrounded by the sharp gazes of stronger predators, as Niamh and Dyre looked at me like I had lost my mind. I looked away, sliding forward on the couch to rest my elbows on my knees and gaze at the floor. I wanted to deny that anything was wrong. But I knew Ambrose wasn’t lying. He could sense all the dark, twisted up feelings inside me. It was embarrassing. We had all lost someone we cared for. The three of them had lost a lover. And yet it was me who was drawing attention to myself with my spiraling thoughts. 

“What’s going on?” Niamh said. Her voice sounded far away as I struggled to make air fill my lungs. 

I couldn’t breathe. No. Oh, no! Was my body dying? Was Dyre’s animation spell failing? A strange sobbing sound escaped me as I tried desperately to get enough oxygen. 

“…panic attack…” Ambrose’s deep voice filtered to me over the sound of my pounding heart. I felt him pulling at my aura, trying to drain the emotions from me as they overwhelmed me, but I did just as he said—I panicked. My personal shields snapped up and my own magic flared in response, pushing him away. Keeping him out. 

I was dying. My hands started to tingle. I couldn’t get enough air. I needed to move, but I couldn’t force my body to work. No. I didn’t want to die again! Not yet. Not when I had barely had a chance to embrace being alive!

The coffee table went clattering away, shoved out of the way violently by a booted foot. Then big, cool hands were gripping my face, forcing me to look up into deep violet eyes. My aura surged at the familiar feeling of my anchor. My soul recognized the aura of the person who gave me life. 

“Elijah,” Dyre said, his deep voice calm but firm. “Take a deep breath. Good. Hold it.”

I did as I was ordered, somehow able to follow his commands when I couldn’t quite grasp Ambrose’s directions. I would do anything my master ordered me to do.

“Let it out, sweetheart,” he murmured, “nice and slow. Good. Now in again.”

I stared into those unflinching violet eyes as Dyre coaxed me to breathe. To relax. To find my home in my body again.

When, at last, some version of clarity and sanity returned to me, I felt my cheeks heat with embarrassment. I had just completely fallen apart. I must look so weak. So pathetic. And here was Dyre, forced to deal with his inconvenient creation yet again. A chore. A burden. 

My chest ached and I lifted a hand to rub it, but Dyre caught my hand in one of his, the other still resting on my cheek. Not looking away, he guided my hand to his chest, pressing it over his heart. The steady beat of his pulse…matched mine exactly. I was so shocked by the realization that I forgot, for just a moment, to be embarrassed. 

“Your heart…” I mumbled. 

Dyre’s bluish lips turned upward faintly, and he pressed his forehead to mine. “Same as yours,” he whispered. 

And for one silly moment, I let myself believe he might mean more than the rhythm of our pulses. 

When he pulled away and stood, I closed my eyes, grateful for his power to calm me, but still yearning foolishly for more. My eyes flew open again when the cushion beneath me shifted, as Dyre planted a knee there and leaned over me. His long red braid brushed over my arm as he gripped my face again, tilting my head back. His violet eyes flashed to black, then back to violet, right before his lips pressed to mine. 

I froze, my brain short-circuiting as it tried to catch up to what was happening. Then I reached for him, greedily pulling him closer, hungrily devouring that cool, sweet mouth. Questions flew through my mind, but I ignored them. I didn’t care why this was happening. I didn’t care if it was only pity or some other misplaced reason… I needed to burn this moment into my memory. To soak in the taste and feel of him, just this once. 

His fingers slid through my hair to fist at the base of my skull, holding me immobile as he withdrew. His eyes flashed completely black, and Sunshine’s eerie, multi-layered voice rippled over me, making me shudder. “Ours.”

I felt like I couldn’t breathe again. But this time it was for far different reasons. 

“I’ll go start some dinner,” Niamh said flatly. “It’s getting gross in here.”

Ambrose chuckled darkly. 

I suddenly remembered that we weren’t alone and tried to sit up, but Dyre—no, Sunshine—held me down with an iron grip on my hair and a hand on my chest. A low rumbling growl emanated from the necromancer, and my eyes widened. 

What was happening right now?








  
  

Chapter 5


Andy





River looked down at the small pillow that covered his lap, his shiny black hair falling forward to hide his face. “I shouldn’t have kept secrets from you,” he said with a tired sigh. “Not with everything that’s going on.” He lifted his head again, as if forcing himself to meet my eyes. His citrine gaze was filled with a wealth of emotion that I couldn’t begin to sort out. But there was definitely some old pain lingering there. “It’s just second nature to me now, to keep that part of me a secret.” 

“What do you mean?” I asked, truly puzzled. It was an amazing ability. One I’d never heard of. Even the Lovell coven couldn’t manipulate time. If they could… Oh. 

River gave me a wry, bitter smile at whatever expression he saw on my face. “Exactly,” he said, his deep voice tired. 

Aahil snorted softly off to my side, apparently reaching the same conclusion that I had. River glanced at Zhong, but the sweet gargoyle was a bit slower to catch on. 

“It’s a trait in some cat lines. Why do you think cats have a reputation for always being under foot? It’s a natural perception, when one can literally shift time and appear seemingly out of nowhere,” River said with a bit of wry humor. Then he grew serious again. “But even among my kind, not many have the ability to manipulate time. It’s a rare and powerful ability. And rare, powerful abilities tend to make you a prime target for people who want to use you for nefarious purposes,” he explained softly. 

Zhong let out a long-suffering sigh that seemed to mourn the way the world worked. Poor sweet thing. “Of course.”

“And,” River said with a wince, “even if their requests to use my power come from a place of good intentions… well, as you can see, sometimes I fail. Spectacularly.”

It hurt. The reminder of Hasumi’s loss made me see it all over again in my mind’s eye, the person I loved dissolving before my eyes because they had attempted to protect me. A meaningless gesture, since River was able to yank me out of the way of the stupid fucking spell. But none of us had known that at the time. 

A small, dark part of me still wanted to be angry at the shapeshifter, wanted to blame him for Hasumi’s death. But I knew that wasn’t fair. And the agony in River’s eyes as he watched me struggle with my feelings was proof enough that he had done the best he could. 

“Even if you had all known about my abilities, I doubt any of your lovers would have simply stood there waiting for me to save you,” River said softly. “I’m so sorry Andy. Believe me, I tried. I tried so fucking hard to…” He stopped and cleared his throat. 

“Its limited,” he said after a moment’s pause. “What I can do. It varies a little bit depending on the situation—the magic around me, how tired I am. But typically, I can only go back a little under a minute from the present. Sometimes, that tiny blip of time is enough to make a big difference. That’s why Bella sent me to the SA. I could sneak around more effectively than anyone else. And if I knew I was about to get caught, I could shift time just enough to loop back and take myself somewhere else. But sometimes, it’s nowhere near enough.” He swallowed some strong emotion, his Adam’s apple bobbing in his throat. “I can do it a few times in a row, but every time I use the ability back-to-back, the window shrinks, and my innate magic is depleted.”  

“You were so exhausted,” Zhong said quietly, his deep, rumbly voice full of compassion. “Back at the clearing.”

River huffed a bitter laugh. “I tried. Over and over. I just couldn’t get everyone out of the way in time, no matter how far I stretched the limits of my magic.” He squared his shoulders and glanced between Zong, Aahil, and me. “I know it sounds callous, but… the outcome could have been far worse. Would have been, if I hadn’t depleted every bit of magic I possessed trying to find a way to avoid catastrophe.”

Aahil scoffed, and I glanced at him to see a bitter sneer on his beautiful face. The sight caused a deep pang of pain in my gut. Goddess, he must feel so lost. So angry. And yet, nothing was on fire at the moment. So, I supposed he could sneer all he liked. 

River met the jinn’s dangerous gaze head-on. “I know you don’t believe me,” he said flatly. “I know you’re hurting. But…” He glanced at me, then back at Aahil. “What if you had lost both of them?”

A muscle flexed in Aahil’s lean cheek as he clenched his jaw so hard I was afraid he was going to hurt himself. And still, no words escaped him. No poison or accusations. But his golden eyes were full of fire, blazing with fury. Or… maybe with panic at the thought of losing both of his anchors?

“I watched you all die,” River whispered, looking down as he fiddled with the trim on his makeshift crotch cover. “In one combination or another. This was the best I could do. The least casualties I could manage.”

Aahil launched himself so fast I didn’t even see him move. One moment, he was sitting there, seething. The next moment, he was pinning River to the ground, straddling the other man’s chest with a forearm against his throat. “Aahil!” I shouted, grabbing his free arm and attempting to pull him off the unresisting shifter. 

“What’s one more casualty,” the jinn hissed, not even looking at me. “He says the word like it’s such a small thing. Like it means nothing to him. Let me show him just how casual murder can be.”

His skin was burning hot, and my fingers felt scalded just from holding onto him. River’s skin was probably blistering. “It’s not his fault!” I snapped. “Blame the fucking cult, you idiot. Not the guy who saved my fucking life. Hell, if you really need someone to blame, blame me!”

I didn’t realize I felt that way until the words escaped my lips. Aahil’s furious gaze snapped to me at the same moment Zhong stood and bodily lifted the jinn off the shifter like he was picking up a misbehaving child. 

“It’s no one’s fault!” the gargoyle snapped, plonking Aahil roughly down beside me and crossing his arms over his massive chest to glare down at us like a couple of idiots. He rarely directed any sort of anger toward me or the others in our little family. But he certainly seemed pissed off now. It was only then that I remembered the big gargoyle had a soft spot for the cat shifter. 

River sat up, rubbing the reddened skin of his throat as he replaced his modesty pillow. “He’s right,” he said hoarsely. “As much as we might feel otherwise, as hard as it is to believe it, I didn’t cause Hasumi’s death. I simply couldn’t manage to prevent it. And it certainly wasn’t your fault Andy.” He sighed. “Though I feared you would feel this way. I knew the moment I made the choice, that I would be hated for it. Just… keep the blame pointed at me, beautiful. Don’t turn it on yourself.”

I swallowed down the tears that wanted to escape, and my voice was shaky when I spoke. “But I’m alive, when Hasumi isn’t. You chose me. You should have saved Hasumi instead.” My hands fisted in the soft cushion beneath me. “I’m not worth anyone’s life.”

River snorted. Lifting a dark brow, he nodded toward Aahil and Zhong. “I think they’d disagree. And more importantly, I knew Hasumi just long enough to know that they would feel the same way. If given the choice, your weaver would have chosen you.”

He gave me a sad look. “Hasumi did choose you, the moment they stepped in front of that spell to shield you.”

I shook my head, but River reached out and gripped my shoulder, making me look at him. “You’re the center, Oleander. The glue that holds this whole place and all the people in it together. And even if that wasn’t the case…” His gaze was unwavering. “I couldn’t let you die. I just… couldn’t. It had to be you.”

The sob I had been trying to hold back finally escaped, and I found myself crushed between Zhong and Aahil, bawling like a baby. I wanted River to be wrong. I wanted to deny everything he had just said. But deep down, I knew he was right. At the very least, without me our pocket world sanctuary would collapse, leaving everyone at the mercy of the people who wanted to kill or use them. 

And… maybe he was right about the rest too. It was a staggering thought, that I might mean so much to so many people. But the proof was right there, in the way Zhong petted my hair and Aahil—standoffish, emotionally constipated Aahil—clung to me as I cried. Somehow, I had become important for more than my coveted evil Lovell blood.

“I need to go,” River said, interrupting my life-altering epiphany. 

I struggled free of Zhong and Aahil to look at River in surprise. “Go? Go where?”

He ran a hand through his hair, pushing it back away from his face. “Home. Back to Magea.”

A wave of panic hit me like a ton of bricks. He wanted to go home. To leave.

The strength of my reaction to that left me breathless. "What? No! You can’t leave.” I reached for his hand, clutching it desperately. “I’m sorry. We’ve all been terrible to you, I know. None of this was your fault and… you did the best you could. I… thank you. Thank you for saving me. For saving the rest of them. I… you can’t leave.”

He tilted his head, giving me a strange, surprised look as he squeezed my hand in return. “I won’t be gone long. I just need to retrieve something from my old home.”

He… oh. I felt myself blush at the realization. He wasn’t planning to leave leave. He wasn’t so fed up with us—with me—that he had decided he wanted nothing more to do with us. Why was that such a relief? 

“You can’t go back to Magea,” Zhong said, ever the voice of calm and reason. 

River bristled a bit at that, releasing my hand and glancing between the three of us as if he was preparing for a fight. “Why not? You said I wasn’t a prisoner here. When you freed me from the SA. You said I could come and go as I wished. Am I under house arrest now?”

I shook my head. “Of course not. It’s just…”

“It’s a stupid risk, you idiot,” Aahil snapped. “You claim to possess some sort of reasoning abilities in that empty head of yours. Surely you cannot be that stupid.”

River stared at the jinn as if Aahil had just grown two heads. I fought a reflexive smile at his expression. I knew that feeling well. But by this point, I was no longer shocked by Aahil’s mood swings. I knew the little terror cared about people more than he ever wanted to let on. I wasn’t the least bit surprised he was being protective of River, not really. The shifter was one of us. No matter how angry the jinn might be at him right now. 

The death threats from earlier were just part of the whole “Aahil Cares” package. My jinn was a complex creature. 

“What Aahil means to say,” I said with a warning glance at the little jerk, “is that it’s too dangerous for you to go back to Magea right now. In case you hadn’t noticed, there is a murderous cult and a rouge government agency gunning for me and anyone who is associated with me. I’m sure they’ve noticed you joined us by now. And you just said that powerful people want what you’ve got. We do not need them capturing you and making you do their bidding.”

But the stubborn cat just pressed his lips together and shook his head. “I’m aware of the risk, but this is important. I’ll be quick.” His expression softened and he gave me a pleading look. “Bella sent me some of my things, yes, but it was just a few bare essentials. She didn’t send anything of sentimental value. There are things that I would like to have with me, since you aren’t throwing me out.”

I shook my head. He wanted to go back for some silly knickknacks? Ridiculous. 

But I think we all knew I was going to cave eventually. I wasn’t prepared for the powerful puppy dog eyes the cat shifter was giving off. And he had saved my life. And been treated like crap in response. 

“Fine,” I snapped. “I’ll make you a portal to your house. But you get five minutes, tops, before I send in someone with teleportation skills to drag your ass back ho—here.” Home. I had almost said back home. 

Apparently, my possessive, protective impulses were just as inflamed as Aahil’s right now. River wasn’t mine. But I knew with sudden clarity that he belonged here, with us. Scrubbing a hand over my face, I stood and mentally prepared myself to make a stupid, shaky portal back to Magea for the stupid shifter. 

“You might want to put on pants first,” I informed him flatly.

Aahil stood up beside me in one fluid motion, crossing his arms over his lean chest and looking down his nose at me, even though I was taller than him. “So, the mangey cat gets whatever he wants now?”

I arched a brow at him. “Like you’re one to talk, jinn. Have you ever not gotten your way?”

Zhong chuckled, a faint smile crossing his handsome face. “She’s right, Aahil.” Then he risked losing a hand, as he reached out and ruffled Aahil’s hair. “Or are you just jealous? Don’t worry, we still love you too, little one.”

Aahil gave him a glare that could melt solid stone. “Mortifying. I’ll remember this,” he promised darkly.

Zhong’s cheeks and the tips of his pointed ears went slightly pink, and he cleared his throat, turning away from the promise of retribution in Aahil’s gaze. 

I smirked for a second, until reality caught up with me again and the pain washed the humor away. “Come on, cat,” I muttered. “Let’s go see how your luck magic holds up.”
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