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Chapter 1


Andy





"You've got to be kidding me," I groaned, coughing as I waved away the cloud of dust I had just inhaled. Knowing my family, I was lucky it was just regular old dust and not some cleverly mixed inhalant meant to turn your lungs inside out, or melt your skin, or something equally hideous. 

I muttered to myself as I carefully finished opening the dusty old box. I'd been putting off sorting through my inherited junk for most of my adult life. But every once in a while, when I was short on cash, I'd leave my perfectly normal human life and venture to the other side long enough to find something to sell off. Somehow, that felt more acceptable to me than using the money that still sat untouched in the family account. That was their money. And fuck them.

Although…I wasn't even sure how much of the vast family fortune was left after the government and the witches' council was done with their fines and seizure of assets and all that crap. 

I tried to stay out of it. I had been a small child when my remaining relatives were executed for crimes against nature. Only my young age had saved me from being implicated. Even the magical community wouldn't execute a six-year-old child.

I came from a long line of evil assholes, so it should surprise no one that I was slowly dismantling their carefully hoarded legacy and selling off family heirlooms to the highest bidder. Being cold like that just came naturally.

I sighed and carefully started pawing through the box of odds and ends. I had a detecting charm sitting on the floor beside me—because touching anything that once belonged to a Lovell witch without taking the proper precautions was just asking for pain and horrors. My family tended to give birth to strong witches capable of high-caliber magic, and they were known for inventing their own spells. So of course they also tended to create scary shit and hoard the knowledge like the misers they were. 

I pulled out a few of my mother's old journals. Those would be going straight into the fireplace, and I'd scatter the ashes over moving water when I was done, just in case. I shuddered at the slight buzz of magic that emanated from them even now. Yep, definitely needed to take the "kill it with fire" approach. 

Setting the journals aside, I pulled out a chalice. "Gold," I said, with a grin. "Perfect." Placing that one in the sell pile, I pulled out a couple of jewel-encrusted incense burners and an athame that didn't have too much magical residue clinging to them. They could be sold off just for the decorative components. I ran a thumb over the red stone in the handle of the athame. I'd eat my best pair of granny panties if that wasn't a real ruby. 

Not too bad for a day's haul. I could definitely pay rent for a few months with what I'd get from this stuff. And I barely even felt anxious or depressed at the reminder of my roots. A bang-up day, all around. 

I went to close the box, meaning to just toss the rest of the loose riffraff rattling around the bottom into the nearest dumpster, but a glimmer of something caught my eye. I paused, kneeling, leaning cautiously over the box. Okay…that big ol' ancient tome definitely hadn't been there a few seconds ago. I glanced at the detecting charm on the floor beside me. It was still pulsing a soft, steady green. No dangerous magic detected. 

"My ass," I snorted. No way did I trust the magically appearing book. Especially since it looked like a serious grimoire. Sucking in a breath, I slowly reached out and picked it up, my fingers sliding over the slightly warm, oddly textured cover that could only be made of some sort of skin. Because, why not, right? Only the best in items made out of pain and torture for the Lovell witches. 

I yelped, falling back onto my wide ass as the power that had been disguised suddenly manifested. The fucking book was dripping with magical energy, like an overflowing buffet table beckoning to the witchy side of me with promises of gluttonous, mind-bending levels of more. 

I sighed. Fucking family. It had been disguised until I touched it with my Lovell cooties. I could probably sell the damned thing—whatever it was—to a magic collector, or to a witch who was as interested in power as the rest of the supernatural world always was. But I knew I had to actually open it first and see what was inside. Because knowing the source, I'd probably be better off destroying it than selling it. No one should possess the kind of knowledge my family had. 

Damn it. I had really been hoping for a nice, easy trip to the pawn shops today. But no. I had to deal with more of this shit. This was why most of the estate was still sitting there untouched so many years after the deaths of my upstanding parents. Yeah. The sarcasm was thick. This stupid book was probably going to be a bitch to destroy.

I crossed my legs and glanced at the detecting charm. It was flashing purple now that I had broken whatever dampening magic the book had on it. Purple meant strong magic—duh, thank you very much charm—but still not harmful. Interesting.

I didn't have a shit-ton of magical ability, thanks to my refusal to learn most of the stuff that had landed my family a mass beheading, but I gathered what I had, drawing strength from the earth beneath me, the plants that packed my little rental house, the growing things outside. Then I gripped the book and opened the cover. 

The shrieking was so loud that I dropped the book open on the floor as I covered my ears. "Gryphon shit!" I muttered. What? Did my family create a book that murdered people with sound waves or something? Sounded like the sort of pointless crap they'd get up to—particularly Aunt Nightshade. Ol' Shady was quite the prankster. You know, if ridiculous things that turned out to be deadly could be considered good fun.

I froze as all of my mediumship senses flared to life, alerting me to the presence of a spirit. Great. A fucking haunted screaming death book. Just what I always wanted. I rolled my eyes upward, taking in the apparition that had materialized, its see-through form tethered to the grimoire by cords that only someone like me could see. 

I thought his coloring might have been fair when he was alive, though it was hard to tell with ghosts. His foggy form was tallish and broad-shouldered, but lean. And, because the fates really must like playing jokes on me, the face that wavered in and out of focus for a split second before becoming wispy smoke once again was that of an angel, all high cheekbones and full lips. The eyes were the only bit of color left, not really eye shaped, but orbs of glowing blue that probably had something to do with whatever scraps were left of his life energies. 

He had to have been a paranormal in life. Humans didn't retain that much energy in death. I wondered what he was. From what I could tease out from the little bits of his remaining power, it wasn't something I had ever encountered before. 

"Yo," I said with a little wave. 

The ghost crossed his arms over his non-existent chest and scowled at me as if I should cower at his fury. "Lovell," he said in that hollow, neither here-nor-there voice most spooks had. "What are your intentions?"

I sighed and leaned forward, putting my elbows on my crossed legs and resting my chin in my hand. This was probably going to take a while. Sounded like he was some sort of guardian or something.

"Well," I said tiredly. "I was intending on selling this box of junk so I can pay rent. But I get the feeling my day is about to go to complete shit."

He blinked down at me. As if ghosts needed to blink. He didn't even really have eyelids in his misty form. But it worked, somehow, his burning blue eye orbs winking in and out of sight. It was weird how ghosts mostly maintained their corporeal mannerisms even when they were dead. "You're a Lovell."

I shrugged. "I guess. Although I don't usually admit that. People tend to go all 'oh, you're one of them.' Then the screaming or the sucking up starts. So, I try to pretend the name doesn't exist."

Ha. I had just confused a ghost. I grinned at the way his barely-there brow wrinkled as he tried to puzzle me out. "You have denounced your coven?"

I shrugged. "The coven doesn't really exist anymore. It died with my parents. You know, when they were executed? Not really up on current events, are you?"

He drifted off, wandering over to peer out the living room window. It was weird, but buildings did seem to have some sort of tangibility to ghosts—at least in the sense that they could see them and distinguish which plane of existence they were on. "We're in the human world," he said in surprise. Then he turned back to me, and I got the impression of a ghostly eyebrow raise. "Why are we in the human world?"

I pushed myself to my feet and went to get a glass of water. The ghost trailed along after me to the kitchen. Apparently, his tether to the book allowed him a fair amount of room to travel. Made sense. Whoever tied him to it probably intended to use him in some capacity, maybe for information gathering or something. Wouldn't do to bind your incorporeal slave too tightly. I added ice to my glass and pushed a dusty strand of my green hair back out of my face as I glanced at the clock on the stove. "So, what's in the book?" I asked, ignoring his question about my living situation. "And make it quick. I need to get this wrapped up before my roommate comes home. Human. Prone to fainting and all that crap." I waved a hand.

Of course I lived in the human world. Gods and demons, everyone in the paranormal world took one look at me and ran away, made the sign of protection against evil, or tried to get on my good side so I'd share all my secrets to power and scariness. No thanks. Humans just thought I was another human—an eccentric who liked plants and died my hair funky colors. Sure, it sucked to live here with the normies, where I had to keep my magic side under wraps. But it sure as hell beat dealing with all that other crap. 

The ghost drifted closer, and I frowned at him. He reached out a hand and dragged it through my aura, making me shiver at the cold. And wait a second…had I just felt him touch my arm? "You're different than your predecessors," he mused. "I think you might be the one."

I rolled my eyes. "The one? The one what? Look, if this is some magical quest bullshit, you can just stop right there. I'll get you unbound from that weird book. If the thing is clean, I'll sell it to some witch for a pretty penny. If it's full of unimaginable horrors, I'll burn it in dragon's fire and scatter the ashes, maybe say a blessing. The end."

He raised his ghostly eyebrows, his glowing blue eyes flashing as he grinned. "Oh, yes. You'll do nicely, I think. Come." He beckoned to me as he headed through the wall, back toward the book. 

I rolled my eyes and eyed the liquor cabinet, wondering if I might need something stronger than water for this. Sighing, I set my water glass aside, got out a container of salt, and headed back to the living room and the newest complication in my life. 

The ghost hovered over the book. "It's a bestiary," he said, in a voice that said a lecture was coming. Perfect. Just great. I'd managed to land the nerd ghost. 

I crossed my arms over my chest and dropped into a nearby armchair that I had picked up at a flea market because it was actually big enough to accommodate my less than delicate frame. "Goodie," I said dryly. "Just what the world needs, another dictionary." 

But I knew it was more than a list of magical creatures. The power pouring off the book was making my teeth ache and my stomach churn. And my fingers itched to touch. Nope. Not happening. Fuck all that power bullshit. All that came from that was an inability to wear hats. You know…cause no heads. I really cracked myself up sometimes.

The anxiety was definitely starting to kick up. My parents had died because of shit like this. I wanted nothing to do with it. 

"It is not a dictionary," the ghost huffed. As if he needed to breathe. 

I rolled my eyes. "Do tell."

He miraculously seemed to sense my sarcasm. I got the ghostly equivalent of a glare as he hovered above the book, and I swear all he needed was some thick-framed glasses and a bow tie. "Turn to the table of contents, please."

I wrinkled my nose in disgust at the thought of touching the damned thing again, but Amy would be home in like half an hour, so I did as I was told, flipping to the yellowed, hand-written page that outlined the contents of the big book. I skimmed the words. "Cool. Magical creatures. In a bestiary. I'm so surprised." But even as the words left my mouth, I saw that I had spoken too soon. The contents listed weren't creatures—they were abilities. 

Funny enough, the ghost didn't seem impressed with my wit. "Do you see beasts listed out there? This bestiary has nothing to do with educating witches about the various and sundry magical creatures."

I waved a hand, already feeling tired. "Lay it on me, dude."

He almost smiled—as much a guy could, with no real face and nothing but a gaping hole for a mouth. But then his expression went dark—like avenging spirit kind of dark. Angry ghosts were the worst. Almost as bad as demons. "The magical entities are bound in the pages of the book. Your ancestor collected them and crafted a spell to imprison them."

I swallowed, not liking that I knew exactly where this was going. "So they…could be drained. That's why all the power is dripping off this thing. It's a combination prison and battery, isn't it?" And it was carefully indexed by which ability the witch wanted to pull from the creatures within. As if the type of creature held no importance—only the type of powers that could be gained from it.

Fucking hell. My gut clenched at the thought. There were actual, living beings stuffed in the pages of this grimoire. And the person who possessed it could just suck their life essence out and use it for spells and who-the-fuck-knew what else, whenever they wanted. Convenient. Clever. And probably absolute hell for the creatures being used for their power. 

"Damn it," I muttered. "What the fuck am I supposed to do with that?" I couldn't just burn it. Or…I could, but it would kill the contents. And I couldn't very well give it to another witch who would use it as intended. I glanced at the writing again. Illusion, strength, the ability to manipulate the elements, dream walking, mind manipulation, inducing mortal fear, raising the dead, the list got worse and worse…. "Shit, shit, shit."

The ghost smiled sadly. "You'll do it, won't you?"

I groaned. "No. I have no idea what you're talking about." I had shunned high magic. I hated dealing with curses. And I had absolutely no experience with life bindings. 

"You know exactly what you have to do," he intoned in the voice of someone used to preaching about morals and duty. Nerdy and uptight. He must have been a real peach in life. "You are obligated by blood debt to free the beings who are imprisoned, then destroy the book and all traces of the magic that created it."

I ground my teeth together. "I'm not obligated to do anything, dude." But I knew I would. Because, shit, I couldn't just leave people trapped inside some creepy book. Even if the "people" were…. I flipped to the first chapter. Fair folk. Aw shit. Really? Way worse than angry ghosts. I really had to muster that moral compass, and remind myself that yes, arrogant, beautiful creatures who were more wild thing than person were still technically people. And that was probably just the tip of the iceberg. A lot of the listed abilities were absolutely not fae in nature.

And…this was probably going to require a visit to the magical world to gather shit to do the magic that I had sworn I'd never use. 

Just fucking perfect. 

I glanced at the ghost to find him watching me with a strange expression on his non-face. "What?" I demanded. 

He gave a gusty sigh. "I suppose you should just start at the beginning and work your way through the book. I will, of course, wait until the others are freed before I ask you to release my bond as well."

I stared at the possibly once-handsome, uptight dead guy, surprised he didn't want me to send him off to the otherworld right now. "Why?"

He pressed his ghostly lips together. And no, there was no reason for me to notice how pillowy and lush that mouth was. When it flickered into view. Because he is a fucking ghost, self. Get it together. "It's my duty to protect the others," he said airily. "Since I'm the only one who has any ability to manifest outside the book without being summoned."

I arched a brow at him, feeling around the edges of his nearly non-existent aura. "What are you?" 

He lifted one see-through shoulder and refused to answer the damned question. "Dead."

I narrowed my eyes. There was more to this than he was saying. But it didn't really matter. All I had to do was free some powerful, undoubtedly pissed-off magical beings and get back to my boring human life. There was no reason I should care about the motives of one weird spook. 

I lifted the cover of the book with one sock-clad toe, flipping the thing shut. "Okay," I said with what determination I could muster. "I need to go make rent. Then we'll see about freeing a fae."

I mentally catalogued what I knew about defensive magic, and what charms I could whip up with the ingredients I had on hand. Because fae might be pretty and ethereal, but they were also deadly as fuck when angered. 

Good times.

"Oh," the ghost said in a far too nonchalant tone of voice. "Remember, there will likely be a steeper price than usual."

I sucked in a long breath, then slowly blew it out. "Steeper?" Because of fucking course. Any magic had its price, but something this morally off would have a much higher cost than, say, a little spell to help flowers grow or mend a sock.

Those glowing blue eye orbs seared into me and I regretted even waking up that morning. Maybe even being born. "Someone has to pay for the way your family has wronged these creatures."

And I was the only Lovell left to pay the tab. 

Yay me.








  
  

Chapter 2


Elijah





Iwoke and slowly unfolded myself from the yellowed pages of the cursed bestiary to the sound of swearing. I had felt the planar shifts—I knew the book had been pulled from one realm to the other, but still, the sharp tingle of magic over my aura was like an unexpected, and not entirely welcome, touch against my barely remembered skin. 

I should have noticed it the first time the witch brought the book across the planes to the human world, but…sometimes I slept, and my absences from the waking world seemed to get longer as the years went by. If it wasn't impossible for a creature of my caliber, I might worry whether a ghost could suffer from depression. 

More likely, my spirit just wasn't meant to be abused like this, worn away and chipped with despair. Any being would feel weary at this point.

Another round of colorful cussing shook me out of my melancholy. Once, I had been a creature of compassion and love. But somewhere along the line, the dulcet tones of a witch in distress had become music to my vengeful ears. 

Fortunately—or unfortunately, for my dark tendencies—this witch appeared to be trying her best to prove there were still some good ones left. Even if she did cuss like a minotaur with a hangover. 

"Are you well?" I asked, manifesting as much of a presence as I could, just in case. She was the key to destroying the Lovell abomination of a grimoire and granting my freedom, after all. It wouldn't do to let her be damaged before she could finish the job.

Angry gray eyes met mine from under a fierce set of nearly-black brows. This witch really was…solid…for a woman. "Fucking peachy," the witch replied, rubbing her abused shin. "I must have moved that damned thing last time I was here and forgot to put it back." She shoved the footstool aside and I took the chance to study my surroundings. Ah, the infamous Lovell castle. Overkill, of course, and unpleasantly creepy, even to a ghost. The place was soaked in pain and misery. But I supposed it was a beautiful structure, under all the dark, simmering energy. 

No doubt some would find it lovely just as it was. My previous owner certainly had. I barely held back a sneer as I shoved away the memories. I was supposed to be convincing this Lovell to help me. "Are you sure you can trust any of the equipment here?" I asked, wincing as I started to levitate a mortar and pestle toward the box she had brought. I thought better of it almost immediately. No. Not that item. That one had been used for something involving blood and semen a little too recently for my liking.

At all was too recently for my liking. The heavy stoneware hit the rug with a thud when I released it. 

Only then did I realize my error. The Lovell witch was watching me with narrowed eyes. "You're a poltergeist," she said, crossing her strong arms over her chest. This woman was certainly no one's idea of delicate. Quite a few ancestors were probably rolling over in graves and all that. But maybe all that solid presence meant she was a survivor. Maybe she would at least survive long enough to destroy the damned book.

I sighed. "Yes. I'm a poltergeist."

She paced around me in a circle as I hovered over the bestiary. "Not just any ghost can effect solid objects. I knew you weren't human." She lifted a brow. "What are you?" Those sharp gray eyes were flashing, a clever mind trying to figure out the energies coming off me—energies she had likely never encountered before.

I crossed my arms over my chest and tilted my chin in my best righteous intimidation pose. "What are you" was just a step away from "How can I use you and everything you are?" A person only fell for that once in his lifetime. Especially if it got him killed and bound to a spellbook. "I'm a ghost, woman. A shade. A specter. A spook. A haunt." I arched a brow at her. "Are you addled? A bit slow perhaps?''

She wasn't impressed. "You know, whatever you're hiding, I'll figure it out eventually."

She was so sure of herself, so unconcerned. I really had no doubt she would figure it out. Eventually.

"You will certainly try," I said, swirling away to become mist, then rematerializing behind her. "But you have better things to do at the moment, Miss Lovell."

It was strange, I didn't even know her name. Her weird, loudly dressed human roommate had come home and the witch had ignored me until the woman left again for some outing with friends. I could have sworn I heard the roommate call this new witch Andy. But that had to be a jest. No self-respecting magical practitioner, let alone a Lovell witch, would allow herself to be named Andy.

"Never," a low, rich female voice growled at me, magic lacing every word, "ever, call me that."

I blinked at the spitting fury before me. "What? Miss Lovell? Whyever not?"

Though…I was pretty sure I knew the answer to that. It was soaked into every surface, suffused the very air around this place—Lovell wasn't a name, it was a curse. An insult. A black mark to anyone who didn't care more about titles than basic decency and the lives of other beings.

She snorted. "My name is Oleander. But even that is theirs. So it's Andy. Andy Love. Because that's an acceptable human name."

She smirked, the dangerous expression just like her ancestors, but better…strangely alluring somehow. "And it sounds absolutely stupid. So that's an added bonus." She lifted a middle finger and waved it at the hall in a rude gesture. "Fuck you, Lovells, with your fancy silver forks and your basement horror show. Fuck. You."

I gaped at the creature, with her frizzy green hair standing on end, in her ripped jeans and her anything but elegant female form. Then I did something I didn't know I even could do in death. 

I…laughed.

It didn't feel the same. And judging from Andy's expression, it sounded awful. But it was genuine. It was feeling something other than tired, futile rage. 

"Come on," Andy said, stuffing her green hair back into a messy bun and scooping up the book. "All the better spell stuff is upstairs in the workroom." She shook her head. "Either there or in the basement. But the entire fucking world could burn before you talked me into going down there ever again. I'm stupid. Not suicidal." She rubbed the top of one foot against her opposite calf, her face pinched in remembered pain. 

Ah, yes. If I recalled correctly, the basement laboratory had been booby trapped when I was last called on to serve a Lovell. Nasty work, that. The woman was lucky she still had two legs, if she had stepped foot down there unawares.

I followed along after Andy as she made her way across the entryway to the sweeping staircase that led to the second floor. It was strange to see the Lovell mansion looking so shabby and abandoned. It was obvious that no one had lived here in some time, everything just as I remembered it from when this witch's father had last called on my powers to allow him to spy on a rival—but everything was covered in a deep layer of dust. A few items were missing here and there, expensive things that held no significant magic. Interesting. "I quite understand why you choose not to reside here," I said as I trailed along after the witch. "But why is a witch of your caliber residing in the human world?"

She huffed and kept walking, treating me to a marvelous view of her plump ass, something I wouldn't have appreciated nearly as much when I was alive. Sadly. Being dead had a way of changing your outlook on life. 

"You knew my family, right?" she ground out. "One of them…did this to you." She glanced back over her shoulder, anger flickering like a live flame in those dove gray eyes. 

I was taken aback. It was…touching…that she should give a damn about my treatment. No one else of her lineage ever had. "Yes," I said slowly, drifting beside her as we reached the second story landing. "I had the unfortunate pleasure of knowing several generations of Lovells. It was your…great grandmother…I believe, who tricked me and turned me into this." I waved a see-through hand at my misty form. 

She nodded, the gesture sharp and hard. "Well, then you know what kind of people they were. All of them rotten to the core. People like to throw around the word 'evil.' But usually they don't use it in the right context. In the case of my family, 'evil' doesn't even begin to describe it." She shrugged. "They're all dead. Most of the family died in some epic battle when a bunch of asshats tried to take over the magical world—the gloaming, they called it. My parents were executed for their crimes." She turned to me, trapping her full bottom lip between her teeth. "I was just a kid. Six years old. They couldn't very well behead me alongside my parents. So here I am. But the entire magical world knows the Lovell name. If a magical family wasn't in league with the assholes, then they probably had loved ones who were tortured or killed by them. I can't lift a finger without drawing the attention of everyone around me."

I nodded in understanding. No one held grudges or clung to suspicion quite like a supernatural being—and witches were the worst. They had one foot in the magical world and one foot in the human one. It tended to make them more vulnerable than their supernatural peers—and more paranoid and guarded. 

I followed Andy to the workroom on the second floor. It was a handsome room—if you ignored the macabre implements and the grime. A small area had been cleared on the wooden workbench under one tall, stained-glass window. Clearly this witch didn't spend much time at the ancestral home, but it looked like she did come here from time to time. Probably when she needed to do serious spellwork. Magic came easier in this realm. She plopped the bestiary in the center of the cleared space and put her hands on her hips. 

"Okay." Sighing, she stooped and riffled through a small stack of books that were tucked away under the bench, free from dust, their covers gleaming with care. "Bindings. Right." She pulled out an intermediate magic book and flopped it on top of the bestiary. "Piece of cake."

I gaped at her. "Are you jesting? You…don't know how to do magic?"

She leveled that intense gaze at me. "Of course I know how to do magic. I'm a witch, aren't I?" She flipped a page, running a finger down the table of contents, and her cheeks flushed a bright, angry red. "So I don't have formal training. Big deal."

I sighed. Breathing wasn't strictly necessary, but there were times when it was required to express one's absolute horror. "The bestiary is high magic! It was created by the matriarch of the Lovell line. And you think you're going to destroy it using a magical primer for children?"

She slapped her hand flat on the book and turned to me, her lips twisted into a sneer. "Do you have any better ideas, asshat? How's your magic-working ability these days? I assume if you could just spring yourself, you'd have done it by now."

I glared, feeling my aura surge within me, the little remaining dregs of my power swirling through my noncorporeal being. "I can sense strong magic in you. I assumed you knew how to use it. This is pointless." I waved at the instructional book. "Take me to an elder."

She snorted. "You want me to take this thing," she said as she shoved the bestiary across the workbench, "to an elder magic practitioner and trust that they'll destroy it rather than hiding it away and continuing to use the people enslaved in the pages? Or better yet, maybe they'll study it and figure out how to make a book of their very own, so they can trap even more living creatures to do their bidding."

I exploded, my misty form puffing out into nothingness while my voice remained. "Don't be daft."

She rolled her eyes. "Spooks. Nothing but smoke for brains." Then she went back to perusing her little instructional book. 

I floated in the in between, feeling lost and dejected all over again. For a moment there, I had dared hope. And that flare of remembered light made my entire being sing. But an untrained witch who had to use manuals was never going to be able to destroy the book. And the finding, then subsequent loss, of that rare hope was like a physical blow after having been without hope for so long.

Sometime later, I became aware of nagging. Rousing himself from my stupor, I flowed into my visible form. "Finally!" my new witch was griping. "What were you doing? Napping? Come here and tell me if this will work."

I floated over to the workbench, taking in the array of ingredients and spell paraphernalia that were littered across the surface. I had no idea how long I'd been out of it, but Andy had been busy during my break from reality. "Attempting to just destroy the whole book runs a really high chance of killing the creatures who are bound up inside it," she was saying, her strong, plant-stained hands dancing as she spoke. "And I'd probably blow myself up in the process. You just know there are counter spells and shit woven in there." She grinned at me, a manic light dancing in her gray storm cloud eyes. "But I bet old Granny Crazy Pants didn't worry too much about someone in her own bloodline coming along and teasing out the bindings one by one." She slid a pile of spellbooks over for me to look at. "See. If I do a few smaller spells at a time and tailor them to the specific creature we're targeting—one by one—I think I can wiggle them free."

I blinked at the mad genius standing before me. "Wiggle them free? You're insane." But as my eyes trailed over the notes she'd scribbled down and the potions and sundry items she had prepared, I almost felt like I had a real body again—as if my heart was racing. "This…might actually work."

She gave me a dangerous smile. "It might. Are you on speaking terms with the other residents the book? Cause I'm pretty sure they're gonna be pissed when I start yanking them out."

I rolled my eyes heavenward, praying for mercy. "We have a minimal awareness of each other, but we have been called upon to use our powers together at times. Most will at least recognize me when they emerge."

She chewed on her lip again. And really, that shouldn't affect a dead person, but here we were. It made me wish I had a body so I could reach out and use my thumb to save the plump skin from damage. "You're different than them," she said, oblivious to my strange thoughts. "She bound you so you can travel more freely."

At my nod, she continued. "What about them? Do they even know what's going on? Are they aware?"

I met her eyes. "They are aware. But it's a disjointed, unsettling sort of existence. Every time a witch uses the bestiary to call on some portion of their power, it…it's like a portion of them is sliced off, torn away and disconnected. And when they are summoned fully, they have lost bits of time, so they will feel disoriented and defensive."

"They're going to be angry," she said flatly. "Powerful beings, newly free, and full of rage."

I nodded again. I didn't want to dissuade her from freeing them. But it wouldn't do any of them any good if the first creature to emerge from the bestiary tore our helpful new witch to shreds. "And there's also the price."

She closed her eyes and took in a long breath. "Of course." All magic came with a cost. Usually it was paid with ingredients or personal energy. But the imbalance caused by decades of imprisonment and abuse…the universe would demand balance, and the price was sure to be steep. 

For one dizzy moment, I saw straight to this young witch's soul. I saw the burden she carried and the cost she continued to pay on behalf of her family, again and again, long after they were gone from this life. 

"Goddess damn them all," she muttered. Then she squared her wide shoulders, and her gray eyes took on a flinty cast. "Well, let's free a fae. If I'm still alive after, we can tweak this process for the next one."

I reached for her without thinking, surprised when my hand skated along the smooth surface of her cheek before it sank through. Her skin was so warm. So alive. It made me ache like a physical wound. All that warmth, and I was asking—no demanding—that she risk her life to free a dead man and a bunch of cursed beasts. 

Maybe I really had lost every last bit of goodness I had ever possessed. 

She pulled back with a hiss, her gray eyes wide. "You touched me."

I looked away, pulling in on myself, my misty being roiling and churning on the soft ethereal currents in the room. "Apologies. Carry on."

Andy huffed, then set about placing the bestiary in a spell circle she had chalked on the dusty floor. At least she had the sense to do this here, in the non-ordinary realm. The last thing I needed on my conscience was to know that we had unleashed a feral beast into the ordinary human realm. 

I watched in silence as Andy lit candles and burned herbs, her magic strangely earthy and grounded for a Lovell. Then she opened her channels and started chanting, murmuring words and drawing graceful gestures to direct and unweave the magic, like a seamstress picking apart a woven blanket. I stared in wonder at the deep well of power that I could suddenly sense spiraling down, down, deep inside Oleander Lovell. She might reject her family's legacy. But there was no denying who she was. 

Thank spirit for that. Because it was going to take all that power to unweave the fae's binding without triggering the half-dozen traps I could now see woven into the bestiary, revealed beneath the glowing streamers of Andy's magic. Andy grunted, then her face stretched into a grim smile, her eyes closed as she maneuvered around her grandmother's traps. 

Gods and angels, the woman was actually enjoying this.

"Ah!" she gasped out at last, pulling her magic back in with an almost audible click, like a key turning in a lock. A shockwave of magic rippled over the room. Andy fell to her knees as a set of short, sharp antlers began to emerge from the open pages of the bestiary. 

Andy scooted back on her ass, accidentally smudging the chalk circle that may or may not have held back the being she had just released. I floated in front of her, as if I could provide some sort of protection from the fury we had just released. 

Long, graceful arms lifted from the book, nimble hands gripping the edges as the fae pulled herself from the book like climbing up from a hole. Andy's back hit the workbench as the tall, slender fae woman emerged in all her glory, naked and strong, her long limbs inked in silvery markings that quickly faded. The terrible fae shook her head to get the long, golden-brown hair out of her face, then lifted a hand and conjured her bow and arrows, nocking the bow and aiming it at the cowering witch. Glowing eyes and short, sharp fangs flashed as the fae's power-laced voice filled the room. 

"Lovell bitch," she said, drawing her bow, lean muscle flexing and magic flaring about her, ensuring her aim would be true. "Cower. Beg."

"Niamh," I said, holding out a hand and manifesting every bit of physicality I could manage. "Please, wait."

Andy fumbled for something in her pocket, and for one glorious moment, I thought she had a plan, a defense, some suitably devious weapon for a Lovell. 

I gaped at her when she pulled out a plastic…pen. "Think I know what the price was," she slurred, her eyes going unfocused. Then she uncapped the pen thing, pulled up her shirt and slammed the device into the soft skin of her stomach. "Fuck me sideways." Her limbs trembled and her skin went pale as she listed to the side, her eyes rolling back in her head.

The fae woman snarled at Andy, ignoring me. "I will enjoy watching your blood spill, Lovell."

Then she loosed her arrow. 










  
  

Chapter 3


Andy





Something cold was sliding over my body in soft waves. It felt nice against the backdrop of total shittiness I was currently feeling. Nausea barreled through me, and I rolled onto my side, trying to remember where the hell I was. There didn't seem to be any concerned citizens or a frantic roommate hovering nearby. I swallowed back bile and forced myself to sit up, blinking in confusion at the ornately carved antique table leg that filled my vision. 

Something flickered in my periphery, a misty presence that seemed to be the source of the cool, comforting sensation against my skin. "Andy? Oh, thank heaven above, you're awake!" The ghost's voice penetrated my brain fog and events started trickling back in. 

Right. I was at the ancestral home, not my nice, human rental house with my flighty roommate who would at least know to turn me on my side so I didn't drown in my own vomit and would have gotten me some medical attention. My only assistance was a dead guy who could maybe poltergeist an ashtray or something. Cool. 

I looked around the room for the murderous fae, only to find it empty of fair folk at the moment. The sudden movement made my head throb, but I ignored it. "Where'd she go?" I muttered intelligently. It always took a while for the brain to come back online after a hypoglycemic episode, and this one had been a fucking doozy. The spell magic took its "price" right out of my damned body. That was always the risk with strong magic. But…hadn't I been about to get shot or something? I glanced down, patting my body with clumsy hands, looking for wounds. No gushing blood. No pain. Huh.

Elijah was hovering back and forth, doing the ghost version of hand-wringing—pressing his fingers together until they merged into one smoky ball, then pulling them apart and reforming them again. His probably-handsome-if-he-was-solid face drew into a frown at my question. "Niamh? She's gone. After I deflected her arrow, she actually listened to me long enough for me to tell her you had freed her. She said it looked like you were dying anyway, without any help from her arrows." He shrugged one barely-there shoulder. "Then she left. I assume she went back to her people." He hiked a misty thumb toward the shattered stained-glass window on the other side of the room. 

"She jumped out a second story window?" I asked in surprise. Then I held up a shaky hand. "Wait. You know what? Never mind. I don't care, as long as she's gone and not trying to jab me full of holes."

I grabbed the edge of the solid table made from magic-infused, old-growth wood and hauled my ass up into a somewhat upright position. My legs felt all wobbly and my head ached, but I'd live. 

"What was all that?" Elijah asked. When I stood, the empty glucagon pen rolled across the floor and the ghost hovered over to look at it, floating in this weird-assed horizontal position with his one arm going through the floor as he tried to read the label on the pen. 

I sighed and went to retrieve the thing from the floor. "Emergency injectable," I said tiredly, tossing it into the nearest dusty, needlessly decorative trashcan. "The spell made my blood sugar drop to fatal levels. The shot brought it back up." I paused and bent over the trashcan as a wave of nausea hit me, a side effect of sending your blood sugar skyrocketing after a near-fatal low. 

When the sensation passed, I shuffled around the workroom, looking for enough ingredients to make some sort of charm to make me stop feeling like a left-over dogshit sandwich. Elijah came to hover closer, one cool, misty hand stroking along my arm in that almost-there way of his. His face was probably expressing concern, but it lost a bit in translation, what with the deep, shadowy eye sockets filled with eerily glowing blue aura energy. "You are…." He seemed to be searching for the right words, and I had to wonder just how long the guy had been a ghost, if diabetes was an unusual word for him. "Diabetic? Is that the term?" 

I nodded, and he shook his head vehemently. "No. No Lovell witch could have such a human disease."

I sighed and took down some dried cardamom and ginger root, glad I'd had the foresight to stock a few things in this creepy old house just in case. Yarrow maybe? I took a second to evaluate my headache. Wouldn't hurt to treat that too. I tossed things into a fairly clean mortar—one of mine, that hadn't been used for evil rituals—and avoided looking at my ghostly busy-body. He was right. Usually, witches had just enough magic running through their blood to give them immunity to most diseases. We weren't as impervious as fully supernatural races, since we did tend to have more human ancestors—but chronic diseases were rare. And even more so if one came from a strong family line, one laced with extra powerful magic. Like the ancient Lovell line.

I sighed and put on a sarcastically cheerful voice. "Normally, you'd be correct, my fine non-corporeal friend. But you know how it is, curses have a way of making life inconvenient." 

I felt him hovering closer again, brushing against my aura in a way that was…disturbingly pleasant. Wow. I really needed to get out more, get some real human interaction or something. "You're cursed?" His ethereal voice was even softer than usual. Full of pity. 

"Eh," I said, as if it was nothing, as I started in on grinding up the herbs, adding a few other things as I went. "People hate my family. I'm lucky it's not a killing curse. At least, not the immediate kind. Though, today was a bit too close for comfort."

The ghost peeked over my shoulder to watch me work, which was just freaking weird, since I could feel him right there but also…not…at the same time. If I turned my head, I could see through him. He was ever so slightly shimmery, which made the rest of the room look like I was looking through cloudy silver water. And his shoulder was partially inside mine. "Why haven't you just had the curse removed?" he asked, as if that was just such a simple thing. 

I rolled my eyes. "Oh! I never thought of that. Thank you for that stunning advice. I'll just pop out and have that fixed right now, shall I?"

He made a noise that I'm sure would have been an unimpressed snort, if he had the right physical tissues for it. As it was, it was kind of a stuttering exhale. "Well, with some people, it is necessary to state the obvious."

I waved a hand over the mortar full of powder, infusing it with a bit of magic to enhance the anti-nausea and anti-headache properties of the herbs, careful not to use too much energy. Goddess knew I should lay off the magic for a while after that last little adventure. And…fuck, that meant no portals for a while. Which meant I was stuck here in purgatory with the tainted energies of the ancestral home. I tucked the mortar and pestle under my arm and scooped up the damned bestiary, then headed downstairs to the kitchen. It was the one place I had actually cleaned up and kept somewhat useable for my brief trips here to Horror Land. The ghost floated along behind me as I relented and explained.

"The curse was cast by someone powerful, and it was meant to affect my entire family line. Clever, really. It makes the Lovells prone to life-threatening conditions that would normally be considered 'natural causes.' Takes the possibility of blame right out of the equation. Less chance of the person who cast it getting caught. And, you know, probably really satisfying in some sick way, to know your enemy's entire family line will eventually die out early. It's woven into my DNA."

He made a hissing sound beside me as he drifted along, keeping pace outside the banister, hovering in thin air. "That complicates things."

I reached the first floor and headed toward the back of the house, to the over-sized kitchen. "Yep. I'm sure as shit not messing with it on my own. And I could hire someone to try to break it, but things have the potential of going very wrong if they fail." Messing with unweaving something from a person's DNA could result in fucking up every bit of genetic material in your body. Which, you know, could mean anything from slow deterioration to instantaneous melting, depending on how bad you fucked up. And most of the people powerful enough to pull it off would probably be happy if the last remaining Lovell melted into a puddle. So…no. I'd just live with type one diabetes like a large portion of the human population, thank you very much. Technologies for the disease were rapidly advancing. It wasn't the death sentence it had probably been back when Elijah was actually alive. And I could augment things with magic and witch potions. No big deal. 

You know, unless working a powerful spell caused the universe to balance things out by sucking out your energy stores. But whatever. I guess next time I'd need to carb load before I tried to release a mythical beast from a cursed grimoire. 

But then again, there was nothing to say the price would be the same the second time around. Magic was finicky that way. 

I set the book on a fairly dust-free marble countertop and got out the things to make tea from the powder I had just created. Elijah hovered silently. I tried—and failed, as usual—not to focus on how I always ended up paying for my fucked-up family's wrongs. The Lovells deserved to be cursed. They were, by and large, horrible people. But for fuck's sake, I hadn't done anything evil—unless you count stealing wi-fi from my neighbor for a while. Geesh. I hardly thought that warranted a curse on my genetic makeup. 

"It's unfair," Elijah said, his ghostly voice startling me out of my pity party, even if his words did echo my own thoughts. "You carry the burden of your family's transgressions, even now, years after they were all wiped from this plane of existence." His glowing eye orbs met my gaze, and for a second there I got a more solid glimpse of his perfect, chiseled features. He shook his head, reaching out a ghostly hand toward me, as if he would squeeze my shoulder. But of course, the touch just slid through me, making me shudder. "I'm sorry this has happened to you, Oleander. You seem to be the one shining pearl in the ocean of blackness that is the Lovell line."

He glanced away, taking in the kitchen, with all the ridiculously kitschy human touches I had added over the years just to chip away at the snooty, cold feel of the place. His ghostly lips quirked upward in amusement, and he nodded toward the cookie jar that I never used but just had to buy with the hopes my family were turning in their graves. "I like your…cow."

I grinned. "Thanks. It moos."

He let out a breathy sound that I supposed must be ghost laughter. "Of course it does. Your grand matriarch would have hated it. Nice choice."

I leaned against the counter and sipped my tea. "I know." The concoction was just slightly fucking awful. But I was too tired and too lazy to so anything about the taste. I just tipped my head back and chugged. 

Elijah stared at me, ever the spook critic. "Is that how they take tea in the human world these days?"

I shrugged and rinsed my cup out before setting it in the sink. "That didn't qualify as tea, dude. It tasted like a snail's arsehole."

He continued to stare.

"What?" I said defensively. 

He poofed out of existence momentarily, then re-formed. "Your…way of speaking…is unlike any aristocrat I've ever met." 

That was definitely an attempt at being diplomatic. I winked. "Thank fuck for that." Then I stretched and glanced out the window at the slowly sinking sun. It wasn't getting dark yet, and I hated the idea of staying the night in this house. But I was exhausted and shaky, and I couldn't reliably portal until my magic reserves built back up. I could go into town and pay for a portal home. But that would mean enduring the stares and whispered gossip. And I was in no fucking mood for that if I could avoid it. So, sleepover at the asylum it was. 

"I'm going to bed," I informed my new companion. "Feel free to…I don't know, go wherever dead people go when they aren't busy spying on the living." The ghost made a face that was oddly sad, and I suddenly recalled what he'd said earlier about the fae. "And thanks for deflecting that arrow. I'm not really a piercing kind of girl."

He wavered, and I thought maybe the ghost was tired too. It had to take energy to affect solid matter, even to a small degree. And spirits typically didn't have much energy to spare. "Rest well, mistress witch," he said with a semi-sarcastic head tilt. "Open the book and call my name if you need me." His expression lost all levity. "It may take me a while to return on my own otherwise."

Then, he was gone, swirling into a shimmery fog that flowed into the bestiary, leaving nothing behind. 

I sighed. Ghosts always made me sad, even though my mediumship abilities meant I had lots of exposure to them. There was just something so…poignant…about interacting with the shade of what had once been and never would be again, even if most ghosts were just shallow remnants. 

I tested my blood sugar with one of the test kits I kept stashed everywhere. Sighing, I pulled an insulin pen out of my back pocket and attempted to correct the now high blood sugar that came from the glucagon. Standard procedure was to go to the hospital after using one of those things. But I was a witch. I did have some enhanced resilience. I'd be fine. Probably.

I made my way to my old bedroom with dragging feet. All traces of anything childlike had long ago been removed, but I passed another room—probably a guest suite, since I was an only child—that was fully decked out in bows and hearts and little girl pink. It was eerie as fuck. If I was ever planning on living here—which I was absolutely not—the first thing I'd do was get rid of that crap. I flicked my wrist, using a bit of my remaining magic to shut that door so I didn't have to look at it. Creepy fucking house. 

When I reached my room, I flopped face-first onto a slightly dusty, but humanly peasant-level, mundane bedspread, and passed out. Maybe I'd wake up and realize that this whole pain-in-the-ass day had been nothing more than a bad dream.

I slept like the dead. For a while.

Bad dreams weren't unusual for me, particularly when I had spent the day immersed in the dark miasma that hung around the Lovell mansion. But I didn't usually wake up in terror. 

I kept my eyes closed and my breathing even as I tried to figure out what had woken me. I wasn't a complete newbie. I had set wards and protections and done a thorough cleansing on the rooms I used, including this bedroom. So there shouldn't be anything evil lurking here. 

As I lay there not moving, the bed shifted as if a weight was pressing down on the mattress. Fear skittered over my skin, giving me goosebumps. Goddess, this had better not be another ghost. I was so fucking not in the mood for playing intermediary with the spirit world at dark-o-clock in the morning after the night I just had. Especially with a spirt strong enough to poltergeist. But sometimes they were insistent. 

I gathered my power to me, happy to find that it was replenishing nicely after my tea and most of a night's sleep. It might be witching hour, but I had gone to bed early. I'd take it. 

The weight on the bed shifted and I felt a foreign magic rise in reaction to my own. "Oh, no, little witch," a rich feminine voice purred, magic-laced and flowing over my aura like a caress. "None of that."

Strong, slender fingers were wrapped around my throat before I even had time to react. I pulled my hands up and planted them on the person's body, sending pure, raw energy at them through the contact. It should feel like getting hit by lightning. But of course, fae have magic of their own—deeper magic, older magic than witches. My spell dispersed, fizzling out without any effect. 

I tried to bring my knees up to ram them into the lithe, powerful body that was pinning me to the bed, but of course that didn't work either. Fae were hunters by nature, fully capable of taking down large prey. I was so fucked. "What the hell do you want?" I managed to grunt out between gasping breaths. Apparently, she wasn't going to immediately choke me to death. So, yay, bonus! 

She growled, low and dangerous, then shifted with all the sudden grace of a jungle cat, the strong hand releasing my throat to grip my hair and drag me from the bed. 

"Ow!" I yelped. "Son of a bitch. What the fuck?" I hit the floor with a thump and half a dozen fey will-o’-the-wisp lights danced into existence, lighting the place with an eerie glow that made me want to follow them anywhere—even right off a cliff to my death. "Oh, cut the damned theatrics," I snapped, gripping my hair at the roots to counter her grip and keep her from ripping it out.

The fae snarled something in a language that was incomprehensible to anyone but the fair folk. Then she yanked me to my feet and shoved me into a nearby antique wing-backed chair. "Theatrics?" she hissed, the depth of rage in her voice making the hair on my arms stand on end. "You," she said, gripping my chin in her strong fingers and tilting my head back. Her leaf green eyes reflected light in the darkness, like the eyes of an animal. "Your ancestor bound me in a grimoire and used my powers against my will for untold years of torture. Then I am ripped from the pages by a bumbling witch with no finesse or talent, only to find myself disoriented and inundated with the vile energies of suffering and darkness that suffuse this place." She narrowed her eyes at me, showing fang, the eerie wisp lights glinting off her sharp-pronged antlers. "Then I escape. Return to my people. To my family. And what do I find?"

I swallowed, narrowing my eyes in return. "I don't know. A bunch of naked satyrs doing the dirty with the local deer population? Nice antlers, by the way."

She squeezed my face so hard I knew I'd have bruises. "I find them all gone. Dead. Murdered in a war that I slept through! Most at the hands of your people."

I sighed. "Story of my life, bro. Wanna punish me for shit I didn't do? Cool. Get in line."

I reached out a foot, kicking the nightstand as hard as I could. The fae just watched me in confusion, but it did the job. The bestiary teetered and fell to the floor, the pages flopping open. "Elijah!" I yelled. "Wake the fuck up and help me out here or something, you useless ball of smoke." 

I wasn't really sure how to summon a captive spirit from the book for use. Hadn't thought I'd need to, for fuck's sake. 

The fae kicked the book farther away from us with a look of disgust on her face, as if she couldn't stand to be near the thing. Not that I blamed her, really. 

Elijah slowly materialized, shimmering in and out of existence until he took in what was going on. "Niamh!" he gasped in his misty way, shooting forward to try to insert himself between me and the psychotic deer lady. "Stop! Don't harm her!"

She released my face and took a step back, but her hand still rested on the rustic-looking, hand-crafted dagger at her belt. "Ghost. Why do you defend this monster?"

He held up his hands in a placating gesture, as if a see-through dude could really stop the fae from murdering me. I slid sideways out of my chair and stood, getting a good connection to my magic. They both ignored me. "Niamh, she is the key to our freedom. She isn't like the rest. She freed you—and almost died in the process—for no reason other than that it was the right thing to do."

The fae started prowling, pacing back and forth with this lean, silent grace that at any other time I might have found sexy. Apparently, my brain was still a bit fried from recent events. Because…what? She wants to murder you, Andy. Not the time to ask for a quickie.

"What am I to do?" the fae bit out, waving a hand at Elijah. "My clan is gone. My life is gone. The world as I knew it is irrevocably changed."

Elijah let out a long, hollow sigh. "I'm sorry. I admit we didn't think of that. We only thought to release you from your prison so we can destroy the book."

I edged slowly toward the door an inch at a time to avoid notice, while the ghost defended me and the fae hunter paced. Cowardly? Maybe. But I wasn't keen on dying tonight, and no one took on a fae hunter and lived. Well…except apparently my evil ancestor. But who knows what kind of underhanded tricks great Granny Wolfsbane had used? Old Wolfie probably knew all kinds of nasty little spells and traps. I was shit out of luck on that front. 

I had almost made it to the door when the fae rounded on me. 

I squared my shoulders and straightened my spine as death bore down on me, her lithe form outlined by dancing willow-the-whisps. Huh. At least I'd die with twinkle lights. Festive. 

The fae halted in front of me and crossed her arms. "As the current owner of the bestiary and a Lovell witch, you are responsible for the crimes of your bloodline."

I rolled my eyes. "I'm really not."

But she ignored me. I was beginning to think that was going to be a thing—if I lived long enough. "You will take responsibility."

I sighed. "Yeah, sure, fine. Whatever. All my fault. I'm responsible. All better now?"

She tilted her head, her narrowed green eyes sharp and calculating. "Yes. You will provide for my needs until such time as I call your blood debt fulfilled. Beginning with food and shelter." 

I gaped at her. "What? You want me to…keep you? Take care of you like a…a…pet, or a kid, or something? No fucking way. Get out." I pointed at the window, since it looked like that was where she'd come in. The repair people were going to have so many questions. Or maybe not. Maybe they'd just assume I had thrown someone out the window to their death and accept that as typical Lovell behavior. I was tempted to let them think that just for fun. If I lived that long.

Elijah let out a resigned sigh from behind the fae. The woman—Niamh, or whatever—just smiled, slow and wicked. "You already agreed to take responsibility. A bargain has been struck. You can't refuse now." She shrugged. "You should have set more specific terms." She bared her pointed teeth at me. "And I am not a pet or a child."

I put my face in my hands and just…breathed for a minute or two. I was so fucking stupid. Everyone knew you had to be ridiculously careful what you said around the fae. Their damned magic just latched right onto things like bargains, and agreements, and debts. And going back on your promises could cause one hell of a magical backlash.

I lifted my head to meet a pair of angry, but triumphant, green eyes. "Cool," I said in a flat voice. "You're stuck with me now. You're just gonna love it, I promise." My voice dripped with sarcasm. If she wanted to hang around while I bumbled through my boring, fucked up life, more power to her. She'd get her damned room and board too—but she never specified her terms either, so she was getting dollar-store cup noodles and the old, rotted doghouse behind my rental in the human world. We'd see how long she stuck around after that. 

"Well," I said, wiping my hands on my jeans. "Since I'm up now, I might as well be productive." I brushed past the fae woman and flipped on an actual light, then picked up the bestiary. "Make yourself useful, deer-head, and help me figure out how to free a…" I flipped to the next section of the book. "Jinn? Yeah. Okay, a Jinn." Fuck me sideways with a rusty mace. "Help me figure out how to free a pissed-off Jinn from this thing and keep it from murdering me."

Elijah did something with his face that might have been an eye roll, you know, if he had eyes. "You're sure you want to attempt him next?"

I shrugged, as if I was absolutely cool with unleashing a being of fire who could control minds and shit. Why not?

My beautiful, deadly new fae shadow just smiled that evil smile, a hint of fang showing, probably relishing all the ways this would end with my guts on the outside or something. Woo-hoo. 










  
  

Chapter 4


Andy





Have you ever seen a lethal, sexy fae hunter with deer horns wearing a pair of faded, too-short gray sweats and a men's tank top? No? Well let me tell you, it's amazing. Weird. But amazing. I had to make a serious effort not to burst out laughing every time I laid eyes on Niamh. But she had threatened to gut me and use my insides to make boot laces the first time I gave in to that urge, so I did my best to keep a straight face. 

It had been a couple of very long days since I freed the fae.

"Look," I said to my unwelcome house guest. "I can't take you to the human realm. I mean…have you ever looked in a mirror? If the ears and the teeth didn't do it, the freaking antlers would certainly raise some suspicions, deer girl. Then we'd have the Supernatural Alliance beating down the door because I violated the treaty and brought a non-human species to Earth without registering it. No thanks.”

I could probably make her a masking charm, but with her innate magic, it would take more energy than I was willing to expend. 

She narrowed her bright green eyes at me, hands on her hips and that imperious, "I'm-better-than-you-witch," look on her face. "I don't care about silly human treaties. You will not abandon me here in this…den of evil and pain…so you can hide in the human world. What is it you really need from there? You're a witch. You belong here."

I sighed. How was it that she could threaten me one second, then act like a possessive boyfriend the next? My life was getting fucking weird. "You were there, cupcake," I reminded her. "We went over the possible spell ingredients we need to free the jinn. I have most of it in the human world. It will save me having to deal with the assholes at the market here."

"You spurn my looks," the testy fae said, fingering the sharp point of one antler. "And yet, your ancestors sought my people's connection to the beasts, coveted it so badly that I was imprisoned for it."

I rolled my eyes. Really? Now her feelings were hurt? I was getting a headache. I tore my eyes away from her perfect lips and put my hands on my hips, aping her posture and glowering right back. The last thing any fae needed was an ego boost. They were all well aware how beautiful they were. And they were damned proud of it. "I could give a crap less about your looks," I ground out. "I just don't want to deal with the market or the Alliance. So you will stay here, and I will go get the stuff I need from home. And maybe some more clothes for you. Really, no one wears hunting leathers for fun anymore, even here."

She growled. Literally growled at me. "Fine. But you will return before sunset."

I arched my eyebrows at her. "Are you…afraid of spending the night here alone? Is that what this is all about?"

She stalked toward me, forcing me to look up to meet her eyes. Her sharp little fangs flashed as she leaned into my space. "I am not afraid of some overdone witches' hovel."

I went up on my tiptoes to get in her space right back, refusing to be cowed. "Then what the hell is your problem, deer girl?"

She huffed and her eyes slid sideways. "The human world has its dangers, just as this one does."

I blinked at her. "So?"

Elijah appeared, sliding through Niamh, and making her shudder in distaste. "She's worried about you, Andy."

The fae snorted and threw her hands up in the air as she spun away. "Absolutely not. Go on then, scurry off, witch."

And with that, the weirdo glided out of the room. 

I glanced at Elijah. "She's ridiculous. Does being bound to that book like…rot your brains or something?"

He shrugged one misty shoulder. "I fear she may be…attached to you. You freed her and gave her a place to shelter until she gets her bearings. She has lost her family. Her entire clan." His aura-blue eyes flared momentarily with some strong emotion. "And you know the fair folk are prone to arrogance and possessiveness. I'm afraid she now considers you her witch."

I rolled my eyes at that bunch of bullshit. "So stupid."

He tilted his head and floated closer, running one cool, almost-there hand up my arm and making me shiver. "Do you not find her attractive? I sense she feels drawn to you."

I gaped at him. "What are you? Spook match maker now? Besides, even if we disregard every other weird fucking thing about this situation, I've known her a total of two days."

His blue eye orbs gazed at me unblinking. "Dalliances and attachments have been known to occur in far less time." His voice took on a haughty tone. "Besides, I can hardly partake in fleshly pleasures these days. I have to get my jollies somewhere."

I groaned and swiped a hand through him, and he poofed into smoke with a hollow, ghostly laugh. Then he reappeared across the room. "In all seriousness, Andy. You could do worse than having a strong fae hunter to protect you. The beings you release from the bestiary will be dangerous. And even without all that, it sounds very much like you need a partner to help carry some of your…earthly burden."

I widened my eyes at him, not knowing what to say in response to this weird turn in the conversation. "I'm not hooking up with some fae chick so I'll have a live-in bodyguard. For fuck's sake, Elijah."

He shrugged again and drifted past me. "Worth a try, I suppose. You know, when I was alive, I considered purity to be the ideal. Ghosthood has made me realize how much I missed out on in my life. I wouldn't want you to make the same mistake."

I turned and grabbed up my backpack. "So, what you're saying is that you're a pervert and you're planning on spying on me when I'm naked." Great. Fantastic. 

He laughed. "Oh, do calm yourself. I'm teasing, Andy." But something in his voice said not all of that was a joke. 

"What the hell are you?" I asked for the millionth time. "One of those sorcerer monks who live in the caves?" 

He huffed. "Hardly. Didn't you have things to do? Places to be?"

I eyed the bestiary where it lay on an end table in the dusty parlor we'd taken to using. "Should I take that with me, do you think? Or will it be safe here?"

He drifted closer to the book, trailing his misty fingers over the cover. "I suppose you should keep it close. But then I will have to come along. I can't move far enough away from the book to remain here while it is in another realm. My tether may be looser than the others', but it's not that lenient."

I shrugged, then belatedly realized what he was saying. "Which would mean deer lady would have to stay here alone in the creepy house."

He nodded. "Yes. But she is a hunter. I'm sure she'll be fine."

I remembered some of the nasty booby traps I had disabled early in my visits to the ancestral home, and shuddered. "Uh. You know what, maybe you'd better stay here. And…can you sweep as much of the house as you can reach for booby traps? I'm afraid I might have missed a fun surprise or two." I hadn't really been all that thorough since most of the traps weren't triggered by Lovell blood.

Elijah let out a gusty dead-guy sigh. "If I must. Shall I warn your guest as well?"

I nodded. Then I held up a hand to stop him from hurrying off. "What did she mean, about my ancestors wanting her people's connection to beasts?"

He gave me a misty smile, sad and…old. "Niamh's clan were known far and wide for their connection to animals. They could communicate with them, coax the animal spirit to do wonderous things."

I swallowed hard. A few things were starting to make awful sense to me. "Wonderous…or terrible?"

Elijah drifted closer and the shimmery outline of his chiseled features wavered. "Any ability or power can be terrible, if used that way."

I sighed. "Yeah. I think I've seen what my family did with her powers. Goddess damn it."

I turned away to stow the nasty bestiary under a couch cushion, then called up a portal to the human realm, hoping what I brought back wasn't going to cause Niamh to go on another let's-kill-Andy rampage. Then I stepped across the threshold and put the magic world behind me, where it belonged. 

The portal spat me out in my tiny backyard in the human realm. I took a moment to breathe, just centering myself and getting my bearings. The flow of aether here was slower, more distant, spread out thinner over every non-magical atom of the human world. I shook out my hands to relieve the tingles in my fingertips and cracked my neck. Then I went into the house and straight to my bedroom. 

"Hey, Bis," I said, hurrying to his pen and flipping open the lid so my pet could escape his enclosure. I had made him a charm that made him look like a garden variety rat to my human roommate. But Bis was…special. And I never kept him in his cage when I was around. He must be pissed at me for leaving him cooped up playing pet rat for days on end. I scooped him up and touched his little pink nose to mine. "We're going on a little trip, buddy," I said, setting him on my bed as I went about packing a duffel bag full of clothes and other things I thought I'd need.

I was going to have to spend at least a couple more days over there in Crazy Land, if the last few days was any indication of how this whole "free the captive freaks" thing was going to go. If I lived through freeing the jinn, I'd make another trip back for anything else I needed. I refused to think about how much time I was going to have to spend on the other side, if I was going to free all of the creatures bound to the bestiary.

Content with what I had stuffed in my bag, I held out an arm so Bis could climb up onto my shoulder, then took my empty backpack to the kitchen. Amy was kind of a ditz, so she put up with my unusual interest in herbology and cooking without asking questions. Half of our postage-stamp back yard was taken over by garden boxes that were currently overflowing with herbs, and I had two entire cabinets filled with dried plants and other various items. Amy thought they were all just hippie herbal remedies and kept her party-girl self away from it all. Which was for the best. I might use my witchy magic for good. But that didn't mean all the ingredients were exactly safe. 

I riffled the cupboards, stuffing bags and jars into my backpack. I had spent most of the last two days pouring over spell books and examining the binding on the jinn's section of the bestiary. Every creature's binding spells were different, tailored to their unique powers and abilities. Great Granny might have been pure evil, but she wasn't stupid. The way she had constructed these bindings was…genius, actually. But that was the thing with my family. People liked to dismiss criminals as unintelligent. That would be a huge mistake when facing the Lovells. I didn't think there was an unintelligent gene in any of my ancestors. Well…except old uncle Abrus, who blew himself up making a spell for exploding fruit…but there's always one exception to the rule, right? 

I had to admit, as much as I liked a good puzzle, I was glad the bitchy fae and the weird ghost dude had been there while I did my research. They were mostly silent while I worked, but when I was ready to talk through things out loud (which I often did even when alone) they were able to offer valuable insight into the magic and the way it flowed differently for a being like a jinn. 

I had never met a jinn in real life, and trust me, I wasn't looking forward to it. They were basically demons with all kinds of specialized powers. Apparently, if the fae and the ghost could be trusted, my jinn was a fire elemental who could possess people, morph into animals, and who the fuck knew what else. The bestiary's categories for this being were vague, with things like "travel, fire, shifting, seduction, and identity," so…who knew what all was included under those categories. What my great grandmother considered normal and "Goes without saying" was probably a hell of a lot different than my definition. But one thing everyone was clear on was that the guy could control fire.

I was probably going to die. 

"It's been nice knowing you, Bis," I said to my fluffy friend. "I hope you live a full life when I'm gone. Maybe find your way to the old forest and live with the flying elk."

He chittered at me and patted my cheek with one pink, clawed front paw. At least someone would miss me when I was gone. 

A quick trip out to the garden, and I had everything I needed—at least, all the things I could get over here in the human sphere. Now I just had to make up some excuse for my absence and notify my roommate. I was gonna lose my crappy job at the corner store, but eh, I hated that gig anyway. And I could always sell some more stuff from the Den of Horror if I had to. 

I might tell the others it was a pain in my ass, but in reality…the thought of leaving those creatures—those people—trapped in the bestiary for all eternity didn't sit right. And right or wrong, I did feel responsible in some way for my stupid family's assholery. They had caused the world so much pain. If I could undo even a tiny bit of that, I'd sleep better at night. 

"Okay, Bis," I said, slipping the backpack onto my back and hefting my duffle bag as I called to my power. "Hang on tight. We're going for a ride."

He buried his tiny hands in my messy green hair and chirped a sound that roughly translated to "Let's go, bitch!" I smiled as I whisked us to the magic realm. 

I immediately stopped smiling when I saw what was waiting for me on the other side. "What the fuck did you do to my kitchen?" I demanded, dropping my bags and advancing on the flour-covered fae and the smoking oven.

Niamh drew herself up to her full, lean height and glared. The intimidation technique lost a little something, what with the streak of flour on her perfect nose and the smudge of what I really hoped was chocolate on the corner of her mouth. "I was hungry," she said, lifting her chin. "You left with no indication of when you might return. For all I knew you had abandoned us here in this abhorrent house. But nothing works like it did in my…other life." She sniffed in what might have been haughty disdain, but something was off….

"Oh, my goddess, are you crying?" I blurted. Awesome, I know. But look, insensitivity was like a genetic trait in my family. Give me a break. 

The fae crossed her arms over her chest and blinked rapidly. "What? Of course not, witch."

Then her bright green eyes lit on Bis. "What in all the worlds is that?" Anger quickly replaced her shock. "What have you done, witch?"

I held up my hands, hoping to ward off the approaching hunter. "Nothing. I didn't do it."

She backed me up against the kitchen counter, her lean body pinning mine, one long-fingered hand wrapping around my throat to hold me in place while she studied Bis. "Lies. You may have disguised this creature, but I can sense its wrongness. Its…abomination."

I sighed, letting a pulse of magic out to zap her where her skin touched mine. She ignored it, but I saw the way the corners of her mouth tightened. That stung her. And it made me feel better. "I didn't do it. I found him that way." I reached up and awkwardly pulled the little charm from around Bis's neck. "He was the only one left alive…and I couldn't just kill him."

Niamh released me, and I absolutely did not shudder at the slow slide of her fingers against my throat as she stepped back. "Explain," she demanded.

I let out a long sigh. I'd rather not relive that horror, but I had a feeling she wasn't going to let it go. Elijah drifted into the room, what I could make out of his wispy brows arched. "You are both alive? I thought for sure the witch would kill you when she saw what you've done. I told you, one does not tamper with a witch's kitchen."

He halted when he saw Bis. "What in heaven and hell is that?"

I reached up and scooped the poor guy off my shoulder so I could hold him and give him chin scratches. "Don't listen to them, baby," I cooed. "You're the most beautiful one in the room."

He tilted his head back and purred. I looked at Bis as I spoke, rather than the curious ghost or the simmering-with-suppressed-rage fae. "I came back here the first time when I was fifteen. By this world's rules, that's old enough to be considered an adult when it comes to matters like estates and inheritance and stuff. That was also when I was finally old enough to leave the children's home and live on my own."

Bis sensed my unease and curled up, rolling into a small, spiky black ball with a white stripe down the middle. He tucked his rat-like head and fluffy skunk tail inside, presenting nothing but oversized hedgehog prickles. "The whole place was booby trapped. Probably to keep people from stealing shit. Kind of a last middle finger from my parents to the rest of the world. They might be dead, but no one was getting their hands on the Lovell fortune or their precious spells and inventions."

I shrugged, trying not to remember how terrified and alone I had felt, as the last person on Earth with enough Lovell blood to cross through the family wards. "I deactivated a lot of the traps and spells just using my blood and magic. I could sense something running off some sort of magical battery though. So…I followed the energy signature."

It had led me to the basement. And a booby trap that almost cost me my leg. But I managed to make my way into…what? A laboratory? A workroom? A particularly vivid level of hell? I knew exactly what my parents had used Niamh's magic to do. And it was horrific. 

"There were a lot of…specimens," I said, swallowing hard. It had been awful. And sad. Bits and pieces of various animals preserved by magic or mundane means. "And there were some completed creatures. But Hibiscus was the only one that was still alive after all those years. The preservation spells had failed on the others." Bis's spell was about to fail too, but for some reason I just couldn't let it go. Anger had made me see red. It had taken over my whole world as ten years of silently suffering the judgements, and insults, and bullying just…overwhelmed me. 

"I freed Bis and burned everything else. The specimens. The other dead creatures. The spell books and notes—all of it. I wanted it erased. I wanted…." I wanted to erase everything, my whole family history, and the Lovell blood that flowed in my veins. I might have just let myself burn too, if Bis hadn't woken up and given me a pitiful little chirp. 

"So," I said with fake cheer as Bis unfolded and scurried up to sit on my shoulder and pat my hair. "There you have it. One hedge-rat-skunk thing. Ta-da!" Jazz hands seemed appropriate, so I threw those in for good measure. 

The fae chick was just staring at me. 

"You burned it?" Elijah said quietly, drifting over to hover by us. "Everything? Even the notes and instructions?"

I nodded. I knew what he was thinking. Most people probably would have kept the notes. And any other Lovell would have immediately set about trying to re-create the process and improve upon it to make new and better horrors. 

"Yeah," I said tiredly. "All of it. You can go down there and inspect if you really want to. But I'd watch your legs if you still have them. One of the steps is carnivorous." I should probably get around to fixing that but…honestly, it was sort of amusing, if you didn't look at the scars on my leg. And it wasn't like I was ever going to spend a lot of time here. 

Niamh didn't move. Elijah puffed out of existence for a few long moments, then returned. "It is as she says. The entire workroom is empty but for ashes and…." He glanced at me, then back at Niamh. "And a little shrine to the forest folk."

I felt my face flush. Shit. I forgot I put that there. Niamh jerked in surprise and opened and closed her mouth a few times. "You asked forgiveness from the mother and father?"

I shrugged. "I am a witch. We're supposed to be connected to nature. Even if all my ancestors seem to have forgotten that little fact."

Niamh paced closer and I braced myself to zap her if she went for more choking. Instead, she held out a finger to Bis. "Hibiscus. That is not a Lovell name, little one." He chirped, but I stayed silent. I'd chosen the name because it didn't fit the family tradition of naming everyone important after deadly plants. Poky little rodent named after a bright tropical flower. Seemed right to me. 

Bis sniffed Niamh's finger, then stood on his back legs, reaching out his clever hands and chittering non-stop. Niamh smiled and gave a nod as if she understood everything he was saying. "I will allow it." 

Then the little traitor let the fae lift him up and put him on her shoulder. She nodded along to his continued chattering as she turned away. "Oh, really? I see. And how do you feel about that?"

I rolled my eyes. "Um. Hello? My kitchen?"

She waved a graceful, dismissive hand. "You may make me baked goods now, witch. Containing cocoa."

I ground my teeth together. "I hate you."

She turned away before I could be sure, but I thought I saw the hint of a smile. My stomach growled though, and it was dinner time. I heaved a sigh and set about making something quick. And some brownies. Because I might need extra carbs for the spell I was thinking of attempting. Not because the fae said so. 

After we were both full and Bis was situated in my bedroom behind some wards with firm instructions not to wander, I harnessed my lady balls and set about spell prepping. The ghost and the fae both hovered, offering unwanted advice while I ground and mixed ingredients and made notes. Then I moved everything outside to a slate slab in the overgrown back courtyard, were there were less things to catch fire, and started drawing my spell circle, glancing at my books every few minutes to make sure I had it right. 

"I still can't believe our savior is relying on children's magic primers," Niamh muttered darkly. 

Elijah said something too soft for me to hear, but I ignored them. I was used to people underestimating me. And besides, this crap took concentration.

I had never drawn a freaking summoning circle before. But that was essentially what this was, modified to summon the jinn out of the book, rather than wherever the heck demon-like creatures usually resided in their down time. Oh goddess, this was going to go so wrong, so fast. 

"Just don't break the circle this time," Elijah reminded me, doing that hand-wringing thing again, merging his misty hands and pulling them back apart. 

I rolled my eyes. "Not like I meant to the first time, Ghost Boy."

Niamh inspected my circle with narrowed eyes. "The mistake nearly cost you your life. Only my amazing mercy saved you. The jinn will not be so kind."

I pointed a finger at her accusingly. "Ha! Mercy? You fucking shot me!"

She shrugged, tucking her golden-brown hair behind one pointed ear—which I noticed was suspiciously pink at the tip. "I don't know what you're talking about. If I'd shot you, you'd be dead."

Elijah huffed his airy ghost laugh. "Right."

I took a deep breath and centered myself, wiping my dusty, chalk-covered hands on my jeans as I stood. "Well, let's see if we can burn Lovell Castle to the ground, shall we?"

Slender fingers wrapped around my own, surprising me. The stinking fae moved like a…well…a magical being who'd hunted in the old forest all her life. "Please try not to die," she said seriously, her leaf green eyes boring into my own. "I need you to cook my breakfast in the morning."

I sighed. My life. But I didn't let go of her hand. All things being equal, summoning a bound jinn from layers of Lovell spellwork was bound to cost more than freeing Niamh had. And that had almost killed me. If I had to, I could probably siphon some magic off the fae through our skin-to-skin contact. If she let me. 

"Are you sure you don't need another brownie?" Elijah asked nervously, hovering near the pan I'd brought outside earlier. 

I shook my head, glancing down at my glucose monitor just to be sure. "Blood sugar is through the damned roof already," I said with a shrug. "If the magic doesn't take its price out of my body the same way it did last time, I'll end up in DKA." I waved off his questions. "Too much sugar equals a trip to the hospital or the healer, it's just slower to kill you than a low."

He moved to hover near the circle, closer to the bestiary we'd placed inside, maybe hoping to be the first thing the jinn saw. I mean, he hadn't been able to talk Niamh out of shooting me when she was freed, but hey, it was worth a try. 

I gathered my power, pulling from the earth and plants around me, strengthening my connection to the mother goddess and father sky. "Well, here goes nothing," I muttered. 

Then I set about unweaving magic booby traps and bindings so I could summon a jinn. 

It was hard work, and it felt like it took for-freaking-ever. But eventually, I felt the last of the bindings dissolve. An angry rush of red-hot energy filled the summoning circle, followed by a ten-foot-high burst of dancing flames that singed my eyebrows from where I stood, even through the heat-resistant wards I had set. 

The flames decreased and a whirlwind of sparks showered the inside of the circle, fading away to reveal a pulsing, person-shaped ball of fire. The flames solidified and I blinked in surprise. He was…holy hell. Beautiful, rich, red-brown skin, bare to the waist except for the glint of gold jewelry, dark espresso hair shot through with reddish strands. A surprisingly slim, compact body that moved with the grace of a dancer or an acrobat. Big, dark-lashed amber eyes met mine, and the man smiled, sultry and beckoning. 

"Hello, witch," he purred in a voice full of sin and promise. "Come closer."

I actually took half a step before Niamh jerked me back, her fingers squeezing mine in a death grip. "Andy!"

I halted and straightened my spine. "Even I'm not that stupid," I muttered. Even though he had almost lured me into suicide.

His smile widened, becoming something dark and dangerous. "Oh, but you are, little Lovell bitch, if you think a summoning circle can hold me." 

Then the entire courtyard erupted in flames.
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