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      “Poor Patrice.” My heart hammered in my chest as we crept toward her house. Chrys didn’t bother with shadow spells or cloaking for whatever she’d done inside, and the icky, sticky dark magic funk bled out into the yard, making my stomach lurch.

      A knee-high leaf pile stood to the right of the walk, a discarded rake lying next to it. The wind had blown through the mound, scattering half the leaves she’d gathered across the yard. One crunched beneath my foot as I stopped at the bottom of the porch steps.

      Yep, I had taken point on this endeavor, which was so not me. But I could reveal her spells without a potion, so there I was, leading the way into who knew what madness. I still couldn’t wrap my mind around Chrys being involved in this ordeal…especially not her being a murderer. She was Cinder’s best friend, for Hecate’s sake.

      Chaos stood behind me, so close I could feel the heat radiating from his skin. Ember positioned herself behind him, with Miles and Shade taking up the rear. I cast my spell, sending magic onto the house, and golden sparkles gathered around the door and windows.

      “Of course there’s a ward.” Ember bounded up the steps ahead of me and examined the magic. “Have you seen anything like this before?”

      I joined her on the porch. “See how the energy moves in waves, rather than shimmering? She cast it with a lower vibration than a light witch would dare. It reminds me of the electrification spell BMS has on their library.”

      “Hold on.” Shade brushed past Miles, giving Chaos a wide berth before squeezing his way onto the small porch with us. “You’re the ones who trashed their library? Ginger died because of you.”

      The back of my throat heated as I blew out an irritated breath. We should have left him at home. “Boston didn’t kill Ginger. Chrys did.”

      “We’ll explain everything after we find Patrice. She’s our first priority.” Ember picked up a pinecone and tossed it at the ward. The magic fried it like an electric bug zapper, and it exploded into tiny pieces. “I hope you have black tourmaline and horehound in your bag.”

      I clenched my teeth. Chrys had burned up my favorite satchel, so I’d had to stock one of my old ones that wasn’t nearly as comfortable on my shoulder. “I don’t, and I doubt it would work. This spell is different. I’m sure she wouldn’t have cast one she knows we can get through. We need to unravel it.” I followed the trail of magic down the jamb and across the porch where it penetrated the ground.

      “She’s an earth witch,” Chaos said, following my gaze. “Her magic originates in the land.”

      I hopped off the porch and brushed the leaves aside. “The ward gets its power from the earth here. It’s not very old. Maybe we can dig it up. Neutralize the source.”

      Ember paced around the house, and the guys joined me on the ground. Wavering energy disappeared into the grass, but I had no idea how deep it went. Honestly, I’d had no idea how powerful Chrys was until today. She’d hid her magic well.

      “I’m sure I can make it through.” Chaos eyed the front door. “We survived the electrification ward.”

      “Did you not see what happened to that pinecone?” I shook my head. “No way.”

      “Let him,” Shade said. “If he wants to blow himself to bits, I say go for it. Let him get vanquished.”

      I crossed my arms. “Except if he gets vanquished, I die. This plot is deeper than you can imagine, so please just play along for now.”

      “Got shovels.” Ember returned to the front yard, her arms full of gardening tools. “Patrice has a shed in the back.” She dropped them at our feet.

      Chaos picked up the biggest shovel and started to dig right over the magic.

      “Wait.” I grabbed his arm. “Dig around it, not on it. If you hit the spell, it will fight back.”

      He moved the tip of the shovel and planted it into the dirt. Five minutes later, we could see where the magic rooted, three feet deep. Gotta love demon strength.

      “And?” Ember kneeled, cocking her head at the source. “Can we unplug it?”

      “I think I can neutralize it.” I set my satchel on the porch and rummaged through it for the ingredients. Angelica, basil, garlic, and a drop of myrrh oil would do the trick. I crushed and mixed the herbs before adding the myrrh. The potion popped and sizzled, turning to flakes like crushed red pepper.

      I poured it into my hand. “We’re all spent after what happened this morning, and who knows what we’ll encounter inside.”

      “You may use my energy.” Chaos held out his hand.

      I looked from Shade to Miles. “This isn’t the time to freak out over a demon. Believe me, he’s the least of your worries right now.” I slipped my hand into his.

      Shade stiffened, his lids flying high, his brow shooting toward his hairline. “You can’t.”

      Ember motioned for him and Miles to move back. “I don’t like it any more than you, but she’s right. We need to save our vim, so we’re going to let her channel Chaos. She’s done it before.”

      Shade’s head moved back and forth so quickly, he probably didn’t realize he was shaking it.

      Miles nodded. “Do it. We can’t let another witch die.”

      Chaos squeezed my hand, and a surge of demon power flowed into me, setting my nerves ablaze. I focused his chaos magic, channeling it into my being and casting my spell. “Uproot and end this magic source. Allow us to tread our intended course.”

      I dropped the flakes into the hole, and a pulse of energy shot out, whipping my hair back and stinging my cheeks. A high-pitched ring filled my head as ice flushed my veins. I rubbed my watery eyes, trying desperately to bring my vision back into focus.

      “What just happened?” Ember asked.

      I blinked, looking toward the house. The ward was gone. “I think that was an alarm.”

      “Indeed.” Chaos ascended the porch steps. “She knows we’re here, so we must move quickly.” He disappeared into the house.

      “Let’s find Patrice and get out of here before she comes back.” Ember followed him inside.

      I slung my satchel over my shoulder and swallowed the dryness from my mouth before whispering a prayer to the goddess that we’d find our healer alive. Opening my senses, I inched forward, searching, feeling, trying to predict what might lie ahead. A current of dark magic ran over the remnants of Patrice’s light, creating a choking sensation in my throat.

      “It’s thick in here,” Miles said as he and Shade crept in behind me. “Fresh.”

      The foyer opened into a dining and living area. A wooden table with six chairs occupied the space to our left, and a blue sofa with white accent chairs stood to the right. Beyond that lay a kitchen and a short hallway with three doors.

      Chaos came out from one of the rooms. “She isn’t on this floor.”

      Ember appeared from another. “She’s got a basement, right? I saw an entrance outside.”

      “Is she here?” Chaos asked me.

      “We won’t know unless we look.” Shade went into the third room and returned to the hall. “Doesn’t look like she has basement access from the inside.”

      “Is she here?” Chaos asked again.

      I inhaled deeply and centered myself before searching the atmosphere for Patrice’s energy. A tingle in my abdomen shot up to my head, pulling me into the kitchen.

      “She’s in the basement.” A door stood closed between the fridge and the sink, and I opened it to find the pantry. Chaos stepped in behind me, and Ember wiggled past him.

      “Is there a hatch in the floor?” She pulled a cord, turning on an overhead light, and stomped on the wood. “It sounds solid.”

      “It’s here.” I tugged one of the shelves, and the whole unit swung toward me, revealing a set of stairs. I cast my revealing spell. No magic blocked our descent, so I motioned for Chaos and Ember to take the lead.

      “If you knew where the basement door was, why didn’t you say so?” Shade came down behind me, with Miles on his heels.

      “I didn’t know.”

      Patrice’s basement looked exactly how I imagined a healer’s would. To the right lay the mundane: a washer-dryer, water heater, and furnace taking up most of the space. To the left stood a massive shelving unit filled with every kind of herb and oil imaginable. Mixing bowls, jars, and instruments lay atop a nine-foot, wooden table in front of the shelf, and more bundles of herbs and flowers hung from the ceiling, drying.

      I walked past her workspace to the back of the room. From the entry, the walls appeared to meet, ending the basement, but as I got closer, I found an opening around the corner that led into an unfinished space with a dirt floor. Whether it was a random optical illusion or built this way on purpose, I couldn’t be sure, but it didn’t matter. I’d found Patrice.

      “Oh, my goddess.” Ember rushed in and dropped to her knees before I could check for protection spells. Thankfully, nothing exploded when she touched our healer’s forehead.

      Patrice lay on her back in the dirt, a mess of roots crisscrossing over her body, pinning her down. Thick shoots covered her legs, stomach, and chest, while smaller sprouts crawled across the rest of her, creating a web around her that almost looked like a cocoon.

      Ember grabbed a root in one hand, a dagger in the other. “Help me get her out.”

      “Wait.” I paced toward my sister and clutched her shoulder. “Look.” I gestured to webs pulsing softly against her skin. “If the roots are drawing out her energy, and we start hacking away at this setup, we could kill her.”

      Miles hung back in the doorway. “Is she…” He cleared his throat. “Is she alive?”

      “I hope so.” I kneeled next to Ember and studied our friend. She was a natural redhead and always pale, but her complexion had taken on a milky, ashy tone. Patrice lay utterly still, so I bent down, aligning my eyes with her chest. It rose and fell infinitesimally, nearly impossible to detect.

      “I think she’s breathing. You check.” I moved so Ember could look.

      “Yeah. It’s shallow, but she’s alive.” She stood and dusted off her knees. “Anybody know another earth witch we could call for help unraveling this spell?”

      “True elemental witches are rare,” Chaos said. “Even more rare are those who don’t run their own covens.”

      “Like Chrys.” I walked around Patrice, following the patterns of the roots. There were too many of them for my uprooting spell to work, even with chaos magic giving me a boost. “She wants control of Salem.”

      “Elementals aren’t the be-all, end-all.” Shade squatted by Patrice and examined her condition. “This web isn’t drawing nutrients from her. It’s putting magic into her.”

      “How can you tell?” Ember bent down beside him.

      He pointed. “Look at the direction of the pulses.”

      “They’re moving toward her.” She straightened and turned to me. “Chrys is using them to sedate her.”

      “She wants her alive,” I said.

      “And if the roots aren’t drawing from her, ripping them apart won’t kill her.” She reached behind her back and unsheathed her sword.

      I took a step backward. “Hack away.”

      With both hands, Ember raised the sword above her head and swung it down onto the biggest root, just above where it met the ground. The blade sliced halfway through, so she tried again, severing it with the second blow.

      Miles grabbed the loose root and pulled, the webs dissolving as he yanked it away from Patrice’s body. The ground shuddered, and the root Ember had cut shimmered, sprouting three tendrils where there used to be one. They snaked their way toward Patrice, and Miles sliced one with his dagger. Three more shoots grew from the cut.

      “These roots behave like a hydra,” Chaos said. “Cutting them will only make your healer’s situation worse.”

      “Burn them,” Shade said before cutting his gaze to me. “Ember, not you.”

      “Oh, that’s right.” I crossed my arms. “You slept through the whole ordeal. She makes them fireproof.”

      “We can try.” Ember lit her sword ablaze and swung again. “Cauterize, bitch.” The root sizzled, and three more grew in its place.

      “Perhaps hellfire.” Chaos gathered a flame in his hand and shot it at the base of the offending root. Heat blasted against my face, and if I wasn’t fireproof, it would’ve singed my eyebrows. Lucky for Miles and Shade, they stood far enough away to avoid the brunt of it, but they both backpedaled into the wall behind them.

      “What the hell?” Shade wiped the sweat from his brow and sneered at the undamaged root. “Are you trying to kill us all?”

      “Just you,” Chaos said so low only I could hear. “Your adversary is well-prepared against our power. Fire will not work.”

      “She couldn’t have thought of everything.” I rummaged through my spell kit, though I couldn’t tell you what I was looking for. An idea. An inkling. Anything to get Patrice out of this mess. “My molasses spell got through her defenses. What else might she not expect?”

      “Weed killer.” Miles paced toward the exit. “The roots are charged with magic, but they’re still roots.”

      “That’s genius.” Ember followed him out the door. A minute later, they returned with a gallon-sized jug of plant poison.

      Miles poured it in a circle around Patrice, focusing on the biggest roots. With the jug empty, we gathered around, willing it to work its mundane magic. The smallest root by her left foot began to shrivel, the webs spinning out from it dissolving, and we held a collective breath. A few more webs retreated, but we’d need twenty gallons of the stuff to pry her loose.

      “They’re sucking the poison up into the plants above ground.” Shade kicked the single shriveled one aside, freeing Patrice’s foot. “Even if we had enough poison to kill whatever is making this trap, it would take days.”

      “Who’s got another idea?” Miles asked.

      Chaos huffed, and his mouth pinched. “It pains me to say this, but one of you can speed the killing along.” He looked at Shade. “Plants require sunlight. Shadow extinguishes light.”

      “I don’t think making it dark is going to kill this thing,” Ember said. “Otherwise plants would die every time the sun sets.”

      Shade arched a brow at Chaos, his expression conspiratorial and not the least bit sour. “Shadow magic can do more than block light and conceal things.”

      My demon nodded. “It can draw light out, destroying the life it helped sustain.”

      Shade laughed once, like he couldn’t believe what he was about to say, and he looked at me. “If you can pinpoint which plant she used to create this trap, I can kill it.”

      “What?” Ember stood next to me and crossed her arms. “Since when?”

      “Since Chrys had me try. Come on.” He walked out of the room, leaving us standing there, gaping.

      Wait. What? Chrys had been coaching Shade on using dangerous magic. Who else had she gotten to?

      “Go ahead,” Miles said. “I’ll stay with Patrice.”

      “What the hell, Shade?” Ember stomped up the stairs, with Chaos and me on her heels.

      We followed him out of the house and into the yard before he explained. “She told me I was helping test her magic. She wanted to find a way to fight off dark magic with her earth powers in case we were ever under attack.”

      “When really she wanted to learn how to counter you.” I rubbed my forehead. Were there any of us she hadn’t fooled? “You weren’t the least bit suspicious?”

      He shrugged. “She never gave me reason to be.”

      She’d never given any of us reason to believe she was anything but kind, sweet Chrys. “Was she ever successful in countering you?”

      “No.” He lifted his head in pride. “I’d never dared tap into that side of my magic. Too many shadow witches end up going dark. But she convinced me it was for the greater good, so…” He lifted and dropped his shoulders again as if shrugging off any blame we might want to throw at him.

      “Wow.” Ember peered up at a tree. “Okay. Let’s do it then. Which one is she controlling?”

      I focused, centering myself and searching for the offending tree. Only, it wasn’t a tree at all. The tug in my mind carried me to a rose bush in the flowerbed. “It’s this one.”

      “This isn’t the time for jokes.” Shade turned toward the maple. “There’s no way that little bush is doing that much damage.”

      “It’s not a joke, Shade.” I parked my hands on my hips.

      “You didn’t even cast your little spell.” He wiggled his fingers, mocking me.

      Chaos stiffened, curling his hands into fists, and I patted his shoulder.

      “She’s developed our dad’s power.” Ember wrapped her arm around me. “She hasn’t been wrong yet.”

      “If you want to kill a perfectly good tree, be my guest.” I gestured to the maple. “I hope you’ll have enough vim left for the real problem when you’re through.”

      He narrowed his eyes, offense all over his face. Then he softened and walked toward me. “I won’t have any vim left at all. It’s the most taxing magic I’ve ever cast. This one, you said?”

      I nodded.

      “I’ll be useless after this. Can I trust you to have my back?” He looked from me to Ember.

      “We’ve got you,” she said.

      “You can trust us.” I stepped back, giving him space to work his spell, lest he accidentally cast his shadow too far and suck the light out of me in the process. Chaos rested his hand on my back, and I leaned into his side, letting his warmth envelop me.

      Shade took a few deep breaths, nodding as if either convincing himself he could trust us or that he could accomplish this feat. Maybe it was both.

      He lifted his hands in front of his chest, and black smoke billowed between his palms. With his fingers outstretched, he widened his arms, the shadow magic growing between them. He whispered a spell, but I couldn’t make out the words. The shadow stretched outward to the rose bush, cascading around it and enclosing it in darkness.

      “How did you know he could do this?” Ember whispered.

      “All shadow witches have this ability.” Chaos slid his hand across my back to rest on my hip. “We’re lucky he already knew how to use it.”

      The tendons in Shade’s neck tightened. He groaned and then wheezed.

      “Are you okay?” Ember called, and he gave his head a tiny nod.

      Two full minutes passed before he let out a hard exhale and doubled over. We rushed to his side, and Ember and I helped him stand as the shadow rolled back into his chest. The rose bush shriveled and crumbled to dust.

      We took Shade to the porch and lowered him onto the steps. Sweat dripped from his brow, and he heaved in a ragged breath. “Patrice?”

      “I’ll go check.” I hurried inside and down the stairs into the unfinished part of the basement. The roots around Patrice had crumbled, and Miles wrapped his arms beneath her shoulders, hauling her toward the exit.

      “Let me help.” I grabbed her feet, and we carried her out of the room.

      The energy shifted, and I turned around. The air shimmered as a rift opened, and a set of long, thick talons pushed through.

      “Well, crap.”
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      “Chaos!” I shouted as we positioned Patrice in a chair. “Ember, Shade, we need you.”

      Miles grabbed two knives from his shoulder harness and stormed back into the room. Patrice’s head lolled to the side, so I pushed it upright, balancing it on the back of the chair. “Hang tight. We’ll come back for you.” I started for the unfinished room as my sister and my demon clomped down the stairs.

      “What happened?” Chaos raced to my side. “Are you hurt?”

      “Surprisingly, no. I’ve made it this far into our current adventure without a scratch.” I stopped outside the entrance. “But there’s a rift. Something nasty wants to come through.”

      “It’s already through,” Miles yelled before he grunted and his knife thudded on the ground.

      “Get binding and sealing spells ready.” Ember marched past me and followed Chaos into the room.

      “What’s happening?” Shade stumbled down the stairs.

      “A rift. Wait with Patrice.” I grabbed both potion bottles and stepped inside.

      Chaos stood face to face with the fiend. It had a wide, pug nose, spiraling horns, and charcoal-colored skin, making its species unmistakable.

      “Not this guy again.” Ember stood two feet behind Chaos, clutching her sword in both hands. Miles rocked from foot to foot, gripping his knives so hard his knuckles turned white.

      “Tell me that’s not the same shedim we already vanquished.” I stood back, giving them room to fight, but I was ready to mend the rift the moment they sent the bastard back through.

      “It’s not the same.” Chaos stepped toward it. The fiend moved back.

      “Holy mother of magic.” Shade stood in the doorway, slumping against the jamb. “What is that?”

      “It’s a shedim.” Chaos took another step forward. It moved back again.

      “Bind it.” Ember moved next to him. “I’ll vanquish it.”

      “That won’t be necessary.” Chaos grabbed the shedim by the neck and lifted it from the ground. It hung limp in his grasp, not even trying to fight back as he shoved it through the invisible rift. “You can seal it now.”

      “Wha…” My mouth hung open. Ember scratched her head, and Miles gaped at Chaos.

      “That’s it?” She sheathed her sword. “All this time, you’ve been able to just shove them back through?”

      “When I don’t have to hide my true identity, demons will not be an issue.” The shedim’s talons protruded through the invisible rift. “No,” Chaos said before winking at me. “Bad demon.”

      I laughed. “I’ll have to cast a perimeter location spell first to make sure I get it all. I can’t see the rift.” I grabbed the premade potion from my satchel.

      “Let me.” Miles held out his hand. “I’ll locate; you seal. We should share the tax on our vim.”

      “Let the demon do it.” Shade slid down the wall to sit on the floor. “He doesn’t need to recharge like we do.”

      “Can you seal it?” Ember asked.

      Chaos shook his head. “Not from this side, no. But I can share my magic with Ash to help her.”

      I wasn’t sure I could handle another burst of adrenaline like that, so I handed the location spell to Miles. He uncorked it, releasing the smoke into the air and reciting the incantation. It billowed and gathered around a four-foot tear in the veil. After popping the top on the mending potion, I poured it over the tear and said the spell. The fibers of reality wove back together, and the energy in the room lightened. We all exhaled as if the weight pressing down on our chests finally lifted.

      “What’s going…?” Patrice said from the other room before a thud sounded, like a body smacking concrete. “Oof.”

      Shade’s legs stretched across the doorway, so I stepped over him and ran to her side. “Oh, honey. Here.” I held her shoulders and helped her sit upright.

      She clutched her head, her eyes pinching like she had one helluva headache. “Chrys.”

      “We know.” Ember paced to us, and we helped Patrice into the chair. “Tell us what to mix to heal you.”

      “There’s a headache powder in the brown jar on the second shelf. That and twelve hours of sleep should do the trick.”

      “I’m so glad you’re alive.” Miles had Shade’s arm over his shoulder, and he led him to the table, leaning him against it before letting him go. “What did she say to you?”

      Patrice shook her head, squeezing her eyes shut. Chaos rested his hand on my back.

      “We’ll have time to talk when we get home.” Ember brought a mug of water with dissolved headache powder to her. “Chrys knows we’re here. We need to get home quickly, and then we’ll discuss what we know.”

      “Home, where Chrys set up who knows what kind of wards.” I took the mug from Patrice after she drank it and handed it to Ember. “I never thought to check what she’d done.”

      “You didn’t think you had reason to,” Chaos said.

      “Let me grab a few necessities, and we can go.” Patrice stood, took a bag from a cabinet, and filled it with herbs, oils, and powders before heading upstairs. We followed her up, and she took more vials and herbs from the kitchen. “I think I’m good.”

      “Pack some clothes,” Ember said. “You’re sleeping at our place for a while.”

      We waited in the living room as she packed, all of us silent, including Shade. When she finished, Chaos carried her suitcase to the car, while Miles helped Shade into the front seat. Ember drove to Miles’s house and parked in the driveway.

      “Do you have enough vim for one more revealing spell?” She twisted in her seat to face me. “We need to make sure his house isn’t booby-trapped before we go inside.”

      “Yeah, I think so.” I opened the side door and climbed out.

      “I can assist you.” Chaos followed me onto the pavement.

      “Thanks, but I’m good.” I had to use my demon’s magic sparingly. Too many rushes of power from him, and I might turn to the dark side too.

      “What about me?” Shade asked. “My house and all my clothes are ashes now.”

      “We’re the same size. I’ll get enough of mine for both of us.” Miles exited the van, leaving Patrice and Shade alone.

      I rested a hand on Chaos’s chest. “Will you wait here? They’re defenseless right now.”

      He nodded and crossed his arms, widening his legs into a bodyguard stance.

      I said the incantation. No magic protected Miles’s home, so he opened the door. One last spell on the inside revealed nothing sinister. “Unless something is cloaking the nastiness, I think it’s safe.”

      “Wait at the van.” Ember clutched her sword just in case. “I’ll go in with him.”

      “Gladly.” Because my vim was nearly spent, and I still had to figure out what Chrys had done to our house. The twelve hours of sleep Patrice mentioned sounded like pure heaven. I climbed into the van, and Chaos stayed on guard duty until Ember and Miles returned with two giant duffel bags.

      I rested my head on Chaos’s shoulder on the short drive home, letting his warmth soothe me. He carried everyone’s bags upstairs, leaving Patrice’s in Cinder’s room and Miles’s in my parents’. Once we got everyone settled in the living room, I ordered three large pepperoni pizzas, gathered some supplies, and went with Ember to check the wards.

      Outside on the sidewalk, Ember slipped her hand into mine, sharing her vim with me as I revealed what Chrys had done. Golden sparkles gathered around the perimeter of the building, coating the doors and windows.

      My sister laughed, unbelieving. “She set up a ward to keep out the fae? That’s it?”

      “Apparently so.” I rubbed oil on four railroad spikes and handed her two with a hammer. “You do the back, and I’ll do the front.”

      “Sounds good.” She headed to the back of the building, and I hammered a spike into the slim space where the cobblestone met the foundation. After placing the second one at the other corner, I joined her around back to cast our spell.

      “Protect this space from malice and harm. If our ward is broken, we will be warned.” We pushed our magic toward the building, hoping to wrap it in a cocoon of protection, but our spell hit a barrier and bounced back, stinging my cheeks and blowing through my hair.

      “Oh, for Hecate’s sake.” I threw my hands into the air. “What the hell did you do, Chrys?”

      A meaty hand landed on my shoulder, sending my heart into my throat. I squealed and whirled around, throwing a punch at the same time. My knuckles met Chaos’s rock-hard chest, nearly crushing my bones.

      “Ow! Son of a bison.” I shook my hand. “You scared me to death.”

      “I require more clothing if I’m to blend in with your world.” He gently gripped my fingers, brushing his over the tops before bringing them to his lips. “And we need to work on your self-defense skills.”

      Yes, my stomach fluttered. So what?

      I tugged from his grasp and glanced at Ember. She gave me a reluctant nod and shrugged as if the simple movement of her shoulders wore her out. I understood exactly how she felt…

      Spent.

      “There’s a store two blocks over.” I laid my hand on his chest where I’d hit him. “I’ll give you my card after you help us unravel whatever Chrys did to our building.”

      He peered at the roof before raking his gaze over the property. “I take it she did not cast a ward to keep out ill intent.”

      Plopping onto the back steps, I rummaged through my bag for supplies. “She put multiple layers on the building. The outermost is a ward to make sure we wouldn’t suspect, but it’s only to keep out the fae.”

      “The fae?” He arched a brow.

      “Next is probably a cloak to hide whatever’s beneath it.” Ember sat next to me and crushed the herbs I’d dumped into the bowl.

      “We need to remove the ward first, and then we’ll figure out the next layer, unravel it, and hopefully get to the final layer.” I poured in the oil, and the potion sizzled.

      “And you need my assistance to ascertain her spells?” Chaos placed his palm against the wall. “I feel dark magic, but I’m no witch. I can’t tell you what hexes she cast.”

      “Not exactly.” I stood and tugged Ember up. “We need to borrow your power to undo her darkness. We’re running on fumes.”

      His brow furrowed. “Fumes?”

      “We’re tired and hangry,” Ember said. “Whatever is underneath the ward fought back and wouldn’t let us set up another one.”

      I tossed the potion onto the faery ward and held Chaos’s and Ember’s hands. My poor sister was as drained as I was, but as Chaos’s demon magic flowed through me, I opened up and shared it with Ember.

      She gasped. “Whoa.”

      “It’s a rush, isn’t it?” My entire body heated, especially my nether region, and I could only hope Ember didn’t feel that part of Chaos’s essence too. It didn’t matter at this point. I just wanted to get our house protected so we could eat and crash.

      Ember and I recited the undoing spell. Thankfully, the ward unraveled easily. We cast the magic-revealing spell, and it hit Chrys’s cloak. Similar to the one Cinder had placed in her room, it fought back, sending out a pulse so strong it rattled in my chest.

      I mixed up the next potion and blew the powder at the cloak before we joined hands again and spoke the incantation. I couldn’t tell you if Chrys’s spell was weaker than Cinder’s, or if Chaos’s power made us that much stronger, but the cloak dissolved, leaving only the final layer. Hopefully.

      “Hold on. I need a break.” Ember sat on the steps and rubbed her palms on her pants. “My nerves feel like they’ve been dipped in alcohol and rubbed with salt. How are you still standing?”

      “Ash’s magic counters mine,” Chaos said. “She is the epitome of order. I believe the human expression would be ‘she is the yin to my yang.’”

      She pursed her lips and nodded. “I can see that.”

      “We can do the next one.” Clutching my demon’s hand, I recited the revealing spell one more time. Golden sparkles clung to the windows and doors, revealing an icky, sticky, dark magic hex.

      “Good goddess.” Ember stood and moved next to me.

      “What is it?” Chaos asked.

      “It’s a…” I tilted my head, squinting at the magic. “It looks like a vim-draining spell. Or maybe not draining but making it hard to replenish. She’s been keeping us weak.” And that explained so much.

      My sister’s hoarse laugh sounded forced, and she crossed her arms, irritation evident in her tight expression. “How long do you think it’s been here?”

      I traced my gaze along the tendrils of the hex. “It’s stuck on pretty well. See how it slips between the building and the cobblestone? She rooted it in the earth.”

      Ember sighed heavily. “Of course she did. And we can’t dig it up without breaking the cobble and having the city on our asses.”

      “Maybe we don’t need to. Wait here.” I darted inside to the library and walked straight to the book I needed. I’d have to ponder how easy that was later. I returned to the back of the building and opened the book right to the spell I wanted. So friggin’ easy!

      Tracing my finger over the page, I read the list of ingredients while Ember retrieved them from my satchel. Basil, garlic, Solomon’s seal. I crushed and mixed, and the potion puffed, a light blue cloud floating upward and spreading across the hex.

      I laid the book on the top step and took their hands again.

      “Hold on,” Ember said. “Her hex fought back against our protection ward. What if it happens again?”

      “We’ve got Chaos this time. We can neutralize it.”

      She pursed her lips and inhaled. “Okay.”

      We read the incantation in unison. Nothing happened, so we tried again. Still nothing.

      “One more time,” I said. “The power of three.”

      We recited the words, channeling Chaos and sending out as much magic as we could. My insides burned, and my nerves felt electric with all the demon power I channeled. Was it bad that I enjoyed the rush? Maybe, but we couldn’t do it without his help. And this had to be done.

      The building rumbled. A dark film stretched over the brick, pulling tighter and tighter and tighter until it popped and dissolved.

      Chaos drew his magic back in, and I sagged against his side.

      “Let’s set up this protection ward before the adrenaline wears off.” Ember tugged my hand, and I straightened.

      We recited the incantation in unison once more. “Protect this space from malice and harm. If our ward is broken, we will be warned.”

      This time, the ward held. Thank the goddess.

      Ember jerked from my grasp and rubbed her palm on her pants. “I hope to never need to do that again.”

      The sentiment wasn’t the same, but I didn’t tell her that. Instead, I tugged my credit card and house keys from my bag and handed them to Chaos. “Can I trust you to not cause any trouble?”

      He fought a grin. “I will do my best.”

      “Straight to the store and back. Do not go rogue. Do not hurt or kill anyone.” I tapped my finger against his chest. “That includes messing with their minds.”

      “You have my word.” He winked and walked away while Ember and I went inside.

      “Thanks for doing that,” I said as I dragged myself up the steps.

      “We didn’t have a choice.” She followed me up. “But seriously, sis. You can’t keep channeling him. His power could be addictive, and with your curse still active…”

      I waved off her concern. “I’ve got it under control.”

      “Do you?”

      Good question.
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