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        Dear Reader,

         

        Mayhem and Ember begins the second trilogy in the Fire Witches of Salem saga. If you’re jumping into the series here, welcome! There are a few facts you need to know from the previous trilogy before you get started, and you can find them below.

      

        

      
        Ready for the run down? Here we go!

        .

        .

        .

      

        

      
        Ash, Ember, and Cinder Holland are elemental witches and the daughters of the High Priestess of the Salem coven. A dark witch cursed their bloodline in the sixteen hundreds, calling on three demon princes to use their magic to make the third daughter of the High Priestess murder the entire coven, ending the reign of the Holland family.

      

        

      
        For centuries, the mothers have killed their third daughters if they had them, lying to the coven and saying the curse was that every third daughter would die in infancy.

      

        

      
        When Ash was born, her mother couldn’t bring herself to murder her child, so she bound Ash’s fire magic and told the coven the curse had been broken. She and her husband made it their mission to find the demon princes responsible for the curse and bargain with them to save their daughter.

      

        

      
        They have been missing for over six months…

      

        

      
        Cinder, the eldest sister, discovered the truth about the curse and figured out how to find the demon princes…

      

        

      
        …and now she’s missing too. Uh oh.

      

        

      
        She left a journal detailing everything, but Ash didn’t bother to read it because she thought it was a diary with all her sister’s deepest, darkest secrets…stuff she’d rather not know. Instead, she found a page of sigils and magically tattooed herself with one.

      

        

      
        Little did she know they were demonic sigils, and she summoned Chaos, a Prince of Hell, into her body. Yep, she accidentally possessed herself with a demon.

      

        

      
        Don’t worry. She eventually got him out of her head…and into her bed…but now the veil between worlds is unraveling and bigger and badder beasties are descending on Salem. The only way to save Ash, the coven, and the entire city…possibly the world…is to find Mayhem and Discord, the other two princes, and convince them to break the family curse and help them mend the veil.

      

        

      
        Chaos is on board and horns over hooves in love with Ash. He’ll burn the entire world and everyone in it before he’ll let the curse come to fruition.

      

        

      
        Now, they’re about to summon Mayhem.

      

        

      
        And now you’re up to speed and ready to dive into the world of the Fire Witches of Salem.

      

        

      
        Hang on tight! You’re in for a wild ride…
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            EMBER

          

        

      

    

    
      Six months ago, if you’d told me I’d get a haircut from an imp, I’d have called you crazy. If you would’ve said I’d lose my sword in a twenty-foot-deep crevice beneath the biggest church in town, I’d have laughed. And the mere mention that my baby sister would be getting it on with a demon prince in the room down the hall would’ve had me in stitches.

      Yet here we were…and the haircut wasn’t even a good one.

      I rummaged through my mom’s sewing kit and grabbed her sharpest pair of fabric scissors before returning it to the shelf and padding across the living room in my socks. My door was the first on the left. Beyond that, Patrice slept in Cinder’s bed, and at the end of the hall, Miles and Shade shared my parents’ space. In between, Ash lay in her bedroom, snuggled up with Chaos, Prince of Hell.

      I shook my head. That wasn’t even the craziest thing that had happened over the past few weeks.

      After flipping on the light, I strode through my room and stepped into the bathroom. I could hardly bear my reflection. I’d showered and even put on a bit of makeup this morning, so I didn’t look terrible—aside from my hair—but the tightness of my eyes and the set of my jaw told the story of a woman who’d had the crushing weight of the entire world thrust onto her back in one fell swoop.

      And she wasn’t sure how much longer she could carry it.

      “One thing at a time, Em,” I said to the woman I barely recognized. “Focus on the things you can control. Complete one task, and then you can worry about the next.” Otherwise, I might curl into a ball on the floor and cease to exist.

      Up first, fixing my hideous hair.

      I glared at the side the imp had chopped off with a pair of garden shears. Granted, the slimy little sucker was going for my neck, so I should’ve been glad he only took off ten inches of hair. But it would take me at least two years to grow it back to the length I liked.

      Switching my focus to the long purple locks on the other side of my head, I sighed. This was a thing I could control. A problem I could solve, even if the solution wasn’t appealing in the slightest.

      I gathered a fistful in my hand and closed the scissors around it. I tried to, at least, but my hair was too thick. Working the blades open and closed, I sawed off a clump, leaving jagged edges and lament in its wake.

      “Oh, honey. Let me help you.” Ash’s voice startled me, and I jumped, dropping the scissors into the sink.

      “I didn’t hear you come in.” I picked them up and grabbed another fistful of hair.

      “Give them to me.” She held out her hand, so I placed the handles in her palm. “That little bugger did a number on you, didn’t he?” She grabbed some clips and pinned up the top layer of my hair.

      “It’s driving me bonkers. One side is too short to pull back, and the other gets in my way if I don’t.” I rested my hands on the edge of the sink and focused on the coolness of the porcelain seeping into my skin and the scent of citrus emanating from the plug-in air freshener next to the mirror. “Where’s your demon?”

      “In the shower.” She began snipping, ten-inch-long strands of purple falling around my feet. “What’s our next move?”

      I ground my teeth even harder. “I want my sword.”

      She paused, pursing her lips before continuing my haircut. “You don’t need it to fight. You could stop a monster with a spell and your bare hands if you had to.”

      “I want it,” I said, my bottom teeth never losing contact with my top. “It’s as much a part of me as my hideous hair.”

      “It won’t be hideous much longer.” She unpinned a section and snipped some more. “I’m sure the church is closed. The foundation can’t support it after what Mayhem and Chrys did to it, and I doubt they’ll let us in.”

      I lowered my gaze at the mention of our once-friend, Chrys. Her body still lay under enchantment in our basement. Hopefully, her mother would claim it soon.

      Snapping my eyes to the mirror, I looked at my sister. “So what if it’s closed? That’s never stopped us before.”

      “You could get a new one.” She cut the last section and began evening it out.

      I turned my head to see her. “Why would I do that when I can retrieve my old one?”

      With her fingers on my scalp, she turned me toward the mirror. “We still have to summon Mayhem, find Cinder and then our parents, all the while battling the bigger and badder beasties that are slipping through the veil. The less conflict we put upon ourselves the better.” She shrugged. “It would be easier to get a new one.”

      “There’s a six-month waiting list to have one forged, and anyway…” I picked up a piece of hair from the sink and slid my fingers over the smooth strands. “Mom gave it to me for my twenty-second birthday. It’s special.”

      Ash’s expression softened. “I hear you. All right. Step one: retrieve your sword. Step two: re-summon Mayhem the right way. Step three: break the curse and save the world.”

      “You make it sound so simple.” I dropped the hair and returned my hands to the edge of the sink.

      “We both know it’s not.” She ran her fingers through my locks, shaking them out. “There you go. I think the length suits you.”

      I turned my head from side to side, examining her work. Slightly longer than chin length, my hair felt lighter and looked thicker and healthier. “Not bad, sis. Is there anything you aren’t good at?”

      She laughed and said, “Be right back,” before slipping out of the bathroom and returning with a broom and dustpan.

      As we cleaned up the hair and dropped it into the trash can, I eyed the demonic sigil on my sister’s arm. The thing that linked her to Chaos. She swore she was in love with the demon, but I had to wonder if the magical tattoo she’d given herself wasn’t responsible for fabricating the emotions.

      “Aren’t you going to remove that?” I followed her out of the room and into the kitchen.

      “Chaos says it’s safer if I keep it. Mayhem is royally pissed, and as long as I bear Chaos’s mark, he won’t hurt me.” She filled the coffee machine with grounds.

      “Is that what he says?” I crossed my arms, unconvinced. Demons were liars, or so I’d been taught. I’d actually never had a conversation with one until Chaos came into our lives, but I had a feeling his brother was as pissed at him as he was at us. A tattoo wouldn’t keep anyone safe, no matter how much vim she’d put into it.

      Ash sighed and turned to face me. “I know it’s hard to comprehend, but I promise you… Whether I have this tattoo or not, I am in love with Chaos and he loves me. I’m not asking you to understand it, but I do need you to accept it.”

      It made no sense, a light witch and a demon from the Underworld fitting so well together, but they did. While I hated to admit it, they seemed almost perfect for each other…in an opposites-attract, forbidden-love kind of way.

      Oh, for Hecate’s sake. I didn’t even read romance novels, but Ash had talked so much about them and her favorite tropes, I felt like I’d read dozens. “You’re right. What do I know about love?”

      As if on cue, the demon emerged from the hallway and strode across the room to sweep Ash into his arms. “Good morning, little witch.”

      He planted a kiss on her lips, and her energy shifted, exuding calmness. Pulling away, he winked at her before turning to me. “Ember,” he said with a nod.

      I didn’t have to understand, only accept. “Where’s Mayhem’s skull?”

      “In a drawer in Ash’s room, where it will stay until we’re ready to summon him.” He opened the pantry and pulled out three boxes of cereal.

      “I put a ward on it.” Ash took six mugs from the cabinet. “Just in case.”

      “Good.” I set a gallon of milk on the counter next to the bowls Ash had lined up.

      “When you summon my brother, I suggest you combine the power of all five witches to create the containment circle.” Chaos poured a bowl of the sugariest cereal we had, cramming a handful into his mouth before adding the milk. “He’s a force when he isn’t angry. I’m afraid he’ll be a hurricane after what we’ve done.”

      I shook my head. “You’re talking a step ahead. We have to focus on one thing at a time.”

      “And first on the to-do list is returning to the church to get her sword.” Ash poured three cups of coffee and handed them to us before sinking onto a stool at the counter.

      “Can’t you get a new sword?” Shade strode into the kitchen and poured himself a bowl of Raisin Bran. “I replace my knives all the time.”

      My teeth clicked. How I despised redundant conversations.

      “It was a gift from our mother,” Ash answered for me. “And there’s a six-month waiting list for forging enchanted silver.”

      “Is it safe to go down there?” Patrice emerged from the hallway, followed by Miles. “The building shook and groaned against the crevices. It might not even be standing this morning.”

      “All the more reason to get this done now. Eat up.” I popped a protein bar into my mouth, put on my boots, and headed downstairs to the storage room, grimacing as I passed Chrys’s body. We had cleaned her up and laid her on a table before casting a preservation spell and covering her with a sheet. That had been difficult enough. Calling her mother with the news, well… Ash had volunteered for that job, and I’d been happy to hand over the reins.

      I let my gaze wander over her outline beneath the sheet, my chest tightening with emotions I couldn’t name. I still couldn’t comprehend the betrayal. Her last words were I had no choice. But there was always a choice, and hers was obvious. Why she chose the dark side, I had no idea. Nothing about what happened with her made sense.

      But I couldn’t think about that now. I had a coven to run, a world to save, and no clue how to do either.

      Thirty feet of enchanted nylon rope hung on the wall next to a shelving unit filled with supplies for our shop. We hadn’t been open to the public in weeks. We relied on the income to pay the taxes and utilities for the building, but at the rate we were going, we’d be sitting in the dark before long. I hadn’t been to work in weeks either. Honestly, I was surprised they hadn’t fired me yet.

      I grabbed the magically strengthened rope, slung it over my shoulder, and did my best to ignore the body in the basement as I made my way upstairs.

      Chaos and Ash stood at the sink, washing dishes, which was weird as all get-out. My little sister had domesticated a demon. Go figure.

      My phone chimed as I lay the rope on the counter, and I fished it out of my pocket to find a message from Chief Higgins. “Well, shit.”

      “What?” Miles asked.

      I rolled my neck, stretching out the tension. “Another rift opened last night inside the monster museum. Chief called them oversized mosquitoes, so I assume it’s a swarm of fae.”

      “We can take care of it,” Miles said. “Go get your sword, and we’ll rendezvous here in an hour.”

      A sinking sensation formed in my gut, but I pursed my lips and ignored it. I hated splitting up the team—strength in numbers and all—but we were running out of time. “Do we have any bottled shadow spells left?”

      Ash grabbed her bag from a hook on the wall and peered inside. “Three.”

      “Give them to Miles.” I turned to him. “Can you and Patrice handle it? I don’t know how long this will take, so I need Shade with me to keep us cloaked.”

      He cut his gaze to his friend before nodding. “We’ve got this, right, Patrice?”

      “Freeze them, shove them through, and seal the rift. Easy-peasy.” She took the bottled mending spell Ash offered.

      “Good.” I slung the rope over my shoulder. “Let’s head out.”

      Shade rode shotgun while Ash and Chaos took the back seat in the van, and we made our way to the scene of the crime. Thankfully, the drive was an uneventful one. No dark witch minions tried to stop us this time, though I wouldn’t have minded a little scuffle. Fighting I was good at. Hecate knew I sucked at being High Priestess.

      “We need to be on alert for Boston witches.” I rolled to a stop two blocks from the church and killed the engine.

      “You don’t think they ran off to lick their wounds?” Shade adjusted the straps of his knife harness. “Without their leader, they’re probably trying to act like nothing happened so they don’t get banished.”

      “Or they could be organizing again.” Ash looped her satchel over her head to wear it cross-body. “Who knows how dark witches think?”

      “Either way, be on high alert. Cloak us, Shade.” I waited for our shadow witch to do his thing. Once the fog rolled around us, turning the outside world grayscale, I hopped out of the van and opened the side door before lifting the hatch out of habit.

      My shoulders slumped at the empty space where my sword should have lain. The daggers strapped to my thighs and ankles would have to do if we ran into trouble. And honestly…I hoped we would. Fighting was in my blood. Being locked in battle was the one time I could clear my head, shut off my thoughts, and let my instincts take over. Whatever daunting task that lay six steps ahead didn’t matter in that moment. All I had to do was kick butt, no name-taking required.

      “We’ll get it back.” Ash rested a hand on my back, and I straightened, grabbing an extra knife to hide my emotional display.

      The coven thinking I was a weak crybaby was the last thing I needed. I shut the door and turned to Chaos, who carried the rope. “That’s not fireproof, so put it down if you’re going to light yourself ablaze.”

      He raised his brows. “Are you expecting a battle?”

      “I’m always ready for a fight.” I jerked my head toward the church, and, invisible to the rest of the world, we strode two blocks toward the entrance.

      Caution tape looped through a makeshift chain-link fence surrounded the property, and a stout man in a hardhat held an iPad toward a woman in a tailored suit. I raised my hand, telling my team to stop and listen to their conversation.

      “I don’t know how an earthquake could have only affected this small area,” the man said. “Are you sure it wasn’t an act of God? Is the congregation worshipping false idols or something?” He guffawed at his own bad joke.

      The woman flashed an indignant look and crossed her arms. “Can the foundation be repaired?”

      “It’ll cost a pretty penny, but we can do it.” He swiped his finger on the iPad, and I motioned for the others to follow.

      Ash hurried to walk beside me. “At least they can fix it. I wonder how they’ll get the money though.”

      “I’m sure the congregation will pay for it.” I stopped beside a piece of fence that wasn’t fastened to the next section and moved it forward, creating enough space for us to pass through.

      My mood darkened as we approached the entrance, and when I grabbed the door handle, Ash let out a muffled sound of disapproval. I hadn’t let her check for magic before I touched it.

      I motioned to the door. “Humans are in control here. Nobody put up a ward on a church that could collapse at any minute. It is locked, though.”

      “We still have to use caution. Confess, expose, my magic sleuth. I call on you to reveal your truth.” She cast her magic-revealing spell, finding nothing, as I expected, before tugging a lock-picking kit from her satchel and going to work. “Better safe than sorry.”

      “Sometimes, too careful can get you killed,” I said.

      “There’s no such thing as too careful these days.” She smiled triumphantly and opened the door.

      I strode inside, heading straight to the passage that led to the underground. The building groaned as we made our way through the dark, twisting halls and descended stair after stair. Scents of decay and dust clung to the air particles, making my nostrils feel like sandpaper with each inhale, and a humming sound vibrated through the basement as we approached the entrance to the room where it all went down. I stopped, turning and giving my team a questioning look.

      “I sense a rift.” Chaos rested a hand on Ash’s lower back and closed his eyes. “Lower-level demons and something…other.”

      Shade took two knives from his harness, gripping them tightly. “Of course this couldn’t be easy.”

      “Where’s the fun in easy?” I nodded to Ash’s bag. “Get the freezing and mending spells ready. Chaos, you handle the demons. The rest of us will take care of the ‘other.’”

      Without a word, he brushed past me and entered the room. I followed on his heels, and Ash and Shade took up the rear of our hunting crew.

      Inside, we found total chaos, and I don’t mean my sister’s boyfriend.

      A swarm of lesser fae, with their brown wings and razor teeth, swooped this way and that, dive-bombing a group of imps. Hadn’t we dealt with these little shits enough?

      The imps fought back, throwing books, religious artifacts, scraps of wood…anything they could get their slimy little hands on, and I cracked my knuckles. I hated imps more than I hated fae.

      Chaos shouted, “Stop,” and even though the fae kept attacking, the imps obeyed the Prince of Hell’s command and skittered toward him like good little puppies.

      “Standing tall or on your knees, in the name of the goddess, I force you to freeze,” Ash cast the spell, and the oversized mosquitoes stopped midair.

      My chest swelled with pride. My little sis had grown so much over the past few weeks, finally coming into her power. Power strong enough to take out the entire coven if the curse came to fruition…

      I could not let that happen.

      Chaos ordered the imps through the rift before helping Ash and Shade shove the fae through. I paced to the massive crevice Chrys and Mayhem had opened in an attempt to kill us and peered over the edge.

      Darkness engulfed the bottom of the pit, but my sword lay down there somewhere. I grabbed the rope Chaos had dropped and looped it around one thigh and then the other, making a harness so they could lower me.

      A sinister growl that sounded more alien than animal reverberated in the shadows to my right. I swiveled my head toward it, and out stepped one of the ugliest creatures I’d ever seen.
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      He stood five and a half feet tall, with stark white—was it hair or fur?—atop his almost-human head. Two insect-like antennae jutted up from his scalp, bending forward like an ant, and enormous black eyes locked onto me as his thin lips—for lack of a better word—peeled back to reveal pointy, dagger-like teeth.

      He took a step toward me, and his massive, brown cockroach wings fluttered, the sound reminding me of the nasty insects that dive-bombed me when I visited Texas one summer. A shiver spiraled down my spine before lurching into my stomach and making it turn.

      What was it about humidity and bugs? Ick.

      I grabbed a dagger from my thigh holster and widened my stance. “Chaos, are you going to take care of this guy or do I get to vanquish him?” I snapped my head toward my team and found Ash sealing the rift.

      “Wait! We missed one.” But I was too late. The fabric of reality stitched together before my eyes, and I jerked my gaze back to the beastie in question.

      The giant roach-man sprung, half-running, half-flying toward me and screaming like a swarm of cicadas. I swung a dagger, hitting a wing, and let me tell you, those friggin’ things were like armor. The moment the blade made impact, it snapped, the force reverberating up my arm and into my jaw, making my teeth ache.

      He lashed out a clawed hand and ripped my shirt. I jabbed the knife at his chest, but the second blade broke as easily as the first. What the hell was this thing made of? Titanium?

      With an ear-splitting screech, he slammed into me, grasping my shoulders in his claws and tackling me. My back smacked the ground, and all the air left my lungs in a whoosh. I gasped, which was a huge mistake. Roachman sneered, and a glob of gooey saliva landed right in my mouth.

      It tasted like salty snot and regret.

      I spit it back at him and gagged as I struggled beneath his weight. Someone…it could have been Ash or Chaos…threw a fireball at him, and it bounced off his roach armor, not singeing it a bit.

      He growled, and another bit of gooey mess hung from the corner of his lip, threatening to hit my face. I kept my mouth closed this time and grabbed a dagger from my holster. What good it would do, I had no clue, but I refused to become breakfast for a cockroach.

      He reared his head back, ready to chomp my face, and I caught a glimpse of a chink in his armor. I jabbed the dagger into the soft spot just below his ear hole, and praise the goddess, it didn’t break. Roachman squealed and rolled off me, and I scrambled to my feet.

      Ash threw the binding spell at him, but he flapped his blade-proof wings and jetted to the ceiling before it reached him, hanging on like he had suction cups in his hands and feet.

      “What the hell, Chaos?” I hocked up the biggest loogie I could and spit the rest of the roach goo from my mouth. “Make your demon friend behave.”

      “He’s not a demon.” Ash grabbed my arm and dragged me out from under the creature from not-Hell. “He’s a fae.”

      “What?” I fumbled with the rope still tied around me like a harness. “How did he get so big?”

      “He’s midlevel,” Chaos said. “Most likely a scout for the greater fae horde.”

      “Fabulous.” I got one knot untied when the flitting of roach wings assaulted the air and the sucker swooped to the ground, grabbing the rope that was still tied to one leg and jutting upward to the ceiling once more.

      My feet left the floor with a jerk of his arm, and he hauled me halfway up, leaving me dangling upside down like a witchy chandelier in the middle of the room.

      Blood rushed to my head, but I swung myself upright and grabbed the rope. “How do I kill him?”

      “Beheading is the fastest way,” Chaos said. “Unless you can find an opening in his exoskeleton to stab his heart.”

      I freed my other leg from the harness and glared up at Roachman. He yanked my dagger from his neck and hurled it to the ground, heaving a giant breath against the pain. As his chest expanded, so did his armor, revealing an opening right beneath his heart. Or…where I assumed his heart would be.

      Lifting my leg, I snatched a knife from my ankle holster and silently prayed to the goddess it would be long enough to reach the prize. Clutching the metal handle between my teeth, I hauled myself up the rope, which was a lot harder than I remembered from gym class. When all this was over, I needed to hit the weights.

      I peered down at Ash, who rummaged through her spell kit, no doubt trying to concoct something to weaken his armor. Chaos kneeled beside her, taking the ingredient bottles as she handed them to him, and Shade…

      Was he on his phone?

      “Bastard,” I mumbled around the steel between my teeth. Returning my attention to Roachman, I hauled myself up a little farther, but my vision wavered and my lips suddenly didn’t feel the coolness of the handle pressed against them. My whole mouth went numb.

      Nausea churned in my gut, and I gagged. The knife fell to the ground, and I tried to move my jaw, to speak, to scream, to…anything.

      But I couldn’t feel my face.

      “Don’t let him bite you, Ember,” Shade called and held up his phone. “According to the witchy web, these guys are venomous.”

      Fan-friggin’-tastic. That explained the numbness spreading down my neck.

      I hurried a few feet down the rope and let go. My knees buckled when I hit the ground, and I rolled before jutting to my feet again.

      “Heh…” was the only sound I could muster, so I pointed to my mouth and pressed my hands against my cheeks and my head.

      Ash’s face pinched with concern. “He already got you?”

      I nodded.

      “If you can bring him down, I’ve got a softening spell that might weaken him enough to get a knife through.” She held up a steaming copper bowl.

      If I’d had my sword, I would’ve lobbed his head clean off by now.

      “Hey, ugly.” Shade hurled a knife, but it bounced off Roachman’s armor and tumbled into the crevice where my sword lay, out of reach. He tried again, this time hitting an impenetrable wing.

      If my mouth worked, I could have told them about the two soft spots I’d found, but my tongue had swollen to the size of a lemon. I couldn’t close my lips, much less make sound pass from them. Hell, it was a miracle I could even breathe.

      “Are you sure that spell won’t reach the ceiling?” Shade asked. “Or what about hellfire?”

      Chaos flexed his fingers, gathering fire in his palms before shooting it toward our foe. The Roachman screeched and wrapped his wings around his body, shielding himself from the flames. As the demon called his fire back, smoke billowed from the creature’s form.

      Cracks spread across his rigid wings, the surface peeling from the heat of Hell, but Roachman hung on, hissing and fluttering, raining charred bits of wing onto us.

      “You’ll have to go hotter.” Ash poured the powdered potion into her hand and closed her fingers around it.

      “I hit it with everything I have. I will try again.” He gathered more hellfire, and I turned to the mess the imps had made of the basement. Surely there was something here I could throw at the beastie. My last knife attached to my ankle had a blade only three inches long. Even if I could get it beneath the armor, it wouldn’t pierce the heart.

      While Chaos worked on barbecued roach fae, Ash and Shade whipped up another potion. I threw boards aside, rummaging through artifacts and tools the church stored in their basement. Sadly, no razor-sharp swords lay in the clutter, but a pair of hatchets caught my eye.

      I stumbled over a prayer bench, twisting my ankle as I stepped on the edge of a two-by-four. The numbness from the fae venom spread into my shoulders and down my chest, squeezing my heart and lungs until it felt like I was breathing through a straw.

      I managed to grab the hatchets, but as I rose, I tipped backward, crashing into the shelving unit attached to the wall. My vision tunneled, my pulse slowing until I could barely stay conscious.

      “Hold on, Em!” Ash kneeled next to me, her blue hair barely registering in my pin-prick-sized field of vision. She poured a potion into my mouth. At least, I assumed that was what she did. I’d lost feeling everywhere except my legs.

      “Here’s the second one.” Shade handed something to her, and my vision dimmed into darkness, my breaths slowing, ceasing.

      A tickle formed in my throat, spreading into my chest and down my arms. I gasped, and the breath I raked in filled my lungs fully, making them burn. My lids flew open, my blurry vision swimming back into focus, and I sat upright, gasping again before coughing like a teenager the first time they took a hit of a blunt.

      “He has…soft spots,” I said between coughs.

      They helped me to my feet, and we crawled over the mess to stand next to Chaos. He breathed heavily, sweat beading on his brow as he blasted another heatwave at the fae.

      “That’s enough.” Ash clutched his arm. “You might be immortal, but you can still get vanquished. Save your strength. Ember has a plan.”

      I peered up at Roachman clinging to the ceiling. His back faced us, but his charred wings had retracted, leaving his head exposed.

      “His exoskeleton lies in layers over his chest, like fish scales,” I said. “We can stab him beneath one if you’ve got a long enough knife.”

      “If we can get him down.” Shade held up a weapon. “It’s my last one.”

      Clutching the hatchets in one hand, I retrieved my three-inch knife and traded him for the long one. “He’s also soft beneath his ear holes. Aim for that, and make it count.”

      He nodded once and threw the blade. It rotated through the air and hit home, right in the fae’s neck. The beastie let out a pained screech, losing his grip on the ceiling and hanging on by one clawed hand.
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