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Note to Reader (CW)



This book contains scenes that may depict, mention, or discuss abduction, assault, attempted murder, death, decapitation, kidnapping, murder, the occult, and violence. Please take care of yourself as you read. 







  
  
To all the other inclusive horror nerds out there who wanted to change the story.










  
  
One




Many bakers, home and pro, have feared choux pastry. I’d never understood why. People talked about it like it was so complex. For me, it had never been complex. Mix the dough, cook it a bit in a pan, pipe it out, and voilà. There was puffy, light, golden goodness, ready to make éclairs or cream puffs or any number of yummy treats from the seemingly simple dough. 

My attitude toward choux had changed one disastrous day. Choux pastry was not forgiving. Make one tiny error in mixing, cooking, piping—anything really—and it went out the window. I’d never known this because I’d somehow made it well from the jump. When I hadn’t made it well, I’d discovered something: natural ability could fail, and all there was to fall back on was what I’d learned along the way. All too often, when things seemed easy, the learning stopped. People tended to get cocky, think they had it all down. It was a big mistake a lot of people make in things like baking—a mistake I’d made with choux, my magic, and a whole host of other real important shit in my life.


      [image: ]The witch house had gone down a week before the Carter parents invaded Columbus, which was great. Mom and Dad had fun. They met both Harley and Gareth in person, and I reassured them I was alive and doing well. They assumed I was also seriously dating Gareth, as Merry and Harley were tight. Especially when they found out Harley and Gareth were both introduced to the Carters around the same time. I didn’t correct their assumption because it was easier than saying, “Oh, no. It’s more a friends-with-benefits-with-possibly-a-little-more situation that’s complicated because I’m also in a similar situationship with an Outer God named Ny, who I’m not introducing you to because it gets even messier.” 

Ny didn’t seem to care he wasn’t part of the Carter family festivities. He was cool as always, only saying, “Whatever you wish, sweetling,” when I hesitantly asked him not to pop in while Mom and Dad were around. 

It made me feel like shit though. He was someone I cared about, and I didn’t exactly want to hide him away. My parents were accepting and open. Their Midwestern sensibilities would make them not ask too many questions out of fear of being rude. What we had, as two people—well, maybe three people—navigating lust and desire and real feelings I wasn’t ready to name yet, would be different for them but also fine.

The magic was the sticking point. They of course knew about me and my early life experiences. We talked about it. It wasn’t forbidden conversation or anything. But it was more complicated now, and far more dangerous. I wanted them as far away from the growing magic bits of my life as possible. Harley and Gareth were mages, but they were also human. Merry and Harley were super tight, and the parents had already met Harley via Skype before they even stepped on the plane. They’d also heard of Gareth from Mia’s big mouth, which made his appearance a bit of a necessity. 

What they didn’t know about was Nyarlathotep, Crawling Chaos, the Outer God who shared dream and shadow magic like mine. Ny was sexy as sin, a gracious courtier of sorts who could easily handle parents after navigating the courts of his father for infinity or whatever, but he was a being of magic. Merry and Mia told me they felt it from him. They couldn’t sense magic the way I or Harley or Gareth could, but they still felt some otherness crawling across their skin when he popped up. They told me it eased with time and experience, like a mystical form of exposure therapy or something. He tripped my inner magic wire, but he made regular human instincts jump. He was the black lion, a predator of sorts. Mom and Dad would feel his difference, and they weren’t stupid. They’d eventually guess what it meant, for me at least, because they knew something about what I could do, and they’d want answers. No way I was getting into what had gone down with Starry Wisdom and the witch house, so I'd asked Ny to step back for a week.

Speaking of Starry Wisdom and the witch house, they had both gone poof. Mia’s tabs on the cultist’s phone showed radio silence after a time. Harley dug deeper, tried to see if anyone or anything turned up anywhere within her occult circles. Nothing. It seemed, as we’d guessed, Starry Wisdom had disintegrated after the church had popped out of existence, and Macy was gone. 

Gone. Dead. Killed, by me. I’d killed Macy. I owned it, but I’d be lying if I said it never bothered me. I was a baker, damnit, not a soldier. Never thought I’d kill someone. I had. Not great, even if necessary. I had John, the familiar, and Macy on my conscience. Gareth, Harley, and Ny had all talked to me about it. They had experience, something I’d guessed at before but got confirmation. We formed a depressing sort of club, I suppose. They all also fully understood why I did what I did. Still, sometimes a flash of red blood on an old wooden floor shot across my vision. Or the crackle of her taunting laugh hit my ears. When those things happened, I had to swallow the bile that rose in my throat at the gnawing memories.

DD helped too. Our bond held, grew even, as I maintained my magic. Ny and Harley wanted me to train more, learn more, but I was tired, hurting. All of it made me hesitant. I didn’t give up completely. I also didn’t level up in any serious way because I was focused on dealing with all the new, the good and the bad, I’d had thrust into my life in a matter of a few months. 

I dealt by baking, like I always had, and running my business. Deb, my business-saving assistant manager, got a promotion and hefty raise after dealing with all my shit when I had too often been out during the whole Starry Wisdom mess. She’d kept everything together, and I loved her for it—and because she was a nice person in general. Always smiling, always patient with colleagues and customers alike. She was a smiling constant in Warm Regards, and I wanted to show how much I appreciated her with the one thing employers should use to show real appreciation: more cash in hand.

My baking assistant, Nate, had also been a lifesaver and somehow baked more quickly and efficiently than I did. I felt and saw his magic daily, but I never pried. I didn’t know if he knew, and I wasn’t about to enlighten him unless it was absolutely necessary. Harley kept a close eye on him, I think because Merry had a soft spot for him too, so I let it be. We stuck to baking, chatting, and cracking jokes about mundane things while in the kitchen of Warm Regards. 

Overall, the summer had been nice. As we steered firmly into the heat of August, I was content. Mostly. The major sticking point beyond my guilt was Mia.

She’d got back to quasi-normal after the Necronomicon thing, but something was off with her and she refused to talk about it. Her sassy shine had dulled. Oh, she went through the motions, trying to convince me and everyone else she was all good. Her eyes told a different story. Sometimes they stared off as if focused on something not visible to anyone else. I swear, a few times their dark-brown shade darkened—like literally bled from brown to an almost-black color, before she’d close them, shake her head, and be good. Freaked me out when I saw it, but she insisted it was nothing, not to worry, and all that jazz. DD rattled in an odd way when she did it, so I knew bone deep she was in some serious shit. Shit she probably couldn’t fully deal with on her own.

Merry and I had given her space at first because we felt she’d needed it. They were kind enough to give it to me when my mind wandered to Macy, so I was determined to return the favor to Mia. To be brutally honest, it was also what I needed. A break. As summer heated up and edged toward fall, it was getting harder and harder to ignore she wasn’t dealing. Space was all well and good, but sometimes crowding was necessary, and I could tell it was about time for my youngest sister. We had given her nearly two months, an eternity in nosy-Carter-sister time. A come-to-Jesus talk was in order, and Merry and I would give it to her soon.

Before I could do that, however, Ny decided I needed my own talking-to. Too bad for him he’d chosen a bad time to do it.

I’d spent a long day in my kitchen. A long day baking in the humid heat of an Ohio August, to be precise. Definitely not fun times, regardless of my enjoyment of baking. It was still work and still ungodly hot to do in late summer. I’d baked all day, prepping a massive birthday cupcake tower order for delivery the next day. Dozens and dozens of pineapple, strawberry, and lemon cupcakes had been topped with fluffy mountains of vanilla buttercream and sprinkled with edible glitter. There would be a happy little girl excited about her huge party and pretty cupcakes the next day, but it wasn’t the easiest work to do with temps in the 90s and humidity stretched higher.

All this to say I was tired, slightly annoyed, and ready for a cool shower and some dinner when I found Ny leaning against my apartment door. 

I gave a weak smile and said, “I hope this isn’t business, because I’m too tired for any magic nonsense.”

Ny straightened as I moved forward, and he took me in his arms as soon as I was close enough. “I’d say it was always all pleasure with you, sweetling, but we both know that’s a lie,” he said before giving me a quick but heated kiss.

I wanted the kiss to linger, to lead to more. My magic even rose to meet it, but I pulled back with a sigh. His words weren’t an assurance he was here for sexy good times, and Ny always made his intentions clear from the beginning. Something else was obviously up. “Come in,” I groused, pushing him aside slightly to enter my apartment and the AC haven it provided.

I slouched toward my kitchen bar, hopped on a stool, and rolled my neck and shoulders. They were tight as hell from baking all day. “Out with it, Ny.”

He pulled up behind me and rubbed my shoulders, digging in just enough to give a small slice of pain, the only real way to get the knots out during a massage. I couldn’t help it. I gave a deep moan at his touch, both from the way it felt and the memories it provided.

“I do wish to take you up on the offer, sweet Randy,” Ny whispered in my ear before he straightened and came back to his full voice. “However, there are issues we must address.”

“Of course there are,” I grumbled, twisting myself so his hands dropped from my shoulders and I could face him. “Again, out with it.”

“Our training should resume.” 

“I know,” I said, maybe a little whiny. “I’m just tired.”

Ny stepped up and cupped my cheek. “Of course you are. And all is still new to you. Plus, we have had a number of weeks without incident, which makes training seem unnecessary.”

“But preparation is half the job,” I said, repurposing an old pastry school motto for magic.

“Exactly. Starry Wisdom is gone, yet Wilbur remains. As does the entity backing him.”

“The one who still holds your power,” I replied, stepping off the stool to give him a tight squeeze. “I’m sorry, Ny. You’ve been so gracious and helpful, and I haven’t really done anything to help you out, which is pretty shitty of me.”

“No, sweetling. Time is relative to me. I do not think it wasted when it is spent with you. However, being in my full power would give me, and you, certain advantages. It would also make any threats moot.”

“That much power, huh?”

A sly, cocky smile spread on his lips, but he said nothing in reply.

“Okay. What’s your suggestion? I’m sure you came with one.”

“Indeed, I did. I think it best we return to dream-walking training, and we bring Gareth into the fold.”

It was something Ny had brought up before. Something Gareth had also discussed. All of it also centered around more than magic, or actually, a very different type of magic I’d never really used for any effect before. “By bringing Gareth into the fold, you mean…”

“In training only. We are all adults. We all know the sex magic the three of us could produce would be beneficial for any end. Something we definitely should explore. But I would never push you into such a thing if you were not interested.”

Damnit, I was interested. Who wouldn’t be? Gareth, big-guy calm, against the crackle of Ny’s dark energy and lean-muscled body. I knew it’d be explosive. The issue was whether it would make us explode in a good or bad way. To be honest, losing either or changing our relationship in a fundamental way scared me.

“I know, I know.” I shook my head, took a deep breath, and jumped. “We do need to start training again. We also need Gareth involved. In training, I mean. For now.”

“Very well. Do you wish to contact Gareth and make arrangements?”

“Yes. After I take a shower and relax for a bit.”

“Whatever you need.” His nod was so deep, it could’ve been a bow. Sensing the unspoken part of my request for alone time, he said, “Text me the plan,” before he stepped closer again and gave a soft, sweet kiss to my forehead. With a wink and a grin, he walked to the nearest shadow and faded from sight, going wherever it was he went when he wasn’t hanging around me. 

I slumped and shuffled toward my bathroom, feeling guilty. I hadn’t told Ny about what I’d been dreaming. Hadn’t told anyone, in fact. And I probably should’ve.








  
  
Two




About those newer dreams. To give myself some credit, they definitely weren’t dream walking, not in the strictest sense of the term. Who was I kidding? I didn’t really know enough about dream walking to be an expert on it, which was why I should’ve talked to Ny and Gareth about it sooner. 

First odd thing was it was a recurring dream, one that played out exactly the same way every night I had it, and I’d had it most nights by the end of summer. It had started slow, only once a week or so, but had ramped up quickly. The fact it had the same events, in the same order, with no changes, made me think it was a regular old dream. My dream walks to the black church and the witch house had been similar, sure, but never exactly the same. Events shifted and changed because I reacted to what was occurring in the dream walk. That was not the same with this dream. 

This new dream started with me coming into consciousness in a dark cave. Maybe the cave was carved from black stone, or maybe it was so dark, I only saw black stone. Either way, all I could see was blackness with the occasional glints of odd silver flashing across the stone, as if there was some tiny light source I couldn’t pinpoint sliding over the surfaces. The walls, the ceiling, the floor. It was all made from this same stuff. 

I could feel it too. Another shift from my dream walks. I would walk over and touch the wall, feeling its intentionally smoothed surface and its hardness on my hands without passing through. Same with my feet as I walked. Barefoot, they’d thud across the floor making solid contact.

Like the black church dreams, I would be dressed in an ancient-looking black robe. The fabric would drift over me in waves, seeming to move in a non-existent wind. It snagged on my curves—my breasts, my rounded belly, my full ass and thighs—creating fabric shadows over my body, as if it were a part of my body rather than the shadows usually attracted to my body. It was an odd distinction I felt but couldn’t explain. 

Speaking of my shadows, they never showed there. DD was nowhere in sight in these dreams. No hovering ball bouncing at my peripheral vision. The only shadows I could make out were the inky, tentacle-like blackness clinging to the sharp angle where the ceiling met the wall, the same shadows I felt and used in the witch house. They had slithered out of the crack in space and time Macy and Wilbur had created. In my dream, it gyrated and pulsed, occasionally reaching shadow tentacles down toward me but never far enough to touch me.

Dream-me never panicked, at least not outwardly. I noticed in my head and skittered away mentally, but dream-me moved forward to where the cave began to slope downward. Down into a deeper darkness I somehow navigated without falling all over myself, like a dark room I knew so well I didn’t need to turn on the light to get through it. 

When the slope ended, I’d find myself in front of a swirling well made from the same dark stone as the rest of the cave-like structure. It rose from the floor like a natural feature. There weren’t any bricks or seams I could see. It was as smooth and honed as the rest of the place, almost like the entire thing had been dug out, carved, and smoothed to create a massive space to house this small well about four feet high and three feet wide. 

I’d stop, look in the well, and see swirling shadows like the tentacles still clinging above. They were a mass of undulating things, lapping and turning in a big, endless ball of darkness. I couldn’t see a beginning or end, only the constant turning and moving of the things. Then, a single tentacle would reach out of the mass up toward me, a piece of metal glinting in the low light wrapped up in its suckered fist. I’d stand frozen, my body calmly watching and waiting while my working mind screamed for me to get away, run, do whatever it took to not let this thing touch me. Dream-me never listened. I’d reach out a finger, pointing toward the shadow as it stretched out the shiny metal thing around the slick darkness of the shadow itself. It would get about an inch from my hand, ready to give me whatever it held and dream-me ready to take it, when I’d wake up—usually in a sweat, breathing hard and heavy and blinking wildly for long minutes.

Maybe it was a regular person’s nightmare or something dredged up by my anxiety over coming to terms with my magic and power. Maybe it was some Freudian thing I should’ve looked up in a dream book. I had a suspicion it was something else entirely, something new and likely important, but like so much with me and my magic, I shoved it away out of fear of change. I was hoping one day the toxic trait would be conquered, but I wouldn’t hold my breath until then.

Whatever the case, it all ended up the same: I buried my head in the sand and didn’t tell anyone about these dreams, doing my best oblivious-ostrich impression.


      [image: ]After Ny’s little ambush, some much-needed rest, and a smooth delivery of birthday cupcakes—without a kidnapping attempt—I prepped for a different kind of party. It was family meal at Warm Regards. 

Family meal was something I’d loved when I worked in the larger food industry. There, it had happened far more often. Sometimes it was about using up leftovers from a particular menu, sometimes it was a bonding event. Whatever the case, family meal was a time outside of peak business for all the people in a restaurant or catering place to come together and eat food they prepared, not for customers but for each other. It was a time to commune and show off in equal measure. 

Warm Regards had its own family meal sporadically, and it’d been well over six months since the last family meal. Not that I didn’t want to do it more, but a bakery didn’t produce a lot of meal-like leftovers, and things had been hectic, what with my time being split between baking and doing magical things. With things on the magic front being calmer, I decided family meal was a priority. 

Employees generally ate whatever they wanted from the bakery. I knew the few people working every day wouldn’t eat me out of business, and it seemed better to let them have their sugar fix whenever they wanted to have it. Plus, they and my sisters were the usual taste-testers for my new flavors and ideas, so I liked giving them my normal bakes or baking experiments on a semi-regular basis. All this meant my normal bakery-café fare was standard for everyone who’d be at family meal. Because of this, I always did something different and special. 

It was hot, it was summer, and I wanted to go all out, so I did homemade pasta— fettuccine to be precise—with an easy butter and parmesan cheese sauce dotted with bright English peas and mushrooms. It was light, fit everyone’s needs, and showed off another flour-based thing I could do besides tasty sweet treats.

My employee roster had grown to eight people, not including me—six café workers, Deb the manager, and my baking assistant, Nate. Not a lot compared to other businesses, but growth all the same. I included Merry and Mia in family meal because I loved them, but they also did a lot of free work for me. Merry with her financial things and Mia as my social media guru. Eleven people total for family meal—not huge but a solid number. 

I planned it for after hours, then told everyone they were invited and I’d provide the bulk of the food, so they didn’t feel pressure to cook or to come at all. All eleven decided to come, though most did opt out of cooking. Deb said she’d bring a big salad—a good call given the pasta and the weather. Nate wanted to stretch his baking more and show how he did things, so he claimed dessert. Merry and Mia came with a tricked-out charcuterie board. Yasmiin brought Somali sambusa, a deliciously fried, flaky triangle filled with fragrant, spiced ground beef. It was a good time with good people, and we enjoyed everything presented.

Merry sat next to Nate, her beautiful oval face full of laughter as Nate told some story he punctuated with wild gesticulations of his hands, his lush and shining brown hair and eyes glinting in the soft café lighting. Merry whipped her head quickly to the side, her dark-brown hair streaming, to include Mia in the conversation. My littlest sister smiled, even chuckled, but it didn’t reach her dark-brown eyes. She was colder, more distant. Her short hair was styled, her easy nerd-girl look the same, but the bags were still there under her eyes. She’d just gotten really good with concealer. I could see them, faint purplish bruises telling me of sleepless nights. Merry turned back toward Nate, but the tension of her shoulders caught my attention. We needed to have a chat with Mia, and soon. 

Deb brought me out of my deeper thoughts. “You seem less distracted lately. If I had two hot dudes showing up to spend time with me, I’d be a little more distracted.”

I turned my head to my assistant manager, a lifeline in a very different, but no less real and important area of my life—my business—and slung my arm over her seat back. “Your organizational skills would have Gareth and Ny in quick order, on a regular rotation, if they were in your life.”

Deb laughed. “True. I like my schedules.”

“I love you for it because I have no head for them.”

“Nope,” she said. 

I looked at her with an exaggerated squint. “You’re lucky your boss is so easy-going. Not many would tolerate this sort of backtalk.”

She huffed. “I know you and the rest of the Carter family. You respect a little backtalk and sass.”

“Too true again,” I said, “but how am I going to make you fear me and therefore do better work?”

She flung her head toward the bakery case behind us. “You use sugar. Much more effective.”

In the din of chatter, the laughter, in the midst of teasing, I felt a moment of happiness and gratitude well up in me, particularly for this woman. “You’re the best, Deb. You know that?”

She shrugged but I pushed. “No. Really. Things got a little weird this spring and summer. You held down the fort, so to speak. Took care of all the day-to-day so I could focus on baking when I could. Without you…” I trailed off, not knowing what to say. Without her, I’d have probably lost the bakery because I’d have been unable to pay my bills. My magical abilities were important, sure, but so were the practical things. I couldn’t fully commit to saving people from evil cults or half gods if I was worried about a place to live or where I’d get my next meal. Even beyond the practical, baking was a part of me, just like my magic. I loved it, deep down to my core, and Deb’s work helped me keep doing what I loved. 

I shook off the morose thoughts and smiled widely at her. “You saved me.”

“Not all heroes wear capes,” she quipped, deflecting the praise in the offhand way she normally did while serving a beaming smile. “Now that I’ve reached hero status, I’ll need to find me a couple of hot hero-worshipping groupies. Gareth and Ny have any brothers?”

I snorted. Gareth was an only child. Ny, not quite, but I doubted Deb wanted to start seeing any of the other Outer Gods. “You’re better off with Tinder.”

“Ugh,” she said. “No thanks. I’ll hold out hope some charmer will come in here and sweep me off my feet.”

I raised my beer to tap the neck of hers. “Here’s to hope.” In more ways than one.








  
  
Three




After the third night in a row with my weird cave dream, which just happened to coincide with my convo with Ny about more dream-walker training à la  Dream Warriors or whatever he had in mind, I called Harley. Not like I didn’t talk to Harley on the regular or anything. She was dating my sister. We had family things together. We also talked about magic and occultish stuff. She gave me pointers and told me about helpful research or source materials, even if she wasn’t strictly showing me the ropes anymore. We were magic colleagues of a sort, and friends. And, really, family. In more ways than one. Going through serious shit with a person creates a connection that was a bit outside a lot of other names a relationship can have. 

Anyway, I called her specifically to discuss the dreams, because I knew she was a good sounding board. Of course, after telling her about the cave and the shadow tentacles and the odd solidness-but-uncontrollable aspect of it all, she started with, “You need to discuss your dreams with the Prince.”

I decided to deflect. “Why did you call him the Prince?”

“He is, right? It’s his official title.”

“Yes, but it’s so...”

“Real,” Harley said with a firm tone. “It’s real, Randy. Nyarlathotep is the Prince of the Dreamlands, a creature at the center of creation. He’s into you, for sure. He appears to be genuine and helpful, and maybe he truly is, but only because of you and what he sees in you or knows he can have from you. He’s still an Outer God. It’d be best we all remember that, at least from time to time.”

“Doesn’t sound like the type of person I should chat with about my dreams,” I grumbled. 

“The opposite, actually. He’s exactly who you should talk to about these dreams. First, because he’s old as dirt, older even, and knows far more than any of us ever could about the magic you have. Second, I suspect he’d rip the universe apart to keep you safe, and anything hinting at impending danger for you should be discussed with him.”

I blew out a harsh breath. Maybe all Harley said was true, but it was a hard truth. I still squirmed a bit under the pressure of my magic and the unanswered questions about who or what I was in the grand scheme of things. “Okay. I hear you. I do. I’m still asking for your opinion. You know an awful lot about magic too, you know.”

“I know,” she said with her firm confidence. “I’m the shit, but even someone as good as me has their limits. I’m only human.”

“A human who’s halted their aging and harnessed the most powerful of spells in my presence.”

“All right. All right. Enough flattery.” She paused, and I could almost picture her on her phone, leaning against something, her free hand buried deep in a trouser pocket and her face, dark, stark cheekbones and piercing brown eyes, pinched in serious thought.

Finally, she spoke. “You’re right to assume they aren’t dream walks. Doesn’t sound like any dream walk description I’ve ever heard. Add in the fact you feel conscious but out of control and I’d say they were standard recurring nightmares. You’ve had a load of traumatic events go down in pretty quick succession. But…”

“But what?” I pressed, needed her ideas. Maybe just to reassure myself. 

“But the solid feeling, the sensations you describe? Not typical dream behavior. It gives me pause.”

“Me too,” I whispered so lightly into the phone I didn’t know if she even heard it. 

“Talk to Ny and Gareth. Trust their expertise.”

“Will do,” I said with more confidence. I didn’t necessarily like it, but I was done with avoidance. Too much shit had gone down in the past six-ish months to think avoidance was the best course of action in any situation. My ostrich tendencies were disengaged, for the moment.

“Randy,” Harley said with a warmer tone. “I do like you to come to me with these issues.”

“I’ll continue to do it too. No getting rid of me.”

“Good. I have to go.” 

I chuckled at her abrupt turn, but it was so her. No-nonsense and to the point. 

“Hot date?”

“Don’t think you want to hear about my hot dates with Merry.”

“Too true. I’ll let you go.”

“Bye.” Then the phone clicked and those universal beeps signaled the call ended. 

Okay then. I’d gotten some info from Harley, but most of it along the same train of thought I’d had. I needed to talk to Ny and Gareth. Good thing I’d already set all that up for the next afternoon.


      [image: ]The guys showed up at my place to work in my storage-turned-training room the next night. Both looked the usual. Gareth in loose jeans, a tee tight across his bulging muscles, his sigil tats on full display, and his beard trimmed for summer and his blond hair tied back securely in a low man-bun. Ny in a black leather jacket, a white shirt clinging to his lean muscle underneath, and tight dark jeans slung low enough bits of his light-brown skin played peekaboo with his hem when he moved. His hair, black and floppy and slightly spiky around the crown, was artfully pushed back from his face without help from any product I could detect, which seemed like its own bit of magic. They were gorgeous, yummy even, in their own unique ways. Enough to make a girl’s choice hard. If she had to choose. 

Talk and action on all sides, as of now, pointed to the fact I didn’t have to choose. So why was I still hesitant, not reveling in having my cake and eating it too? A bit of fear of what would happen with our dynamic and a dash of stubbornness mainly. Plus, as worldly and open as I was, as sexually open as I was, I hadn’t ever actually had more than one partner at a time. Much less more than one partner at a time at the same time, which seemed to be the direction we were all taking. Tantalizing? Yes. A bit scary given all the moving parts—physically, emotionally, and magically? Most definitely.

Ny’d told me more about sex magic over the course of our summer in and out of bed. We created it every time we were together, the black floating star-dotted mini piece of outer space. I’d also paid more attention to the same with Gareth, noticing the light and flair of his sigils glow stronger with each encounter, sensing the shadows in my churn to the beat of his sexy calm more readily. I was compatible with each in their own way, our bodies and magics weaving together to prove it time and time again. I knew if we harnessed the power, it may be useful in the future. Besides, how we got to the harnessing bit would likely be lots of sexy good times. Still, I held back, afraid the delicate bubble of care and connection we’d created over the past few months would burst if we took the leap. 

Don’t get it twisted. Just because I was hesitant to make sex a group activity, didn’t mean I wasn’t putting on a show for either man when I knew they’d be around. I was still having sex with each, smile maybe not as often as anyone liked. To that end, I was dressed for a workout with a small dash of seduction thrown in for good measure. My low-cut tank highlighted my cleavage and hugged the curves of my breasts snuggly so they had good heft while still giving a soft bounce when I walked. My tummy, definitely not flat, was smoothed a touch but not hidden. These men knew every part of me, enjoyed my body as much as I did, so I didn’t want to hide or minimize. My cropped leggings showed all the dips and curves and valleys of my ass and hips. With my midnight-black hair pulled up and my pale face and navy eyes makeup free, I was a midsize queen in training mode—looking and feeling sexy, while also ready to rumble. A good combo in my book. Seemed a good combo for Gareth and Ny as well, as heat hit their eyes when I opened the door to my apartment stairs.

“Hey there,” I said with a happy lilt to my voice. I was genuinely happy to see them. Each made me feel in different ways—Gareth with his calm aura and Ny with his sizzling flashes of power—and I enjoyed all those sensations. 

Gareth gave a quick head-to-toe and a slow, seductive smile peeked out from his beard. “Hello, Randy.” He moved in for a quick hug, squeezing my body to his hard form before stepping back far enough to let Ny pop his head in the door frame. 

“No hug for me? I’m hurt, sweetling,” Ny said as he pulled his face into an exaggerated pout. 

Damn if that wasn’t also sexy, with his regal face turned down, his full lips pursed. I wanted to kiss the sadness away. “Oh, stop,” I huffed, smacking him playfully in the chest before pulling him into a quick but hard embrace. “No time for pouting. You’re the one who pressed about starting this thing up.”

“Yes, I did,” he said, bringing a long-fingered hand up to grab a piece of hair from my ponytail and play with it gently in a distracted manner. He cut eyes back to Gareth, who stood a step behind. “In regard to a number of things.”

Heat hit my cheeks at his allusion to the exact thing I’d been thinking of before their arrival. 

Speaking of their arrival. “Wait. Did you guys come here together?”

“No,” Gareth answered, narrowing the gap between him and Ny half a step so they crowded me farther into the stairway. “Ny was leaning against the building in his usual cool manner when I pulled up.”

“I’ve come to anticipate Gareth’s arrivals. He’s normally early to all meetings, yet only by a few minutes so as to not be a burden,” Ny said with an aloof shrug. 

I was curious how he was learning so much about Gareth. But all these innuendos and questions could wait for later. I acknowledged Ny’s admission with a nod and turned, saying over my shoulder, “Come on, then. If we’re doing this thing, let’s get to it.” I bounced up the stairs, feeling both men’s eyes on my ass as I climbed, letting their gazes send a thrill of lust down my spine before I squirreled it away and attempted to follow my own directions to do the damn thing.

This thing was the business of dream-walker training. After letting the guys into my training space and waving to each to sit on the soft rug Ny had left there on our first session, I joined them on the floor. DD bounced around, excited to return to the shadow plane. I gave it a thumbs-up and a grin before I turned my attention to Ny. “How’s this supposed to work?”

His look was serious, no longer leaking sexy and smug energy. He could turn all business in a split second, something I appreciated about the Outer God. These types of actions said he liked good times, but business was business and was to be taken seriously.

“The theory is the same. We meditate together, connect, and assume our joined power will guide us to a dream-like state together as it did when there were only two of us.”

“Will my lack of internal magic be a roadblock?” Gareth asked, his eyes on Ny and his brows creased in thought. As business-like as Ny was, Gareth was too, but in a slightly different vein. His came from curiosity, questions, a need to understand. All very librarian-mage of him and an attitude I admired.

“Do you currently have reserves?” Ny asked in return.

Gareth didn’t answer with words. He blinked rapidly, which did something to make a series of sigils on his forearms glow slightly.

“Good. Yet…” Ny bent slightly forward, as we were in a crude three-person circle of sorts on the floor, and tapped one of the sigils glowing on Gareth’s arm. It flared brighter and darker all at once, a visual contradiction only believable because Ny’s magic, maybe even my magic, was present. 

Gareth’s forearms flexed at the charge in power. “I will never get used to that feeling,” he muttered, reminding me of how he’d taken Ny’s power back at the witch house earlier in the summer. He’d taken so much then, he’d been able to use Ny’s darkness when he’d fought Wilbur. 

“Merely a touch, friend. To help us connect in case a similar flavor of magic is required for us to unite.”

We zipped it after Ny’s zap, focusing inward to get to the meditation plane. I popped into my kitchen happy space pretty damn quickly after all my practice. Ny still beat me there, lounging against a worktable with all his regal feline grace. 

“So…” 

“We wait,” Ny said. “For a time. Gareth’s never inhabited your space. It may take some effort on his part.”

Luckily for us, not much effort. Though his appearance was odd. “Why’s he all hollow looking?” I asked Ny as I peeked through Gareth’s barely-there body a few minutes later. He looked a little like the shades Ny had shown me in the cemetery when we’d first started training.

“Why are you solid?” Gareth asked.

Ny flicked his hand as if it was all no big deal. “We are shadow magic and therefore can flit wholly in and out of realms. Gareth, however, cannot. Only part of him can enter this space.”

“Because we have shadow magic we can go anywhere?”

“I did not say ‘have.’ I said ‘are.’ It is an important distinction. You are like me in the fact your being is made of shadow magic. We do not simply wield it.”

“Which makes you more adept at adaptation, transfiguration, and interdimensional movement,” Gareth said, his own knowledge and experience filling in the blanks. Good for him, but it left me a little out of the loop.

“Does this mean I can travel wherever, whenever? Like ‘poof’ I’m in Paris. Or even a multiverse version of Paris?”

“Not exactly, sweetling. You need knowledge, access, and practice. In theory, you would be able to more readily travel in various forms and planes, like with shadow walking and dream walking.”

That was a nice tidbit of knowledge to tuck away for later, but it didn’t exactly help with the issue of training, which was why the three of us were there. Gesturing toward Gareth’s filmy form, I said, “Will this be an issue for whatever it is you think we should be doing together?’

“No, lovely. Mainly because we are already doing it. For now.”

I cocked my head, and once again, Gareth filled in the blanks. “The first training test had to be whether we could all inhabit the same space outside the human realm at will. No sense training with all three of us if I couldn’t get to the same places as everyone else.”

“Randy also needed practice pulling someone else other than me into a meditative or dream space, so there was that, but yes. Before all else, we needed to know it was possible.”

More than a little defensive, I said, “A heads-up might be nice next time.” 

“Oh, sweetling. Don’t be cross,” Ny said, coming to stand close and hug my body to his. He kissed the hollow of my neck, a whisper-soft feeling of lips across my skin. I shivered from the touch but looked over toward Gareth to gauge his reaction. He stood tall and still, his usual small smile in place.

I shook out of the moment and said, “I won’t be cross when you let me in on the details beforehand.” 

Ny squeezed my waist and pulled back to give me a serious expression. “Consider it done.” And it would be, because Ny didn’t play games with me. When he said it would happen, I could trust it would happen. 

“Good,” I said, jutting my chin out before turning fully toward Gareth. “How do you feel here? Is it different than when you dream walk?”

“I’m solid in my own dream walks, but not here. I suppose because you pulled me in. We may need to try again. As I’ve now been to this space, I need to see if I can will myself here.”

The next hour was spent meditating, talking, and practicing. It took Gareth several attempts, but he finally arrived in my meditative space in all his calming solidness and could even use magic there. I called it a win and a day. Ny agreed but said we needed more practice. Gareth shrugged and went with the flow, as per usual. I came back to my training room a final time, and was alone for a few beats before Gareth and Ny appeared between blinks, their spaces empty one millisecond and filled the next as if they’d always been there. 

I rolled my shoulders and twisted my neck to stretch before asking, “When should we meet up again?”

“I say soon, but not to practice,” Gareth answered.

I looked at him with my head cocked in question and Ny said, “We chatted for a moment before we returned, sweetling. Gareth and I would very much like it if you’d agree to go on a date. With both of us.”

“For real?” I got serious nods all around. We’d hedged this issue for a while. Looked like the dudes were no longer waiting for me to make the move.

“Just a date?”

“Oh, I’m sure we both hope for more than dinner,” Ny said with a sly grin, “but yes. A dinner date with all three of us in attendance.”
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