
PROLOGUE

Ray paced her office like a caged tiger.  She vacillated between screaming at Cody and Nessa to change their baby’s name to finding Edgar and making him put her in the most dangerous situation he could find.


Amy.  A cursed name if there ever was one.


Coincidence or something more sinister? 

Ray paused for a second.  Who knew her real name?  No one in the house.  Their boundaries unbreachable.  Ray took a calming breath.  Paranoia never led to anything productive.  She sat down and focused.

Maybe she’d been the one who subconsciously planted the seed in their heads.  Her energy, even throttled, permeated the entire house.  Ray rubbed her forehead.  However it happened, she had around eight months to be right with it.  Or would the gestation period be different?

“Fuck,” she muttered. 

A knock on the door startled her.  It could only be one person.

“Come in.”

Cody opened the door and walked directly to the seat on the other side of her desk.  He wore jeans and a dark blue henley.  He never broke eye contact as he sat down.

“Tell me.”

Ray frowned.  “Tell you what?”

“Don’t bullshit me, Ray.  I told you the name of my daughter, and you looked like you were about to throw up before you hid it.”  Cody glared.  “Spill it.”

“It’s a personal problem.”

“No.  It’s not.”  Cody’s eyes swirled in darker blues and greens.  His anger apparent.  “I understand you’re pissed at the timing.  But if you could maybe not show that in front of Nessa, I’d appreciate it. And if you simply can’t help yourself, and the thought of our child sickens you, then stay the fuck away from both of us.”  He stood and pushed the chair back.

“Damn it, Cody!”  Ray stood.  “Sit your ass back down.”

He leaned forward and put his hands on the desk.  “I’m at my limit with this.”

“Please sit down.”  Ray motioned to the seat.

Cody sat slowly.

Ray blew out a breath.  “I’ll admit I was shocked, but I’m happy there will be a baby in the house.  I’m looking forward to having a niece.”

“Then what the fuck, Ray?”  Cody threw up his hands.

“Give me a minute.” 

Cody sat back down and waited.

“Little did I think when I offered to take you on as my assistant that I would tell you things I’ve never told another.  That I’d trust you with information that lies deep in my bones.”  Ray grimaced.  “Not exactly comfortable with the sharing.”

“I know.”

“But you’ve always kept your word and my secrets.  I suppose I should give you a little more background about this issue.”  Ray struggled for a minute.  She fought to divide her emotions from the facts.

“Ray.  You can tell me anything.” 

She nodded and took a deep breath.  “My name, my real name, is Amaryllis.  It’s a ridiculous fucking name, quite honestly.  I’m sure you can imagine none of my foster parents bothered to use it.  They shortened it to Amy.”  Ray held her hands in front of her.  “Amy was the child who endured the abuse you’ve seen on this body.  She’s the whipping girl.  The screams in the night.  The broken bones.  The shattered body.  She’s the pain.” 

Cody reached over and covered Ray’s hands with his own.  He cleared his throat.  “I’m so sorry, Ray.  We didn’t know.  I can talk to Nessa.”

“I think there’s a reason you both thought of that name.”  Ray nodded.  “I looked it up, and it means ‘beloved’.  I think that’s rather beautiful.”  She pulled her hands back.  “If you two wish to name her ‘Amy’, then please, do so.  I think now that you understand where I’m coming from, it’ll be easier for me to accept her name.”

“I know you probably don’t want anyone else to know, but I’m glad she’ll have your name.”  Cody smiled.  “We’re looking at something to honor Jing, for the middle name.”

“Okay.  Enough bonding time.”  Ray shooed him out of the chair.  “Go check on your woman.  You know she’ll probably start craving weird shit, right?  You’re going to have so much fun.  And you can’t simply run out and grab something.” 

Cody stood.  “I’ve got this.  You’ll see.  I’m a multi-tasking guy.”  He paused.  “Pawcatuck, Connecticut.”  He grinned. 

Ray simply glared at him until he left her office.  That boy had the smartest of asses.  Ray paused.  That man.  She smiled.  Yeah.


Chapter 1

Ray studied the small green glittery piece in the lined box Lacey made. It shone as the light touched it. Small piece of fucking hell it was. She remembered the fetid smell of snake-boy’s breath, and the absolute terror she would be too late to save the kids.

Someone gave that fucker this little piece of nothing to ensure exactly that. Ray rocked back and forth in her office chair while her mind dissected a million different possibilities. This didn’t fade and die as other tools had. Lacey detected no emissions, and it seemed safe to keep it on property grounds. But what did Ray hope to learn? Who wanted them dead? Ha. Pick a species, at this point.

Ray blew out a breath and shook the tiny case from frustration. They needed clues. They needed to know where the Stinger would strike next. Where would their Chaos Maker show? Ray hated being behind the eight-ball.

The team grew restless.

Dale kept himself busy policing Hell. Who wouldn’t? Everyone else either trained or researched. But patience grew thin, and people became antsy within two weeks with nothing new on the horizon.


They still glared at her because of Serena’s absence. Ray pointedly ignored them. Nessa found every excuse to leave pregnancy and birthing books in every room in the house. If Ray had to look at another dilated vagina, she would lose her shit. Who even knew if that’s how Nessa would give birth? Maybe she’d vomit up the kid. Jesus.


Ray shoved the small case in her desk drawer and stood up. She’d grab an energy drink and do a couple rounds of training. In this case, fight some fictional fuckers until she could barely walk. It’s the only way she could sleep lately.

She walked into the front office, and Cody held up a can. Ray grabbed it with her thanks.

“Pack it in for the day, kid. Go tell your woman, if I see a birthing book in the kitchen, I’m going to ban her from said area for a week.”

Cody grinned up at her. “You won’t.”

“Fuck you.” Ray glared. “I’m tired of seeing lady parts spread out all over the house. I can’t exhale without seeing twats on parade.”

Cody threw back his head and laughed. “I’ll tell Nessa that one. She’ll love it.”

“I hate you both.” Ray turned on her heel and left. She stopped at the training grounds and paused. Serena’s door shut but not locked. Ray pivoted and opened her own door.

****

Three hours later, Ray sported a black eye and busted lip. She limped into the empty kitchen and found her plate in the microwave. No birthing books about. She noted Cody heeded her warning. Asshole. Ray studied her plate. Two burgers and a baked potato. She freed the potato and loaded on the toppings. Cat appeared and looked up hopefully.

Damn dog ate a quarter of a cow at one go and did nothing but grow. Ray rolled her eyes, unwrapped four more potatoes, doctored them, and fed them to her insatiable Hellhound. Cat made happy noises as she delicately took each potato from Ray’s hand.

“You’re a spoiled little shit.” Ray booped Cat’s nose and grinned. “Let’s go upstairs.” She grabbed her plate and walked into the living room.

Lacey studied the duo from her chair. She noted the limp and supportive canine. “I need to talk with you tomorrow.”

Ray nodded. “First thing.”

“Do you feel better?” Lacey tugged the ends of her hair and probed Ray with those deep blue eyes.

“Rarely.” Ray turned and shuffled up the stairs with Cat on her heels.

It wasn’t a matter of feeling better. No one seemed to understand the urgency of the elephant on her chest. Ray needed to fight it off, or she would suffocate and die. Simple. Her siblings didn’t have elephants. Good. No one should.

She opened her bedroom door, and Cat leapt onto the bed with a snuff of joy. Ray paused in the doorway. “Every fucking night, you wayward little shit. You are too big for my bed.” She hobbled in and shut the door. “Get your ass down before I beat it.”

Cat’s entire demeanor changed. She dropped her head, and her tail drooped. She sighed and looked up one last time.

“Okay, smartass. Unless you can make the bed bigger.” Ray rolled her eyes.

Ray should have kept her mouth shut. Completely. But she didn’t work like that. No. Not her.

“Fuck me,” she muttered.

Damn Hellhound upsized her bed. Twice the size it was. Not only that, she must have expanded the room, also.

Cat flopped down on a contented sigh and put her huge head on her bigger paws. She smiled up at Ray.

Ray grabbed a drink from her fridge and sat down on the bed. “None of you fuckers play fair. You know that, right? Pull magic out of your ass like it’s another day at the goddamn farm.” She ripped into a burger with a scowl.

Cat avoided her glare and pretended to sleep.

“I know you’d eat my second burger if I even looked in another direction.”

Cat opened one eye.

“I’m eating it, you asshole.”

Both eyes closed.

Ray ate both burgers and the potato with gusto. She washed them down with two sodas and a hearty burp that came from her soul. Cat wrinkled her nose. Ray flipped her off. Then she changed clothes and rejoined the Hellhound in bed.

“No kicking. No scooching. No breathing on me.” Ray scowled. “I don’t like sleeping with anyone.”


Cat looked up. Serena  


Ray tightened her jaw. Cat closed her eyes and rested her head on her paws by Ray’s pillow.

“That’s what I thought,” Ray muttered. She punched her pillow, frowned at her dog, and dreamed of an emerald-eyed witch.

****

Ray woke with her hands deep in Cat’s fur while the Hellhound snored comfortably beside her. Early yet, Ray smiled and shook her head. Funny how others kept making themselves at home in her life. The smile faded as the shitshow and chaotic cluster of her life came back into focus. Not a party she wanted to issue invites. Ray shifted, and Cat woke.

The Hellhound turned over and yawned directly in Ray’s face.

“Mother. Fucker!” Ray rolled out of bed. She made a face. That is what Hell smelled like in the morning. “Cat. Seriously. Breath mint or figure out how to brush those teeth, girl. You nasty ass.” She walked to her dresser to pick out her clothes.

Cat grinned and stretched.

Ray pulled on black jeans and a black tank top. “Or lay there all pleased with yourself and look incredibly obnoxious.” She slid on black tennis shoes. “I’m having breakfast.” Ray’s body healed from her “training” session, and she hurried out her bedroom door and shut it behind her. She scurried halfway down the stairs when Cat burst down behind her.

The white bomb blew past her and into the kitchen. Ray heard laughter before she breached the door, and the merriment stopped.

No surprise there. Her siblings had long memories, and Ray still held the title of remorseless bitch who removed Serena without asking anyone. No forgiveness. They still expected her to produce the ebony-haired beauty with her apology. Awkward. Ray would literally rather die.

Ray walked in to a plate waiting for her on the table next to Dale. He was the least frosty, but he also knew the precise cost of Ray’s action. Hearts heal. Dead hearts do not resuscitate.

Lacey made pancakes, eggs, and bacon. Cat contentedly plowed through a large steel stock tank that held three hundred and forty gallons. Lacey kindly divided up her food, and Cat made her way, clockwise, around the tub. Lacey magicked Cat’s food in daily. There was no way any of them could keep up with her appetite. The Hellhound ate delicately, quieter than most of them, with their utensils. She finished, trotted outside to find Natalie, and started her day.

Ray thanked Lacey and dug in. Her metabolism ridiculous in its own right. She finished two plates and stopped herself from asking for a third. Two energy drinks. Conversation fluttered around Ray like butterflies whose wings were mostly broken. Fits and starts. Nothing seminal.

Everyone finished and cleared the table. Ray waited for Lacey. Her ebony-haired sister tugged at the ends of her hair, and Ray knew this would be important. She followed Lacey down to her office.

They both walked inside, and Lacey locked the door behind her. Ray arched an eyebrow.

Lacey marched over to her computer, reached on the far side of it, and grabbed a sheaf of papers. She handed them to Ray and waited.

Ray sank into the nearest chair and studied the data in front of her. Meticulous, of course. Lacey waited until she was absolute. The elephant in Ray’s chest roared and charged.

Ray blew out a long breath. “They’re working together.”

Lacey sat down and nodded. “I thought, at first, the death rates plotted as normal in my charts. But then I went back further and studied ages, times, and causes.” She pulled up a screen and turned her monitor to face Ray. “This shows when the uptick began. Look at the ages. Now. Look at the times. These aren’t morning deaths. The nurses aren’t doing their rounds and finding the usual casualties on any given morning.”

“They’re waiting until they have an audience because that’s the payoff. More people. More bang.” Ray made a face.

“Exactly. Some of these patients are only there for rehab. They’re not in the nursing home as permanent residents.” Lacey hit a key, and another screen popped up. “According to this, five women in their fifties have died in the last month.” She turned to Ray. “This is bullshit.”

“Great job, Lace.” Ray shuffled the papers. She studied them all carefully and put them in her lap. “Now tell me why you locked the door.”

Lacey’s dark blue eyes never flinched. “Bring back Serena.”

“No.”

“Now.” The command unmistakable.

Ray never blinked. “Still no.”

“You had no right.” Lacey’s jaw tightened.

“We don’t need her.”

Lacey leaned forward. “You don’t know what we need.” She bared sharp teeth. “And you really have no idea what you need.”

“Sit. Back.” Ray growled.

“Fuck. You.” Lacey’s eyes swirled black. “You fucking coward.” Her fingernails lengthened into sharp points on the desk.

Every paper in the office fluttered in an unseen wind as the two sisters never broke eye contact.

“I. Am. No. Coward.” Ray snarled as her fists clenched in her lap.

“Selfish. Coward.” Lacey bellowed. Gold-tipped horns erupted from the top of her head and spiraled seven inches into the air. Red flames glowed in the obsidian of her eyes. “We need her. Bring her back right fucking now!” She slammed her elongated hands down on her keyboard and shattered it into a thousand plastic pieces. “You had no right!”

“I saved her!” Ray stood and shouted. All the lies Ray told herself spilled out. She would do anything to keep Serena protected from this nightmare. “She’s safe!” Her eyes broke through in a crystal blue she hid from the world. “I saved her from this!” Ray pointed at the papers, now scattered all around both.

“You fucking coward!” Lacey raged. She stood and glared down at Ray as her glorious half-demon self. “You saved yourself from love. You pathetic excuse for a being. How dare you EVER?” Lacey raised her hands and screamed to the heavens.

Thunder boomed throughout the house as it echoed Lacey’s words and mimicked her sorrow.


The rage left Ray’s body in an instant, and she dropped her head. She felt hollow and empty. Weak legs slumped her back into the chair, thankfully below her. Brown sifted back into her eyes as Lacey’s words reverberated in her head. coward selfish pathetic


“Ray.” Lacey’s gentle voice cut through the haze as she lifted Ray’s head to meet her eyes. Lacey, now on her knees in front of her sister. “I’m sorry.” She slid back to her usual form silently.

Ray blinked and tried to collect herself without much success. “It’s okay.” She looked at Lacey. “Wow.”

Lacey blushed and winced. “That’s not even all of it.”

“Fuck.” Ray grimaced. “Thanks for going easy on me.”

“I wasn’t the only one.” Lacey nodded at Ray and held up both hands. “The power emanating from you is like being too close to the sun. Good thing the heat doesn’t bother me.” She paused. “I meant what I said.”

Ray studied her.

“It’s important, Ray. Please trust me. It’s important.”

Ray simply nodded. “I guess the children all know what went down?”

“Not…really.” Lacey had the grace to look ashamed.

“Oh, my fuck, Lace.” Ray tried to keep a straight face but failed miserably. She laughed. She couldn’t help it. “They’re going to think we’re murdering each other down here.” She glanced back at the door. “Is that why you locked it?”

Lacey nodded.

Ray sighed. “I’m going to pull back from what I’m going to lovingly refer to as our ‘demon talk’ and focus more on the data before that.” She picked up the messy papers. “Nursing homes along this line here.” Ray squinted. “What the hell is this line, anyway? Anything special?”

“Fault lines. Fractures. Cracks in the earth.” Lacey frowned. “Another item that came to my attention. Whenever they visit one of these places, there’s a small tremor. Nothing even a seismologist would pay much attention.”

“Charming.”

Ray glanced once at the mess behind her, opened the door, and walked up the stairs.

Cat met her at the top and immediately sniffed every bit of her to make sure Ray was still intact. She patted the Hellhound’s fluffy head and assured the overgrown idiot she was. Ray lifted her head and bit her tongue to keep from laughing.

Everyone sat still as death in their seats in the living room. The only thing which effectively killed the laughter in Ray’s throat was the flash of Lacey as her demon. That did it. Her sister terrifying and stunning in equal measure.

Ray held up the papers in her hand and eased down into her desk chair. “Lacey and I had a meeting.”

No one blinked.

“You had a fucking meeting?” Cody repeated. His eyes swirled chaotically in blue and green. “It sounded like a cage fight between two demons over a minotaur, and the minotaur may have been winning.” He blinked. “No one could even approach the stairs.” Pause. “Please try again.”

“Oh, it was a meeting.” Lacey hit the top of the stairs and smiled at everyone.

Eyes looked from her to Ray and back again. Lacey sat down. “Sounded much worse than it was.” She waved a hand around.

“Babe. They’re both unscathed.” Nessa patted Cody’s hand. “It’ll keep.”

He reluctantly settled back against the couch with her.

Dale looked like a proud rooster. Ray ignored him. John basically ignored Ray. Stella arranged books. Silya was with Daisy.

Ray waved her hand and copies of the paper appeared in each lap. “Our resident researcher found where a couple of our problem children have been playing.”

Dale caught it right away. “Couple?” He glanced up. “Motherfucking codependent fuckers,” he muttered.

Ray felt the same. “Indeed. The Stinger and Chaos Maker have teamed up and decided to terrorize nursing homes. They have plenty of victims in residents and rehab patients. They’ve been hitting places along this line and causing rifts in the earth as they do so. We’ll check cameras, grab a little more intel, and make plans.”

“It’ll take a big team.” John put the papers down and looked out the window. “Are there enough of us?” He turned and met Ray’s eyes across the room. His full of challenge and anger.

“There are.” Stella smiled and stepped off her stool. “I’ll be leading the charge.”


Chapter 2

Every head swiveled. Stella beamed. “If an Egyptian demigoddess can’t run the show every once in a while, who can?” Her smile faded. “I’ve bided my time and waited for this chaos creature. Not enough structure. The answer in the wind raises. Blood howls. We search and wait. I see it in my mind like a book unwritten. Demons dance. Falling. Razor sharp laughter. Not enough yet. Yet. Yet.” Stella’s words faded, and she blinked.

“You are stunning.” Dale smiled.

Stella laughed. “Flatterer. Everyone looks like they’ve been electrocuted.” She looked at Ray. “I can meet you in your office tomorrow.”

Ray nodded. She didn’t trust herself to speak. What could she say after that? What intelligent words could she possibly string together after her meeting with Lacey and now Stella’s prophecy of the upcoming battle?

She forced herself to stand and walked outside through the kitchen door. Ray took the shortcut by her office and stood at her Fae childhood home. She opened the door and stepped inside. Ray could breathe here. She left the front door open and took the keys from their drawer.

Five silver keys. One with no teeth. A music box with a banshee’s voice. The birth of a star child with no father.

Ray pressed her hands to her temples and squeezed her eyes shut.

She staggered to a chair and sat down. Serena. A demon feather for a favor. Green square glitter. Emrys missing. Ninianne threatened. Trolls, spiders, birds, and banshees outside her home. Nyx hated her. Silya abandoned her. The glint in her eye.

Stella and her prophecy. Nessa and her pregnancy. Hecate. Hellhound adopted her. What was Cody? Lacey and her demon. Why did they need Serena? Who was her father? How much power did she have?

“Limitless, child.”

The soft voice scared the shit out of Ray. She threw out her hands in self-defense and would have obliterated everything within a ten-mile radius, if Hecate didn’t simply catch the raggedy prismatic power and folded it neatly into her palm. It disappeared with a small pop and a bright white light.

“Fuck me,” Ray muttered and wiped her shaking hands across her face. “Ring the fucking doorbell next time,” she snarled.

“Open door.” Hecate smiled. “Hardly an invitation I could pass up.”

“Try.” Ray glared.

“You seem to be having difficulties.” Hecate frowned. “Anything I can help?”

“Sure.” Ray faked a smile. “Tell me who my father is. Tell me who is threatening the Fae. Tell me how to defeat the Stinger and this piece of shit Chaos Monster and lose no siblings doing it. Then we’ll be square.”

“You think quite a lot of me.” Hecate tapped her cane on the floor.

“I don’t think of you at all.” Ray growled. “Because you are no help whatsoever. You pop in like we’re going to have tea and fucking discuss the latest fashion in goddess-wear or some bullshit.” Ray stood and glared. “People are fucking dying. Your daughter started this fucked-up chain of events that is destroying everything in its path. I’m trying to stop it. What the fuck are you doing?” Ray demanded.

“What I can,” Hecate responded and allowed herself a small smile.

“Well, don’t fucking hurt yourself,” Ray snarled. “Don’t put a wrinkle in that gown or anything.”

“I actually was going to speak with you about fabrics.” Hecate noted the look on Ray’s face. “I’ll be back when you’re more amenable.” Hecate tapped her cane and disappeared.

“Amenable?” Ray screamed. “You fucking cow!” She slammed her fists on the table and appreciated the sting on both. Fabrics? That old cow actually said fabrics??? Ray’s only purpose in life involved trying to keep people alive, figure out her lineage, and solve major problems.

Ray then realized every headache she had up until this point had been only playing. This son of a bitch behind her eyes right now was the real deal. She stood up and walked into the kitchen. Ray opened all the drawers and cabinets but couldn’t find anything she could take for the massive pain in her skull.

She walked back into the living room and took a deep breath. Ray needed that damn music box. She needed to know what the silver keys were and how they worked. She needed a fucking miracle.

Ray frowned. Maybe she didn’t need a miracle, she only needed a match. She walked back into the kitchen and pulled the silver keys from the drawer. Her fingers traced over the third key that resembled a heart. Ray separated it from the others and held it up.

“Do you look or find love?” Ray let the brown bleed from her eyes and studied the silver key with clear blue orbs. “I need to find a music box. A sweet song sent with love to a young mother for her child. Show me the music box.”

Ray ignored the pounding in her head and heard the slight hum of the key as it heard her plea. She held her breath as the key flattened and pointed toward the fireplace.

Ray’s heart hammered in her chest as she allowed the key to lead her. It stopped an inch away from a brick on the left side below the mantle and dropped neatly back into her palm. The hum faded away.

The bricks looked sturdy and intact. Ray traced the lines and frowned. There were no cracks or indications it was a false front or hid a secret compartment. She bit her lip. But the key…

…Ray pushed, palm flat, against the brick. The front disintegrated, as if made of sand, and an ebony box, inlaid with gold, sat on the small shelf. Ray’s hands shook as she reached for the music box. She pulled the small wonder out and held it in her hands. When the key touched the box, the lid opened, and a golden light shone from inside.

No song played, but the warmth from the box spilled into the room. For a split second, Ray could see her mother open the box for the first time. Silver hair cascaded over her wee daughter while she held the music close and sang her fussy baby to sleep. Sweet kisses on a tired forehead.

Ray swallowed the lump in her throat and closed the lid to the box. The pain in her head somehow vanished. But the pain in her chest all too real. The little glimpses of her early life always took her under.

She’d known love. Once. Or it had known her. Now they wanted nothing to do with each other.


Ray. Ray wanted nothing to do with it. She didn’t know how and didn’t care to learn. There was not enough of her soul left to try and give to another. Ray barely made it day-to-day. Lacey’s words about Serena echoed in her head, and she clenched her fist. Maybe Ray was a coward. But she couldn’t afford to lose the selfless mortal again. Ever.


With that cheery thought, Ray tucked the silver keys in her pocket and put the music box back. The faux brick sealed again, and no one, meaning Hecate, would be the wiser. Ray shut the cottage door behind her and walked back onto their land. She immediately fled to her office and studied the keys.

Ray fiddled with them for hours, until her eyes stung and blurred. She lost count of how many energy drinks she inhaled before Cody pushed through her office door without the courtesy of a knock.

“You’re done,” he announced without preamble.

“Huh?” Ray looked up. Blank expression in place. She slid the keys into her top drawer and locked it with a thought.

“Done.” Cody studied her. “You look like hammered dogshit. Smell the same. No one has seen you all day. Get your ass up and come have dinner. Then a long shower.”

“Listen, you little shit…” Ray started.

Cody didn’t even flinch. “I’m sending Nessa next.”

Ray hopped up immediately. “Lead the way.”

“That’s what I thought,” Cody mumbled.

They walked across the yard and into the kitchen where the warm smells of steak, potatoes, okra, and salad permeated the air. Nessa had an apron around her still-small but slightly rounder waist with a huge grin on her face.

“I see Cody threatened you appropriately.”

Ray grimaced. “With you.”

Nessa laughed. “Ha!” She turned back around. “Serves you right. Everybody, come make a plate or two!” Cody untied her apron and kissed her forehead. He shooed her into a chair and made her plate first.

Ray secretly watched them and wondered how they didn’t drive each other batshit. They weren’t even the same species, really. Nessa descended from a goddess and Fae. She could do things that would freak any other mortal out. Then there was Cody who was mortal slash imbued with her blood which made him something none of them knew. And they were having a baby together. A. Baby.

“Ray. Keep staring, and I’m going to blush.” Cody arched an eyebrow.

“Idiot,” Ray muttered and looked away. She stacked her plate with three steaks and two potatoes. Cat already hard at work with her trough. Little heifer. Ray sat at the end of the table and listened to the sound of the chatter as her mind dissected silver keys and tried desperately not to think of emerald eyes.

****

Ray visited the cottage again. And again. She hoped to make sense of the keys or have an epiphany of monumental proportions. None of these happened.

She sat at the table, head in hands, when a small white card appeared in front of her.

We still need to talk about fabrics.

Ray bared her teeth. Oh, her grandmother was a fucking hoot. The old bat. Ray reached out and crumpled the card in her hand.

It disappeared in a small poof of smoke.

Another card appeared.

2521 Elmore Blvd

Ray grabbed and tried to crumple it. The sharp edges cut her palm. Her blood dissipated into the card, and she glared at the address. Fine, you old witch. Nothing like a little road trip and heart-to-heart with your granny over fabrics while the fucking world burned.

****


The trip took fifteen minutes, not three hours, because Ray sweetly asked Daisy to rearrange the roads for her. If Ray had to drive six hours and speak to Hecate? She’d bring hot dogs and marshmallows to the earth-burning cookout.


Ray turned off the dirt road and onto a highway that wound to the backdoor of town. Town, not city. Population 11, 432 according to the last census. What her absolutely ridiculous witch of an ancestor was doing here? Who knew? But Ray didn’t trust the old hag. Fabrics? Had to be code for something Ray was sure to hate on sight.

“Celestial Finery” stretched in cobalt blue across the deep gold canvas beneath, atop the corner store of Elmore Boulevard and Bryant Avenue. That crazy witch meant it. Ray parked. She blinked and studied the gold moon and stars stitched with care across the banner. Gorgeous job. The large windows tinted for privacy. But what in the hell was one of the most powerful gods in existence doing in a small-town shop in Nowheresville hawking fabric and clothes?

Ray’s gut clenched tight. Perhaps she would roll home and forget about this little foray? She only needed to slam this SUV into reverse and get the fuck out of town. Literally.

The store door opened. And even in the loudness of the vehicle, Ray heard the bell above the door. The summons.

“Fuck me,” Ray muttered and stepped out. She set the car alarm and prepared herself for whatever the old cow may throw at her. Or so she thought.

Ray strode over the threshold and inhaled deeply. Whatever scent Hecate summoned tantalized Ray’s senses. Probably some unarming spell. Unethical goddess. Ray immediately relaxed a bit, which made her scowl.

“Are you always frowning, or is it me?” Hecate walked slowly to the front with her ivory cane. She wound through circular racks of clothes with a slight smile.

“Both.”

Hecate laughed. “Delightful.” She tapped her cane on the floor. “I’m glad you finally decided to come and see me about fabrics.” She stared into Ray’s soul. “You don’t have a great deal of time left. Fucking around and trying to do everything yourself is neither productive nor wise.”

Ray stiffened and glared. “Listen, you old witch…”

“Cate! Look what I found!”

Ray frowned and turned to the interloper when every word inside her died.

Serena

Ray struggled to breathe as she watched Serena’s mouth and body move a few feet away from her. There was no sound. Only the old hag who nodded and smiled back.

Serena

She’d lost weight. Her eyes. They didn’t smile even when her mouth did. She’d let her hair grow. Her eyes greener, somehow. Deeper. She looked older. Melancholy.

She turned and disappeared the same way she came.

Ray gulped air as if she’d been drowning. And she had. Her heart raced. She turned, eyes wide, and looked at Hecate. “What in the fuck have you done?”

Hecate pushed a chair at her. “Sit down before you fall down. You fall, and I’m leaving you there.”

Ray sank into the chair and tried to gather herself, but she felt as though Hecate threw a stick of dynamite in her brain. “What did you do?” she demanded.

“I don’t like to interfere.” Hecate dropped elegantly into a seat that appeared beneath her and gracefully crossed her arms. “I have enough with my own job of being the Goddess of the moon, night, witchcraft, ghosts, spells, etc., right? I mean, I’m a busy goddess. It’s a lot.” Hecate motioned in the air for emphasis.

Ray blinked. “Go on.”

“It’s not my place to clean up after others.” Hecate glowered at Ray. “Literally not in my job description. Themis is justice, law, and order. I suppose this may have fallen under her. But this is mostly grey, and she doesn’t do grey. Rather black and white, that one. Don’t ever engage in an argument. And I don’t mean clean-up like tidy things. That’s actually Hygieia. She’s health and hygiene.”

“What the fuck is going on?” Ray raised her voice.

“Good. Finally enough oxygen to that brain to understand what I need to say.” Hecate leaned forward. “You killed Serena.”

Ray’s vision dimmed to a pinpoint, and she paled to a bone-white. “I…what?” She turned her head slowly and fought the yellowing at the edges of her sight. Her body flushed with chills. “Is she a ghost?” Nausea rose in her throat.

Hecate sat back. “No. She’s alive.” She studied Ray.

Ray’s body revolted, and her eyes rolled back in her head. She felt Hecate grab her wrist, and the world came back into focus.

“You’re not stepping out right now, child. This matter will be handled today.”

“What the fuck is going on?” Ray slurred.

“You left her to die.” Hecate’s eyes swirled grey in a deep obsidian abyss. “You left an integral part of your team to die because you weren’t strong enough to take care of her. You took her from her home, her safety, because you couldn’t handle your own emotions.” She tilted Ray’s head up. “How could you proclaim to care for her and subject her to what you did? Rip her in half? Leave her in that pain? Are you really the monster you proclaim you are?”

Ray shook herself loose. “Don’t you dare preach to me,” she hissed. “You left your own child behind.”

“That will be dealt with,” Hecate vowed. “But this is you. This is now. Answer for what you’ve done.”

“I sent her home,” Ray mumbled and glanced around. “Heartbreak grass. No memory of the mess we have.” She looked up. “I sent her home.”

“Zeus, Poseidon, and Hades!” Hecate slammed her cane into the floor with such force it cracked the tile in lightning forks. “Do you even know what heartbreak grass does, child?” Hecate stood and glared down at Ray. “It rips the love from your soul with jagged claws. The pain so exquisite blood seeps from your pores. Every memory ripped from you in the most painful way possible. One by one, shown to you, and then burst into flames behind your eyes. It will emotionally eviscerate the strongest, and leave only the shell of a person behind.”


“But Ninianne promised.” Ray looked at Hecate in terror and understanding, at last. Ninianne. Oh, my fuck.


“Yes, Ray. Ninianne.” Hecate wearily sank back into her seat. “She mentally raped Serena and left her body on the doorstep of her home for demons.”

“Oh. Fuck.” Ray dropped her head into her hands. Self-loathing reached a new high, and she didn’t even want to meet Hecate’s eyes, but she forced herself. “Thank you for saving her.”

“She saved herself.” Hecate allowed herself a smile. “She’s a fascinating young woman. I wouldn’t have even known she was alive, but…” Hecate trailed off. “I took care of the demons who came for her. I’ve nursed her back to health, but I couldn’t restore her previous memories.”

“Then she’s safe with you.”

“You may want to walk that back before I lose what’s left of my patience.”

Ray’s skin shrunk against her bone. That tone could kill and probably had.

“You will take her with you.” Hecate stared Ray down. “I have gifted Kiah and Lyko to her. Your Cat will get along well. Her hounds protect her as yours does you. Do not separate them.” She paused. “Serena’s memories need to come back. I leave it to you to rip the scabs off as you were the one who put them there. If you think it will be bloody, you don’t know the half of it.” Hecate growled. “Do not focus on revenge against Ninianne at this moment. Her time will come.”

Ray decided in a split second she would rather piss Nyx off all day every day than this powerful woman in front of her. “Will Serena simply go with me? She has no idea who I am.”

Hecate’s tone lightened. “You’re my granddaughter who obviously needs a new wardrobe. She’s going with you because you have half-siblings who are homebound and need the same.”

Ray blinked. “You’re fucking terrifying.”

“Glad you’ve finally noticed.” Hecate paused. “I really do have a line of clothing.” She smiled proudly.

“Of course you do.”

Hecate turned her head. “Serena! I think Ray’s ready to leave. Bring the girls and your suitcase.”

“Coming.” Serena burst through the hanging clothes with a light blue carryon suitcase over her left arm, and her purse over her right. She wore an ivory pantsuit with big wooden buttons down the left side of the top and pants. Two large black hounds, resembling labs, flanked her. They wore silver chains around their thick throats. Serena pulled her ebony hair back into a loose ponytail and held her sunglasses in her hand. She smiled broadly at Hecate.

“Thank you, Cate!” She pressed her lips to the old witch’s cheek and gave her a kiss. “You’re the best. Try not to get into too much trouble around here without me.” Serena slid her sunglasses on and turned to Ray. “You ready?”

Ray could only nod.

She opened the door for Serena and her hounds. They waited for Ray to unlock the SUV and climbed inside. Serena buckled up and smiled as her girls sat obediently.

“I’m so glad you don’t mind the girls coming along.”

“Not a bit,” Ray managed. She started the car and debated whether to take the three-hour drive or simply get this over with as quickly as possible. Everything would be fucked either way. Ray glanced at Serena, who hummed along with the radio, and wanted to scream. Just when she thought she couldn’t fuck anything up worse, here she was.

Ray took the shortcut. Serena lowered her sunglasses ten minutes in and frowned. “Where are we?”

“About five minutes out.” Ray looked back at the girls. “Almost there.” Ray felt the vehicle hit the barrier and noticed the girls yipped. She glanced toward them. “Sorry about that.”

Serena watched out her window. “That’s not possible. Cate said you lived hours out of town.”

Ray sent an immediate “all vacate” as soon as she hit the barrier. Everyone would either be in their room or the training center. Serena, once again, stuck on this piece of land. Didn’t matter if she wanted to leave or not. How times changed. Ray grimaced.

They approached the house, and Ray parked in her usual place. Not another word from Serena.

“Are you okay?” Ray prodded.

Serena turned and frowned. “Do you have a gardener?”

Ray grinned. “About that.” She hopped out and walked around to open Serena’s door and the back for the girls. They all slid out, and Ray forgot the X factor. Or rather, the Cat factor.

The Hellhound missed all the steps with a giant flying leap that literally left fur in the shape of her for ten seconds afterward. She jumped over the gate and skidded to a halt in front of Serena.

“Gorgeous girl,” Serena cooed and reached down to pet her.

Ray watched, dumbfounded, as Serena petted the strange dog that came up to her waist without blinking an eye. Perhaps most dogs were as big as ponies?

“That’s Cat.”

Serena laughed, and Ray needed to lean against the SUV for a second. Fuck, she’d missed that. That music. Her heart lurched painfully. She cursed herself. Hecate. Pain made her voice brisk.

“Bring the girls in.”

Ray walked into the house and never looked behind her. Everything loved her so much, the fucking grass would bend to her, too. She waited for Serena to join her inside and then shut the door behind her.


Chapter 3

“Wow.” Serena stood in the entryway and looked around. “Beautiful outside and inside. I should have known.” She turned to Ray. “What kind of clothes do you need?”

“Huh?” Ray blinked.

“Clothing?” Serena reached out and touched the sleeveless black t-shirt Ray wore. “You prefer cotton?”

Ray jumped back and tried to find her voice.

Serena pulled something yellow from her pocket and moved forward. She put the mystery object on Ray’s left shoulder and pulled across the front of her.

“Hey!” Ray swatted her hand away.

“Or?” Serena wrapped something around Ray’s waist and pulled her closer.

“What the fuck are you doing?” Ray twisted away from her, red and flustered.

“Trying to measure you.”

“Don’t.” Ray held up her hand.

“Measure me.”

Both their heads snapped up at the new voice.

Cody stood there with his arms tightly around Nessa. They both looked on the verge of tears, and Ray threw up her hands. It was only a matter of seconds before everyone else flooded the fucking living room. She threw out a mental “caution” warning and waited.

“This is Cody and his girlfriend, Nessa. They would love to be measured for clothes.” Ray forced a smile.

“Guys, this is Serena. Our grandmother was kind enough to lend her to us for new clothes since most of you are homebound. These are her hounds, Kiah on the right and Lyko on the left.”

Cody restrained himself, but Nessa launched herself at Serena with no effort to hold herself back. Serena laughed and hugged her tightly.

“You’re so sweet, and your hair is gorgeous. Can’t wait to make you some clothes.” Serena put her arms around Nessa’s waist. “Not to be completely rude, but are you expecting? We can find some wonderful fabrics for you.”

“I am.” Nessa beamed up at her. She stepped back. “I’m so glad you’re here.” Nessa shot Ray a look, but Ray only shook her head.

Lacey came from the stairs and looked mildly surprised but incredibly pleased. She introduced herself.

Dale came from the kitchen and smiled all the way over to shake her hand. “Pleasure, Miss.”

“Pleasure is all mine.” Serena smiled back.

Stella came from the library, looked in, nodded, and went back.

But John? He came up from his room downstairs and did a double-take. Thunder boomed, and the house shook before he ran over and hugged her tightly.

Serena, bless her, hugged him back with a smile. “You have the sweetest family.”
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