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        “We are, all of us, bound for darkness.”

      

        

      
        Ten years ago, my mother was brutally murdered before my eyes. Now, after killing my best friend and kidnapping dozens of other witches, the hunter who stalked my nightmares for a decade is ready to unleash his twisted fury on me.

      

        

      
        Good thing I’ve got backup: five strong, impossibly sexy supernatural guardians who’d do anything to keep me safe.

      

        

      
        With my rebels by my side, the hunter can’t hurt me. But the disappearance of Blackmoon Bay’s witches has shifted the balance of power, leaving our communities in upheaval. Add in a rogue vampire from my past, traitorous supernaturals wreaking havoc in the Bay, and the dark magic I still can’t control? We’re staring down some bleak odds.

      

        

      
        My loyal protectors have helped me face down every threat, and I love them for it—more than they realize.

      

        

      
        But in the end, there are some battles a witch must fight on her own.

      

        

      
        Starting with the ones raging inside.

      

        

      
        Darkness Bound is also available in audio narrated by Tristan James and Aletha George!
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          Asher

        

      

    

    
      It was always the same damn nightmare.

      Her, turning to me with the sun in her eyes, grinning like we were the only ones in on the secret.

      Me, chasing her through that golden field, hungry for her touch. Her kiss.

      I always let her take the lead. It made the reunions that much sweeter.

      I chased her for hours, neither of us running out of breath, until she finally stopped and turned to look at me once more. The wind blew her hair into her eyes and she laughed, pinning her dark waves back with her hands, taunting me until I finally caught up.

      “Touch me,” she whispered then, and I obeyed, reaching for her face with the barest brush of my fingers.

      The moment we connected, she was gone.

      Incinerated by my deadly touch.

      I dropped to my knees, a thousand screams trapped in my throat. The sun faded. The sky turned black. The field around us burned to ash.

      The wind blew the dust of her bones into my mouth, and I woke up coughing, limbs tangled in my sheets, my body on fire with the fever I’d never quite shaken.

      I sat up against the headboard and sucked in air, counting backward from a hundred until my heart stopped trying to bust a hole through my chest.

      Son of a bitch.

      Every time was like losing her all over again. Killing her all over again.

      I kicked free of the sheets and stumbled out of bed, desperate to feel the solid wood floor beneath my feet. From one end of the room to the other, I paced, trying like hell to loosen the nightmare’s grip.

      The chill October breeze blew in through the open window, and the only thing I had on was a pair of gym shorts, but sweat trickled down my back anyway. My hair was damp with it, too.

      The room felt like a damn sauna and every one of my nerves buzzed with pent-up energy. My fingers twitched, already reaching for the cup of charcoal pencils on my drafting table.

      Dropping into my chair in the pitch dark, I flipped open my sketchpad and grabbed a pencil. I didn’t bother turning on the light; I’d drawn her so many times I could do it with my eyes closed. Sometimes, she appeared whole and unbroken, as beautiful as she’d been on the day we’d met. Other times, she was as black as night, with glowing red eyes that burned right through me.

      I never knew which version I’d see until I revealed her face on the page.

      Thankfully, she was turning out whole and beautiful tonight.

      Her memory was a drug to me now—painfully tearing me apart inside, yet impossible to resist—and I sank deep into the process. The ritual. Drawing her face night after night was as much my punishment as my salvation, and no matter how much it hurt, I wouldn’t let myself forget it.

      Manically I brought the dream to life, shading in the hollows of her cheekbones, highlighting the soft sheen along her upper lip, trying to capture just how the light had danced in her eyes, the first time and the last.

      Eventually, my nerves calmed. My heart rate slowed. The sweat evaporated from my skin, leaving goosebumps in its wake.

      I had no idea how much time had passed, but my hand was stiff and cramped, and I’d worn the pencil down to a nub.

      Tonight’s penance paid, I tossed the sketchbook back on the table and yanked open the blinds. Moonlight leaked in through the slats and landed on her face, and I stared into her eyes, once again begging for the forgiveness I didn’t deserve.

      It was my version of jamming in the needle, and for those brief seconds, the ache in my chest dulled.

      There was just one problem.

      The woman staring back at me tonight wasn’t the brunette beauty that had haunted my dreams and filled the pages of my sketchbooks for centuries, but a curly-haired blonde with a soft, seductive mouth and eyes like the twilight sky.

      The woman who’d seen into the deepest, blackest parts of my soul and decided I was worth saving anyway.

      It never should’ve happened.

      “Fuck!” A roar exploded from my chest, unannounced and unwelcome. I attacked my table, flipping the damn thing over. My art stuff crashed to the floor.

      Didn’t help.

      Never did.

      And fuck my life and the horse I rode in on, because on top of all that shit, now I had company.

      “Ash?” The hall light clicked on, spilling in around the doorframe, and Gray knocked, her muffled voice edged with concern. “You okay?”

      We were the only two holed up at the safe house—a massive timber-framed cabin about an hour outside of the Bay, fully stocked and big enough for all of us.

      Tucked away in a thick patch of woods well off the beaten path, the whole place was spelled with some fancy fae mojo Ronan and I had spent a small fortune on, making us impervious to GPS and confusing anyone who accidentally wandered too close to the property line.

      It was a sweet setup for sure—one I liked a lot better when I was crashing here alone.

      But this week I was on babysitting duty while the rest of the crew sifted through the mess we’d left at Norah’s place, cleaning up the evidence of the vampire massacre and searching for any clue that might lead us to the hunter who’d taken Haley Barnes.

      My gut churned just thinking of that bastard. What he’d done to those witches. What he’d done to Gray as a kid.

      What he probably still had planned.

      Pray you die before I find you, fuckface...

      “Asher?” Gray tried one more time.

      When I didn’t answer, she opened the door and waltzed right in, blasting me with light.

      I’d been dodging her gaze pretty much since that kiss in the attic, and tonight was no different.

      Turning away from the door, I said, “If you’re here for the show, you just missed it.”

      I felt her eyes on my back, burning right down to my bones.

      “What happened?” she asked.

      “Earthquake. You didn’t feel it?”

      “Asher—”

      “You need something, Cupcake, or are you just here to practice your Spell of Endless Torment?” I finally grew a pair and turned to face her. Sheet marks creased her cheek, and her hair was a tangle of messy curls that I ached to bury my face in.

      Clutched against her chest, she held the book of shadows we’d dug up from her yard.

      Damn thing had barely left her sight since.

      “Pretty sure I’ve perfected that one by now,” she said. Her smirk stayed firmly in place, but her eyes widened a fraction as she drank in the sight of my bare chest and arms. “Holy… wow.”

      I cracked a smile. “Did you just holy wow me?”

      “What? No. No! I just meant…” Her cheeks darkened. “You… um… have a lot of tattoos.”

      “Nothing you haven’t seen before.”

      Like when you climbed on top of me in that attic, kissing me like the world was about to end...

      “It was… darker then,” she said. “And you were basically dying, so…”

      “So I was.”

      She swallowed hard, and the scent of her desire washed over me, flooding my senses and heating my blood all over again.

      Sometimes I liked knowing when a woman wanted me. The nifty little incubus trick came in handy when I was running low on energy and needed to find a willing partner all too happy to feed my particular brand of hunger.

      But other times—like, right-now times—it just fucked me up inside. Because no matter how badly Gray might’ve wanted me—no matter how badly I might’ve wanted to return the favor—there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it.

      “Anyway, I…” Gray faltered, finally tearing her gaze away from my chest. Focusing on the pencils scattered across my floor, she said, “Sorry. I was about to raid the fridge when I heard the crash. I thought something was wrong.”

      “Couldn’t sleep, huh?”

      “Not really.” She bit her lip, still staring at the floor. In a whisper I could barely make out, she said, “Bad dreams.”

      “Makes two of us.” I stooped down to pick up the table I’d upended. I took my sweet-ass time about it, too, because otherwise I might just go over there and scoop her into my arms, drag her back to my bed, and give us both something to chase away the nightmares…

      “Well, if you’d rather be alone...” Gray cleared her throat, but she didn’t finish the thought, and I wasn’t in the mood to make it easy on her.

      “Too late now, Cupcake.” I snapped.

      I righted the table, shoving it back into place with another crash. She didn’t flinch—just kept staring at me like I was supposed to grab a knife and open up a vein.

      “Actually, dick, it isn’t.” Gray took a step forward, hip cocked, lips pursed and ready to battle. It was a look I’d gotten to know quite well these past couple days—one I liked to think she’d perfected just for me. “Did you forget where the front door is? Because I’d be more than happy to escort your ass right on through it.”

      I flashed her what I’d been told was my panty-melting grin. “Is that so?”

      “Bet your tattooed ass it is.” Panties seemingly unaffected, she said, “Maybe then we’d both find a little peace.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose and lowered my head, trying like hell to stifle the laughter bubbling up.

      No such luck.

      All that pent-up emotion roiling inside me, good and bad and everything in between, and the dam finally burst. The woman had thrown me off kilter once again, and now I was damn near busting a gut.

      A good belly laugh was nothing if not contagious, and soon a crack appeared in her hard shell, too.

      “First of all, I don’t have a tattoo on my ass. And second of all, I can’t leave you, Cupcake,” I said, wiping the tears from my eyes and finally regaining my composure—not an easy feat when you’ve got a beautiful woman standing less than two feet from your bed and you’re already half-naked, but somehow I managed. “You’d miss me too damn much.”

      “Oh, totally.” She pressed a hand to her heart, fluttering her lashes. “My life just wouldn’t be the same without your constant dickishness dicking me around on a daily basis. I guess I should be thanking you.”

      “Don’t mention it.” I gave her a little bow. “What are dicks for, right?”

      Now she really lost it. “Asher O’Keefe, if you haven’t figured that out by now, you’d better get back to incubus school. You missed a very important lesson.”

      Our laughter faded into a dead silence, as if we’d both just noticed how supercharged the moment had become. The air seemed to crackle with it—that strange, electric chemistry that bubbled up between us whenever we spent more than a minute in the same room together.

      I’d always found her beautiful. Annoying as hell, yet strangely compelling. But ever since the other night in the attic—since the kiss that’d saved my soul—things between us had gone from an occasional flirty simmer to a full-on boil.

      And I still couldn’t stop myself from cranking up the heat.

      “No, Gray Desario,” I said, voice low. “I invented the lesson.” I stepped closer—close enough that my breath made the halo of frizz at the top of her pretty blonde head stir. She backed up against the doorframe and held up that book like a shield, but she was all out of escape options, and I wasn’t about to relent.

      Hooking a finger under her chin, I tilted her face up and leaned in, my lips brushing her ear. “Let me know if you ever need private tutoring.”

      A soft mewl stuck in her throat, and I pulled back and stared at her lips, seconds ticking between us like a bomb waiting to explode. I brushed the pad of my thumb across her mouth, her lips parting ever-so-slightly.

      The intensity of her desire hit me head-on again, making me dizzy.

      In the absence of sexual energy to feed on, her physical responses were generating just enough juice to sustain me. To help me heal from the beating I’d taken in the Bay.

      I could live on it, sure.

      But my cock was in absolute agony.

      If ever a woman wanted to be fucked, it was this woman right here, right now, standing just stumbling distance from the very bed in which I could make all of her hottest, filthiest dreams come true.

      And mine, if we were being honest.

      Unfortunately, she wasn’t the only one haunting my dreams, and the rest of them served as a harsh reminder of just how dangerous this game could get.

      I closed my eyes, focusing entirely on the feel of her hot, velvet mouth, trying to pin it down in my memory. Trying not to kiss her. Trying not to completely lose my shit.

      Whatever Gray had going on with Ronan and Darius? Whatever “family” she thought we could all be? I was all in. But unlike the crossroads demon and the vampire and even the shifter, incubuses came with a built-in hard limit—cross it, and she might just end up dead.

      I dropped my hand and walked out of my own bedroom without so much as a backward glance, bound for a shower.

      A fucking cold one.
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      Was sudden onset attraction to someone who annoyed the hell out of you a symptom of cabin fever, a symptom of magical burnout, or a symptom of one too many blows to the head?

      It had to be a symptom of something. I refused to believe there was any other explanation for the rush of heat I felt whenever Asher got too close—a scenario that was getting harder to avoid since we’d been sequestered together at the safe house.

      I understood why the guys had left us behind—Ash was still recuperating from the damage of the devil’s trap, and as the group’s resident human and seriously depleted witch, I needed some extra R&R, too.

      But it was hard to relax when three of the four men I’d come to care about most in this world were putting in long hours at the house where we’d been ambushed by opportunistic vampires working for the monster who’d killed my best friend and countless others.

      And things between Asher and me? Oh, how I wished I could go back to those halcyon days when hating him came as naturally to me as breathing. But how could I hate him now?

      Whatever we were to each other when this nightmare began—whatever he’d thought of me years ago when he’d helped bring me back from the brink—springing him from the devil’s trap had bonded me to him in ways that went well beyond the kiss we’d shared.

      I’d felt his soul. Glimpsed the darkness there.

      And in that darkness, some black, cold thing inside me had recognized a kindred spirit.

      Maybe that should’ve frightened me.

      It doesn’t.

      Maybe I was getting used to the darkness.

      I am.

      Maybe I was starting to like it. To like him.

      I am...

      I shivered, the salt of Asher’s skin still lingering on my lips. He’d been in the shower for twenty minutes already, and in that time, the only thing I’d managed to accomplish was filling the teakettle.

      I hadn’t even turned on the flame.

      Scolding myself, I turned on the gas range and grabbed my mug from the cupboard—the chipped one Sophie had painted for me—grateful Ronan had thought to grab it from my kitchen in South Bay. It was a little piece of home—a reminder of my best friend and the safe, normal life we’d once shared—and I clung to it.

      Words like safe and normal were no longer part of my vocabulary, but thinking of Sophie always grounded me, even when my current roommate was doing everything in his power to drive me to an early grave.

      “Darlin’, your love is my poison,” he sang out from the bathroom down the hall, “and I’m dying for another taste.”

      “I’ve got your poison right here,” I grumbled, though I doubted he could hear me.

      “You make me bleed,” he belted out, “a little more for every kiss. But baby, don’t you know by now I’d bleed myself dry for one last hit?”

      Goosebumps rose on my arms.

      I yelled at them.

      “Can’t you hear me?” he sang, louder and more passionately with each word. “I’m out here in the cold, banging down your gate. I’ll never leave you, darlin’, I’m just begging for my dose of fate. ‘Cause oh-oh-oh, your love is my poison, and I’m falling out for—”

      The kettle whistled, muffling his next words. I whisked it away from the flame and tried to catch another note, but it was too late. Asher’s serenade had stopped.

      “Thank God,” I said, though my voice lacked conviction.

      I pictured Sophie teasing me with a hearty laugh and a swift roll of her eyes.

      You are soooo crushing on him, Gray…

      I poured the hot water over a sachet of chocolate pu-erh tea, letting its sweet scent calm me as the image of Sophie’s smile faded.

      Asher started up a new tune, but I knew better than to give him any more attention. Leaving him to it, I headed into the living room with my tea and my book and an unflappable resolve to carve out some peace, even if there was a sexy-as-sin incubus tormenting me from behind the bathroom door.

      Where he was currently in the shower. Naked.

      Dripping wet over all those muscles and tattoos.

      Singing rock ballads that gave me goosebumps.

      Figures he can actually sing, too…

      I caught myself before I got sucked into another pointless fantasy, refocusing on the task at hand.

      Which was…?

      Oh, right.

      Peace and quiet in the living room.

      While the kitchen was a sleek affair with vast granite countertops, glass-front maple cabinets, a big island in the center, and stainless steel appliances, the living room was much homier, featuring huge bay windows, a vaulted timber-framed ceiling, lived-in leather furniture, and a massive stone fireplace that took up almost an entire wall.

      Setting my stuff on the coffee table, I knelt before the hearth and loaded in some crumpled newspapers and a few logs, kindling new flames to life.

      Asher’s voice dimmed to background noise as the fire popped and hissed, and I grabbed the butter-colored afghan from the back of the worn leather couch, curling up in what was quickly becoming my favorite spot.

      I’d left Sophie’s tarot cards on the coffee table, and I reached for them now, thinking as always about my best friend. Lately, her presence had been a constant in my life; real or imagined, memory or vision or magic or plain old pie-in-the-sky hope, she’d been with me, making me laugh and cry, offering advice, and keeping me company through the loneliest hours of the night.

      I’d always felt especially close to her when I read with her cards, but tonight, something seemed to shove my thoughts in a different direction. The instant my fingers touched the deck, a fresh image appeared in my mind: Haley and the other witches from Bay Coven.

      Someone was sending me a message.

      I centered myself, tuning out everything but the warm glow of the fire on my face, letting my intuition take the wheel. I shuffled quickly and pulled six cards, placing them face down in two columns of three cards each.

      “Tell me what I need to know,” I said softly.

      I flipped the first two cards at the top of each column, revealing a four-handed Magician performing for an audience of shadows, followed by the reversed King of Swords. The same cards had turned up in Sophie’s last tarot reading—the one she’d shown me in my magical realm after I’d discovered her book of shadows.

      “Hunters,” I said, eyeing the King’s massive sword. But unlike that day with Sophie’s reading, I now realized the cards were speaking about one hunter in particular.

      One whose lips had turned words of love into weapons and curses the day he vowed to burn me alive.

      I was certain he was behind the Bay’s recent string of witch murders and kidnappings. But what was his ultimate plan? Why had he left some alive? Why had he left me alive?

      Swallowing the bile that rose in my throat, I turned the next two cards—Seven of Pentacles and Eight of Swords.

      In the eight, a sinister moon lured a nude woman to an open window, impelling her to lean out. A garden of eight sharp swords bloomed beneath her. One more inch, and she’d fall to a brutal death.

      The seven—a young witch drawing blood from a tree blooming with silver pentacles—was the card that had clued me in a few weeks ago about Sophie practicing witchcraft in secret with the Bay Coven.

      Showing up here with the Eight of Swords, it was clearly a warning.

      “He’s forcing them to do his bidding,” I said, letting the messages wash over me. “He needs them alive, but scared—too scared to run. He needs them to work their magic.”

      The fire popped and sparked, as if confirming my hypothesis.

      I turned it over in my mind. If it were true, it meant that Haley and the others were still alive—that they still had a chance at surviving this thing. But between the options of death and survival, a thousand more possibilities lived… and most of them weren’t good.

      Hastily I turned the bottom two cards—Queen of Swords and Nine of Wands.

      Dressed in robes of gold and red, the fierce queen held two swords, one tipped with blood. It dripped onto the ground before her. Sometimes this card spoke to me of a badass, take-no-prisoners woman getting shit done.

      Tonight? She scared the hell out of me. She was out for blood, and she’d do everything in her power to get it.

      Like the woman in the Eight of Swords, the figure in the Nine of Wands also suggested imprisonment. She sat on a stone pedestal, her head bowed in apparent defeat, a black mask covering most of her face. A staircase marked by eight wooden wands loomed behind her—a possible escape—but it remained hidden from view. The only glimmer of hope came from the ninth wand, flaming like a torch, ready to light her way home.

      I shivered, pulling the blanket tight around my shoulders. The positioning of the bottom two cards worried me. The sword-wielding queen seemed to be threatening the girl on the pedestal, refusing to let her leave.

      “Where are you?” I whispered, brushing my fingers over the Nine of Wands. The girl on the steps seemed so scared, so defeated. I wanted to tell her not to give up. That she wasn’t forgotten or alone. That somehow, she’d be found and brought home and made safe once again.

      I picked up the card for a closer look, and a gust of warm air blew out from the fireplace, stirring my hair.

      A small voice sounded in my head.

      Help us…

      I sucked in a breath. The fear I was sensing in the card suddenly manifested inside me with a heart-wrenching terror that sent real waves of panic cascading through my limbs. Sweat broke out across my forehead, and my chest heaved, my mouth filling with salty air that tasted like the sea. I gulped it in greedily, as if it were the first chance I’d been given to breathe in days.

      Black smoke curled out from behind the flames, reaching for me, drawing me in. The magic inside me stirred in response, and I held out my hands, determined to strengthen the connection despite the discomfort. Smoke twirled and danced around my fingers, caressing me with a warm, inviting touch, calming the dread that had gripped my heart.

      It pulled me from the couch, urging me closer, and I knelt at the hearth again, staring into the fire as some unseen force compelled me to look deeper. To see. To know.

      Images appeared in the flames, frantic and disjointed at first. I held up my hands, and the fire dimmed at my command, the images slowly coming into focus.

      Women and girls. Witches. Dozens of them locked in cold, cramped cells with no windows, no natural light. The glow of magic flickered all around them, throwing eerie shadows on the wall.

      The image reminded me of the Magician card.

      The vision zoomed in on a single prison cell, and the girl inside turned to face me, her eyes widening as if she could see me, too.

      “Help us,” she said, her voice weak, yet determined.

      “Where are you?” I shouted, but she was already fading, the flames roaring up once again, taking her away from me.

      “Gray! Her frantic call echoed, the sound of my name in her frightened voice like an arrow to my heart. “Gray!”
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      “Gray!”

      The bark of a man’s voice yanked me out of the trance, and I whipped my head toward the sound just in time to see Asher charging at me from across the smoke-filled room in nothing but a towel.

      The fire alarm screeched overhead.

      I’d barely had time to process the visual when he started shouting again

      “Open the damn door!”

      I bolted for the front door and hauled it open, then moved on to the windows.

      Immediately, the smoke began to dissipate.

      Blinking away the last of my confusion, I headed into the kitchen and grabbed the broom, using it to hit the reset button on the smoke alarm.

      The house fell silent once again.

      When I turned around again, Asher was at the fireplace, one hand holding up his towel, the other messing with the damper on the chimney.

      “What happened?” he demanded.

      When I didn’t respond, he crossed the room and grabbed my shoulders, peering into my eyes. Despite the frustration in his voice, his face was pinched with worry.

      “Gray,” he said, softer this time. “You looked like you were about to dive right into that fire.”

      I looked at my hands. They were trembling, and it wasn’t because of the smoke.

      “I saw her,” I whispered.

      Asher ducked down to meet my gaze. “Who?”

      “Reva Monroe.”
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      Asher handed me a glass of water, his eyes boring into me like a dad scolding an errant kid. “So now that we can breathe again, you wanna tell me what I walked in on?”

      I dropped onto the sofa and took the glass, holding his gaze as I gulped down the water. He’d managed to put on a pair of sweats, but he was still shirtless, his wet hair dripping into his eyes.

      “Gray?” he pressed. “What was that shit?”

      “I’m pretty sure I was scrying.” I set down the glass and grabbed my book of shadows, flipping through to the section I’d kept on divination techniques. “Calla used to do it with candle flame and mirrors. I took lots of notes, but I never quite got the hang of it.”

      He took the seat next to me and leaned in close, inspecting the sketches I’d made of Calla’s setup.

      “Maybe because you’re using a roaring fire to do the job of a tea light?”

      I braced myself for a lecture, if for no other reason than Asher’s incessant need to pester me. But instead, he draped his arm over the back of the couch behind me, totally calm. Borderline comforting.

      “Tell me exactly what you saw.”

      I closed my eyes, reaching for the parts of the vision that still lingered.

      “There were at least a dozen witches. They were trapped in some kind of prison.”

      “Did you see the hunter?”

      “No, but it’s his doing. I can feel it.” I let the images flicker through my mind, trying to take in every single detail, searching for clues about their exact location. “Reva, the one I connected with? She’s the youngest Bay Coven witch. Norah took her in a while back, but as far as I know, the two of them left town last week. Norah told Haley she wanted to go somewhere safe.” I shook my head. “If what I saw was real, they either didn’t make it out—”

      “Or Norah lied and handed her over to the hunter.” Asher blew out a breath. “Were you and the kid close?”

      “No, I’d only met her the one time at Norah’s, and we barely spoke.”

      “Are you sure it was her in the flames?”

      “Definitely.” The tarot cards were still spread out on the table, and I glanced down at them now, focusing on the girl in the Nine of Wands. Reva. “She was terrified, Ash.”

      “What else can you tell me?”

      “I swear I could taste the sea,” I said, remembering the saltiness that had filled my mouth right before I’d slipped into the trance. “I heard it, too—like a constant roar, but muffled. Like I said, I think they’re in some kind of prison. No windows. Now that I think about it, it looked like a giant… cave.” I filled in the rest of the details, giving Asher a moment to turn it all over in his mind.

      “This prison,” he finally said. “You think it’s here in Washington?”

      It was a good place to start. I pulled out my phone, flipping to the maps app. “The coast is only two hours from here. And there are plenty of places to disappear out there without anyone noticing.”

      “Two hours… That’s just far enough for the hunter to slip out of range, but close enough he could still zip back into the Bay and grab more witches.” At this, he turned to look at me again, his ocean-blue eyes serious. “Or grab you.”

      “Well, that’s not happening now.” I shook my head, forcing a smile. Anxiety in a situation like ours could easily lead to paranoia, and paranoia was as contagious as a yawn. “I’m out here in the middle of nowhere with my very own demonic bodyguard.”

      Asher nodded, but he didn’t look convinced.

      I broke his gaze, turning to look out the windows at the front of the house. It was pitch black outside, silent but for the occasional rustle of dried leaves in the breeze.

      The logs shifted in the fireplace, sending a cascade of sparks shooting upward, and I flinched.

      “Relax, Cupcake,” Asher said softly, a trace of humor slipping through his concern. “Your demonic bodyguard will keep you safe from all threats, great and small.”

      “I suppose so. After all, you did rush out of the shower to save me from scrying-induced smoke inhalation.”

      “All in a day’s work.”

      “Thank God you had time to grab your towel.” I nudged him in the ribs, trying not to pay too much attention to the drop-dead sexy tattoos snaking across his arms, chest, and abs, disappearing behind his back. Now that most of the wounds from his ordeal in the devil’s trap had healed, the designs stood out much more clearly. They were all done in black ink, no color in sight—a mix of ancient-looking symbols, mesmerizing patterns, and words written in a language that might’ve been Latin. The tattoos on his abs rippled when he laughed.

      “No shit,” he said. “You have a hard enough time keeping your eyes off me as it is.”

      I wonder what it would feel like to touch his stomach...

      “Uh, case in point,” he said.

      Probably smooth and hot, his muscles rock-hard underneath that perfectly painted skin...

      “So basically, you’re saying you want me,” he said. “Right here on the floor, no holds barred. Right?”

      “Yeah…”

      “Uh, Gray?”

      “Mmm?” I blinked, tearing my gaze away from his body and up to his face. “I mean… Wait, what?”

      He cocked an eyebrow, but said nothing, waiting for me to catch up.

      His words crashed into me all at once.

      My cheeks flamed.

      Totally busted, I turned away from him, looking out the dark windows again. “Maybe if you weren’t prancing around here half-naked all the time, I wouldn’t have to see your goods on display every five seconds.”

      “Okay, first of all? I don’t prance. Second of all, I don’t fucking prance.”

      I smiled and bit my lower lip, not willing to give him the satisfaction of a full-on laugh.

      Our flirty teasing felt good, though—almost as if we’d broken through another one of the walls between us.

      Not that I was ready to pick out china patterns or anything.

      The brush of Asher’s fingers on the back of my neck recaptured my attention. His touch was unexpected but not unpleasant, and I waited a beat before facing him, worried the movement would make him stop.

      When I finally turned, he caught me in his gaze. This time, neither of us looked away.

      Tell me about her, I wanted to say. The woman who haunts you. The ghost that put that look in your eyes…

      But I couldn’t bring myself to ask about her, and after another beat, he blinked and looked away.

      “What do you want to do about the witches?” he asked. His tone was serious again, but his touch remained gentle, his thumb stroking the side of my neck.

      What did I want to do? That was easy. Grab the keys to Asher’s bike and ride out to the coast, blast apart every hole and haunt and hovel until we found that bastard. Then I’d rip out his throat.

      But going off half-cocked wouldn’t help anyone. Even if what I’d seen in the vision was real—and that was a big if—there was no guarantee it wasn’t a setup. The only thing I really knew about Reva was that Norah had taken her in when she’d had nowhere else to go. Whatever its motivation, kindness like that usually bred loyalty, especially in a city like the Bay.

      I should know. That’s how I’d ended up with my rebels.

      If Ronan or Darius were accused of murdering innocents, would I automatically turn on them? What if I discovered Emilio was a crooked cop? And the dead woman I’d seen in Asher’s memories… what if that had been intentional?

      Would I walk away from him? From any of them?

      My heart ached at the thought.

      Regardless, when it came to tracking down the witches, we had to tread carefully. We needed a solid plan, we needed the element of surprise, and most importantly, we needed the rest of the gang.

      So, despite my instinct to jump in headfirst and think about it later, I said, “We’re not making a move without the guys. I’ll text them later and let them know what I saw, and we’ll take it from there.”

      Asher blew out a breath that sounded an awful lot like relief. “Fair enough.”

      I wondered if he’d been testing me.

      I wondered if I’d passed.

      My head hurt.

      “They should be back any day,” he said.

      “I know,” I said, but I wouldn’t truly relax until they were back here with us, all in one piece. “But the best thing I can do now—for the witches and for you guys—is to keep working on my magic.”

      “You still haven’t gotten this creepy old relic to work, huh?” He nodded at the book of shadows still sitting open in my lap, peering over my shoulder at the scrying page. The smell of his shampoo did nothing to mask his spicy demon scent—a seductive blend of ground cinnamon, hot pepper, and candle flame that made my stomach flip whenever he got too close.

      Like now.

      “It’s not a creepy old relic. But… no.” Sighing, I dragged my finger down the center of the page. There was a time when doing so would’ve elicited warmth and light, a shimmer of magic connecting me to it and it to me, but lately my touch had no effect.

      The instant connection I’d felt upon digging it up from my backyard the other night had cooled, and no matter how hard I’d tried since then, I hadn’t been able to tap back into its inherent magic.

      After so many years apart, it seemed our bond had degraded.

      “Whatever happened with the fire just now,” I said, “it had nothing to do with the book.”

      “Why do you need it, then? Obviously, you’ve got plenty of mojo to work with.”

      “Sure, but it’s mostly out of my control.”

      “Do you have to control it, though? Isn’t it just a part of you? Magic in the blood and all that?”

      “Yes and no. All witches are born with magic in our blood, but we also have natural gifts for different kinds of magic. It takes a lot of practice to unearth our unique talents and hone them into something useful.”

      Something that helps rather than harms.

      At that thought, my gut tightened, a low murmur of magic humming inside me.

      “So, everything you’ve done so far was just an accident?” he asked.

      “Kind of? I mean, I was learning things as a kid, but the—” I still couldn’t bring myself to say necromancy, so I opted for Liam’s much less offensive term instead—“the Shadowborn stuff is new to me. I guess it’s kind of like that whole sex-vibe you’ve got. It’s an inherent part of you, right? But you still had to learn how to control it.”

      Asher’s normally cocky grin grew into a full-on laugh. “Excuse me, but… sex vibe? Really?”

      Oh, hell. I did not mean to take us down this road.

      “I’m paraphrasing!” I said. “I’m talking about your… whatever you call it. Your magnetic… force… thingy. The one that erases women’s brains so they’ll throw themselves at you.”

      “That’s not magic, Cupcake. That’s just my natural charm.” He grinned, taking a little more pleasure in my awkward discomfort before finally moving on. “Can’t you just write some new spells?”

      “It’s not that simple. A spell is just part of the equation. Controlling magic is largely about intent. The words and ingredients in a spell can help focus that intent and amplify its effects, but that’s all.”

      I paged through the book, settling on a section on the properties of crystals.

      Smoky quartz is a good grounding stone, I’d written. Apophyllite helps with my tarot readings. Calla says it opens up the channels to allow me to receive messages more clearly. I’m not sure what the amethyst does, but it’s purple, so I automatically love it.

      I smiled at my younger self. Like most witches’ books of shadows, mine was equal parts spellbook, scrapbook, workbook, and diary. Every page was wrinkled with age, indented from the frantic scribbles of a teen witch who’d embraced hyperbole and melodrama as if they were long-lost sisters.

      Some of it was insightful and interesting. Some of it was downright mortifying. But all of it was mine. Part of me. Part of who I was, who I became, who I was still in the process of becoming.

      It was a time machine, simultaneously bringing me back to my yesterdays and launching me into my tomorrows.

      I couldn’t believe I’d left it buried for so long.

      “Okay, now I’m totally confused,” Asher said. “If it’s mostly about intent, why do you need spells at all?”

      “I don’t need spells,” I explained. “But a witch’s book of shadows is deeply personal, and that in itself is magic. There’s a little bit of my soul in here, and reconnecting with that will only strengthen my magic, waking up the parts I put to sleep. It’ll make me a better witch, Ash.”

      I didn’t want to say the rest, and fortunately, Asher didn’t push. I had a feeling he already knew what I was thinking, anyway.

      Reconnecting with my magic, tapping into that power—it would make me a more attractive target for the hunter. That’s what this was all about now. Saving the other witches and making that vile man pay for what he’d done to Sophie. For what his father had done to my mother. For what their family—their kind—had done to the entire trajectory of my life.

      “What about the whole personal gain thing?” Asher asked, peeking at a prosperity spell I’d flipped to.

      “Urban legend perpetuated by TV.”

      “Seriously?”

      “There’s nothing inherently wrong with using magic to make your life better—that’s kind of the whole point. The thing we have to remember is that magic has consequences, and they’re not always predictable.” I considered him a moment, wondering again about his past. About what his life had been like before he’d come crashing back into mine. “I take it you don’t know a lot of witches?”

      Asher shook his head.

      “Not even from… before?”

      “Before I became a big scary incubus?” He wriggled his eyebrows in jest, but it was too late—I’d already seen the flash of hurt in his eyes.

      I lowered my gaze, unable to bear the intensity of his. “You’re not that scary, you know. Especially after a little soap and water. A few more showers, and who knows? Maybe one day you’ll be a real boy again.”

      I’d meant it as a joke, but Asher didn’t find it funny at all.

      “I’m not like your loverboy, Ronan,” he snapped. “I was never human, Gray. I was born this way. Throw me in a tub of boiling water and bleach and set my ass on fire, and guess what? There’s still no changing what I am. Sorry if that bothers you.”

      My mouth hung open, my total shock chased quickly by the rush of embarrassment that followed. For all the time I’d spent reading up on monsters in the Bay, I hadn’t bothered to delve much deeper than what I’d considered the necessary facts—their strengths and weaknesses, common hangouts, and most importantly—how to kill them.

      Questions flooded my mind. Was that typical of incubuses? Incubi? Was that even the right word? Were they all born that way, or just Asher? Were his parents demons as well? Is that how it worked? Had he always known, or did they sit him down for “the talk” the way human kids learned about where babies came from? Did all of them stop aging in their thirties? Could he have children? Did he want children?

      And who was the woman I’d seen in his memories? Was she a succubus? Or was she a human who—

      Oh, no…

      “Don’t,” he said firmly, his voice breaking just a little. He faked a cough to cover it up, then said, “Look. I know where your mind is heading, and I’m asking you—telling you—just don’t.”

      “Ash—”

      “I can’t,” he whispered, not bothering to hide the pain in his eyes.

      I closed my eyes and sucked in a deep breath, his scent still lingering all around me.

      Asher had just cracked open the door on his past, and everything in me wanted to step right in and make myself at home. But that tiny opening was still just a crack, and the last thing I wanted to do was slam it shut again by invading his privacy and scaring him off.

      I still wasn’t sure how much I actually liked him, but I respected him enough to honor his wish.

      “The point is,” I said, eager to get us back on track, “witches who use magic just have to be aware that there are lots of other forces at play, and things rarely go according to plan.”

      Asher folded his arms across his chest, his brow furrowed in concentration. “So that night at Norah’s, when you—”

      “Saved your ass from eternal oblivion?” I shot him a half-smile. We seemed to do better with teasing, especially when we got anywhere near the serious shit. “Is that the night you’re referring to?”

      Asher nodded, the tips of his ears turning red. “That was your magic, right?”

      “Yes, but it wasn’t a spell. That was Shadowborn magic. Removing your soul was the only way to get you out of that trap. There were no other options.”

      “Wrong.” Asher shook his head. “You could’ve just left me, Gray.”

      “Yeah,” I whispered, my stomach lurching at the thought. He’d been so bruised and beaten, so close to death. “I could have. But I didn’t.”

      “Thank you.”

      It was so soft, I wasn’t even sure I’d heard him, but I didn’t want to ask him to repeat it. We sat side by side, no longer touching, no longer teasing, no longer even looking at each other.

      The fire had dimmed, the last few embers glowing red as the logs turned white with ash.

      I felt him shift beside me, and when I turned to face him again, his ocean-blue eyes were cloudy with concern.

      “You said all magic has consequences,” he said. “And they’re not always predictable.”

      I nodded, my gut already churning in anticipation of what was coming next.

      “So here’s the million-dollar question, Cupcake. What are the consequences of messing with a demon’s soul?”

      I’d been so caught up in saving his life, in getting him out of that damn trap, I hadn’t thought about the consequences at all. Not that night. Not after. Not until right this moment.

      Forcing a casual shrug, I cocked my head and smiled, hoping he couldn’t see through it to the real fear beneath. “For starters, I was forced to kiss you. On the mouth.”

      I faked a shudder.

      Asher waited a beat, then rolled his eyes, some of his earlier playfulness returning. “You think that’s a consequence? I got three hundred years’ worth of sleepover dates who’d beg to differ.”

      “Three hundred years’ worth? Sounds like fake news to me.”

      “You keep telling yourself that, Cupcake.” Asher leaned in to poke me in the ribs, and my book tipped forward. A photograph slipped out from between the pages, landing on the table.

      “Is this your mom? Calla?” Asher asked, his voice surprisingly gentle. He picked up the photo by the edges, careful not to smudge it.

      The agony of her death freshly speared my heart whenever I thought of her, but I’d been staring at that picture for days, and this time I was finally able to smile through the pain, more grateful than sad. Grateful she’d adopted me. That she’d loved me. That I still had this connection to her through the book she’d gifted me as a child.

      From the moment she’d first told me about magic as a toddler, she’d been with me through every step of discovering and nurturing my own, right up until the night she died and I turned my back on the craft. On myself.

      “I took that picture on her fiftieth birthday,” I said. “I’d made her these horrible black cupcakes as a joke, but she loved them, even though the frosting turned her teeth green.”

      Asher smiled, and Calla seemed to return it, her eyes sparkling as always.

      She looked happy, green teeth and all.

      “What was she like?” he asked, returning the photo. Our fingers brushed as I took it from him, and a spark of awareness skittered up my arm.

      It felt shockingly intimate, sharing this moment with him. But at the same time, it felt right. Natural.

      I blinked back tears, smiling. “She was sarcastic and funny and she didn’t take any shit from anyone. She could do complex magic and cook a gourmet meal with nothing but clippings from her garden, but she couldn’t figure out how to work the DVR or find her way around the town she’d spent her whole life in. She was tough and fair and kindhearted and the best person I knew.”

      Asher nudged my knee with his, stopping me from slipping under a fresh wave of grief. Ten years after her death, they still snuck up on me, doubly so now that Sophie was gone, too.

      “Was she as much a pain in the ass as you, too?” he teased.

      “Absolutely.”

      “I think I would’ve liked her.”

      I laughed, imagining her standing in front of us, giving him the stink-eye. She’d never trusted demons to begin with, and Asher was his own special brand of crazy.

      “Hate to break it to you,” I said, “but Calla would’ve hated you.”

      Asher shrugged. “I have that effect on parents. I think it’s the tattoos.”

      “Yeah, that must be it.” I tucked the picture back inside the book, closing the cover and smoothing my hand over the triple moon design on the front.

      “Hey.” Asher nudged my knee again. “You’ll figure it out, Gray. You just got the book back, and it’s only been a few days since the shit hit the fan. You probably just need a recharge.”

      “I guess so.” I shrugged, appreciating the vote of confidence, even if I didn’t quite believe it myself. “I was just hoping I could—wait. What did you say?”

      “That you’ll figure it out.”

      “After that.”

      “You, ah, need a recharge?”

      “Oh my God.” Frantically flipping to the first entry, I read over the details of the ritual I’d performed when Calla had first gifted me the blank book. “I can’t believe I missed this. It’s so obvious!”

      Magical tools worked best when they were properly cleansed, consecrated, and dedicated. Regular use and care kept them charged.

      After spending the last several years buried in my safe in the backyard, the book had simply gone dormant.

      The book seemed to think I was on the right track, too, suddenly warming in my hands.

      Beaming, I turned to Asher and said, “Put a shirt on, Sex Vibe. We’re going outside.”

      “Now?”

      “Full moon tonight. There’s no better time for a ritual.”

      “A ritual? You’ve gotta be kidding me.” Asher rolled his eyes, but there was no trace of annoyance there. Smirking, he said, “What are the chances that we figure this out on exactly the right night? Coincidence?”

      “Witches don’t believe in coincidences.” I zipped into the kitchen and ransacked the cabinets until I’d found everything I needed.

      “Eye of newt? Hemlock?” Asher asked, following me. “I don’t think we’re stocked for rituals.”

      “I’ll make do.”

      Asher watched skeptically as I put everything into a canvas grocery sack.

      “We’re good to go,” I said. “Come on.”

      “That’s it? No magic robes or anything?”

      “It’s best if I do this skyclad.”

      “Sky what?”

      Grabbing the bag off the counter, I slipped past him and headed for the front door, not wanting to see his expression.

      Not wanting him to see mine.

      “Gray, what’s—”

      “Naked, Asher. I need to be naked. But you don’t, so please put something on and stop gawking at me like you’ve never seen a woman without her clothes on.”

      I was nervous enough for the both of us.

      But for the first time in days, that fragile, soap-bubble of a thing that’d been so doggedly eluding us was finally making an appearance: hope.
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