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      Hunter bent over and pressed his lips to mine before he sank down on the sofa next to me. He must have sensed my mood because the passionate lip lock ended abruptly and he didn’t push me for more. There was no doubt what he wanted when he kissed me like that. Before him, I dreaded having sex with Caton. Hunter had shown me how much pleasure I could experience during intercourse. Seriously, Hunter opened a whole new world for me. As cliché as it was, Caton was a selfish lover and never bothered with making sure I enjoyed myself. Normally, I was all for naked gymnastics with my guy. However, the fight in the cave was still too raw for me to get in the mood.

      “Has Nishi moved? Or did she put that on hold?” Hunter’s fingers played over my shoulder.

      My heart clenched when I thought of what my best friend was going through. Nishi’s boyfriend was killed recently in a fight against Rerek, the God of Chaos. I was new to having a best friend and not entirely certain how much I should push her to come out of her shell. She was grieving and racked with guilt over not returning Nathan’s love.

      “Yeah, I helped her and her hunters move her the day before yesterday.”

      While I was looking forward to having her stay with me, it had been a blessing that Nishi had already packed her house and had everything organized and ready to go. They say that if you put out what you want in the universe, you get it. Nishi was proof that the concept works. Because Nishi was prepared, she could get her stuff out of her place well before the paperwork went through. Thanks to the fact that she was purchasing a house from one of the shifters, she could move right in. And all we had to do was load up her stuff in Roanoke and unload it at the new house in Ravenholde.

      Hunter tucked a hair behind my ear. “You’re a great friend. Losing someone you care about takes time to get over. It’s even worse for those of us in charge. It’s our responsibility to keep those we lead from serious harm. It’s a failure on our part when someone dies like Nathan did.”

      I sucked in a gasp and shoved Hunter’s muscular chest. “This is not Nishi’s fault. She did everything she could. It was Rerek and his damned followers. It could have been any of us.”

      Hunter cupped my cheeks. “You misunderstood me. Nishi is one of the best leaders I’ve ever known. Artemis couldn’t have selected a better person for the job. It’s something we take on ourselves. I was trying to help you understand her guilt.”

      I nodded, leaving it at that. As someone Nishi trusted, I knew there was more to it than that. And as much as I loved Hunter, I wasn’t going to correct his assumption. “Sounds like I need to give her time. Is it bad if I go check on her and try to get her to come for dinner? I can’t stand the thought of leaving her to go through this completely alone.”

      “You should do what you think is best. Your kind heart is what made me fall in love with you in the first place. It’s the same for Nishi and Faith, for that matter. It might be helpful to get her focused on banishing Rerek. It’s the only revenge she will be able to get.”

      That reminded me of what we needed to focus on. As much as I wanted to sink into Hunter’s side and watch a movie, we couldn’t afford to do that. “How do we stop him? He was almost through that portal, and there was nothing I could do to stop him. I cast every spell I could think of to shove him back to his realm and nothing worked.”

      Hunter pulled his cell phone out and typed something into the screen, then gave me one of his sexy smirks. “I don’t have the answers, but I know where to get them.” His phone beeped, and he turned the screen to me.

      I understood his smirk. Carnell’s library was a great resource and was also a dangerous place for us. Hunter and I had given into the effects of the incubus hormones infused in the walls and floor and had sex among the stacks of books. It horrified Faith and amused Carnell.

      “If I wasn’t so worried about Nishi, I would have thought of using his books,” I admitted.

      Hunter helped me off my couch and downstairs. We left through the front of my closed store. The moon was full overhead and bathed us in its powerful glow. Hunter paused for a second before he climbed into the truck and backed out of the parking spot. “Should you be running with the pack tonight?” The moon didn’t force shifters to change forms, but it did invigorate them.

      Hunter shook his head as he sped to the Moreau Building. “Reed is handling the hunt tonight. My wolf would be restless if I were anywhere else but with you.”

      There had never been a time in my life when I was the priority for anyone. I loved knowing what I needed was important to him. Hunter was a man of action rather than words. “Is that because he claimed me?” I was still learning about shifters. They kept the more intimate details to themselves.

      “That and because we both hate being away from you.” Hunter pulled behind the tall building.

      My heart skipped a beat. We hadn’t talked about where we would live after we got mated. Chicken shit that I was; I didn’t bring up the subject as he stopped next to the twin doppelgangers that worked for Carnell.

      “Hello, beautiful. Always nice to have you visit. How’s Nishi? We’re thinking of her,” Drin or Dran said as he helped me out of the truck.

      I chuckled and grabbed Hunter’s hand as he led us inside while his brother parked the car. “We got Nishi moved to her new house. She’s lying low for now. I’ll tell her you want to see her.”

      “We can get her mind off her grief if she’d give us a chance,” the doppel winked at me as the elevator doors closed.

      I shook my head and leaned my head on Hunter’s shoulder, needing the moment of reprieve. There was no way Nishi would entertain the idea. She was carrying too much guilt for that.

      Cal greeted us as the doors opened on the penthouse. “Carnell tells me you’re going to be searching for information on Rerek and how to force him back into his realm. You’ll need to reinforce the shield, keeping him inside too.”

      We followed the gargoyle past the leopard print sofa and Carnell’s office to the library. The smell of old parchment and leather greeted us. The scent reminded me of our family grimoire. I loved looking through the book and learning the spells of my ancestors. My mother always hovered over me, making sure I didn’t damage the book. Eventually, I started one of my own, documenting as many as I could remember from the one my mother refused to let out of her sight.

      Cal offered to look with us and the three of us went to the stacks and pulled several volumes that would hopefully give us some information. We worked in silence for over an hour before Cal called and asked for drinks to be delivered. I was sipping a glass of wine when Hunter pointed at the information in one of the books.

      “It says here that the gods possessed the ability to shroud themselves in a cloak of invisibility or disguise, allowing them to move amongst humans undetected. They would often take on human forms or appear as ordinary beings to avoid drawing attention to their true divine nature. I bet life was crazy during that time,” Hunter mused.

      Cal tipped his beer bottle at Hunter. “The gods seldom interacted directly with humans. They preferred to work through intermediaries, such as demigods, heroes, or messengers. They wanted to remain mysterious and divine. They could also influence events from behind the scenes easier this way.”

      How long had Cal been alive? Was he saying this because he was around then? “Did you ever meet the gods?”

      Cal drained his beer, then set the bottle down. “The gods resided in secluded realms or sacred locations, hidden away from the mortal world. Mount Olympus is one example. It’s Zeus’ home and a meeting place of the Greek gods. Like all others, it’s inaccessible to ordinary humans.”

      That didn’t tell me if Cal was around during that time. He was enigmatic. I returned to my reading and noted that when the gods did intervene in human affairs, they often did so through natural events or phenomena. A storm or earthquake was often interpreted as a sign or manifestation of divine will. There were other incidences, like crops dying or thunderstorms, that made people link them to a direct interaction with a specific god.

      As I read through a section on mysterious or symbolic manifestations, I found myself praying I would have a prophetic dream, vision, or sign. Preferably one that didn’t require interpretation. I scanned through numerous accounts of the gods, adding an element of mystique to their messages and making it difficult for humans to comprehend their true meaning and identities.

      It made sense that they operated this way. It made their worshippers even more devout. It also helped the gods maintain their secrecy and keep their celestial presence hidden from the majority of humankind. That allowed them to influence human affairs without disrupting the balance between the mortal and divine realms.

      Cal tapped the book in front of him. “This book mentions that after the gods agreed and sealed themselves off, only objects of power would allow them to interact with our world.”

      Hunter grabbed a bottle and twisted off the cap. “Why would they do that if the idea was to keep from causing problems on Earth? I’m surprised more gods and goddesses haven’t come here and messed with us before now. I hear they get really bored.”

      I got up and walked around the table, and read over Cal’s shoulder. “It’s not a key they can use to access our realm. This item is an amplifier for the priest to funnel power to Rerek. That’s what is allowing him to interact directly with our world. He couldn’t have spread the virus without it. The more power he has, the more likely he can force his way through the ward keeping him isolated.”

      Cal nodded. “There are markings left behind when a talisman that is connected to a god is created. Before we assume the priest is using one, we should verify it was made.”

      My mind was whirling a million miles an hour, going through the possibilities. “We should look at the last site to see if there is anything there. There was immense power in that location. It could mean something.”

      Hunter tilted his head and looked at me across the table. “Tell me what I’m looking for and I will check it out.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “I’m not a porcelain doll that needs to be handled with kid gloves. I can go there without breaking down. Nishi would be another matter, given the circumstances, but I can do my job.”

      “It’s not actually your job, though,” Hunter pointed out.

      I pursed my lips and crossed my arms over my chest. “I took on the role when I created the cure and the council refused to even acknowledge the problem. I’m a store owner, but also part of this investigative team of middle-aged women that has formed in Ravenholde to solve the Nation’s problems. You might question my sanity, but I love being a part of things, and I’m damn good at what I do.”

      One of Hunter’s eyebrows rose, and a smile curved one corner of his lips. “Badass and sexy. How did I get so lucky?” He whistled and gave me a once-over with heat in his eyes. “Okay, what’s the plan?”

      “The priority should be on finding the talisman that is fueling Rerek. With it, I can cut him off. Once that happens, I can cure the sick and eliminate the spread of the virus. Without that giving him an opening, he won’t be able to keep infecting others. It’s Rerek’s powers that mutated the virus and enabled it to infect supernaturals.” I gave Hunter a pointed look. Part of me thought he should have known that, while another said he wasn’t familiar with magic and how things like that worked.

      Cal shut the book and stood. “I will leave this part to you two. I have shit to do.” The gargoyle walked out of the room, leaving me and Hunter staring at one another.

      Hunter got up with the sinuous grace of his animal. “You are sexy when you get riled up.”

      I held up a hand. “No. We aren’t giving in again. Let’s go check the cave. The priest couldn’t exactly gather all of his belongings when he fled. Not to mention that the site was far more elaborate than the others. It could very well be the place they created the talisman.”

      Hunter wrapped an arm around me and nuzzled my neck as we headed out of the library. “Are you sure you want to go back there?”

      I nodded. “I can handle it.”

      Hunter grimaced as the elevator opened. “Reed told me the council hasn’t gotten around to clearing the place out yet.”

      I rolled my eyes as the doors opened. One of the doppelgangers was there with his smile. “Did you find what you were looking for?”

      I lifted a shoulder. “Maybe. We’re about to follow up on a lead right now.”

      The doppel’s twin was standing by the passenger door. He extended a hand, then brought mine to his lips for a kiss. “Happy hunting.”

      Hunter growled as he got into the driver’s side and pulled away. I reached for his hand. “You know they mean nothing by their flirting, right? They started it to make me feel better when Caton left me.”

      Hunter shook his head. “If you believe that, you’re sorely mistaken. Those two would have you in their bed if you even hinted at an interest.”

      His surliness and the truth I heard in his words made me smile. “I can’t help it if I’m sexy, Hunter.” I was teasing. I’d never felt attractive before he fell for me. The days of feeling like a frumpy middle-aged woman were long gone for me. My self-confidence was growing, but I would never be a self-absorbed bitch like Lucinda.

      That made him laugh. “No, you can’t. Just don’t forget that you’re mine, Buttercup.”

      “Never,” I vowed as he pulled over and parked the truck. We would have to hike the rest of the way. My back ached as I hopped out. The discomfort was all in my head because of the last time we’d been out here. Ignoring how the ache moved to my chest, I did a few stretches and was ready to go.

      Hunter was like a dog on alert as we headed through the forest to the cave where Nathan had been killed. We encountered a few of his wolf sentries and closer, we came across some of Caton’s lackeys. I suppose that wasn’t a fair description. The warlocks had acted as guards for the council for years. They just didn’t have stuff to do very often, so they weren’t all that disciplined.

      “What are you doing back here? Are you the ones that are going to handle the bodies?” one of the warlocks asked us.

      Hunter glared at the guy. “No. That’s Caton’s job. We are here to investigate a lead on the god. All we need to do is look through the site. Has there been any trouble? Did any of the priests come back?”

      The warlock shook his head. “We thought we heard something inside an hour ago, but didn’t see anything.”

      “Did you go inside and look around?” I asked. It was important to be clear on what they did and didn’t do.

      “We went back as far as we could but didn’t see anything,” the guy replied.

      Hunter inclined his head and proceeded into the cave. My stomach lurched when I noted the priests and followers were lying where they’d fallen. The stench had bile playing chicken with the back of my throat. I held my breath and cast a spell to move the decay out through the entrance.

      “We’re going to have to search each of these priests.” I shuddered at the thought of actually touching them.

      Hunter nudged my shoulder. “I’ll move them outside where we can burn them. Caton isn’t going to get to this before we have a bigger mess on our hands.”

      I smiled up at him. “My hero. But that won’t be necessary. I can use a spell to levitate the bodies. We can ask the warlocks to search them.”

      Hunter chuckled, then he pressed his lips to mine. It took a second for me to ignore the negative energy filling the cavern so I could cast my spell. Levitation was a difficult spell to master. I could do it, but it wasn’t easy. It was a gift that some witches possessed and one I’d wished for many times throughout my life. It would have made dusting my store much easier.

      Sweat dotted my forehead as I lifted the first body and floated it outside. Hunter went out and told the warlocks to search for any talismans or enchanted objects. While I moved the dead, Hunter searched the floor, walls, and ceiling. He hadn’t understood why I asked him to look up. He didn’t think they could get up there to carve runes, and he bitched as he used his claws to climb the tallest stalagmites to get a view. That had made me laugh and lose control of my spell. I discovered the limbs were easier to move. They held less of Rerek’s evil energy.

      Hunter was brave enough to search every crack he could find while I continued the grueling work of moving bodies. I was beginning to lose hope that we would find anything. Every time I lifted a body, I said a little prayer that we would see the symbols to confirm a talisman was made. Having the symbols would help me scry for its location.

      Hunter pressed a kiss to my forehead and walked outside to talk with the warlocks as the last body floated. I scanned the area and grimaced at the amount of blood covering everything. Blood magic was dangerous stuff, so I sent my hellfire through the space. The whoosh of flames followed a few seconds later. That priest would never be able to use this spot again.

      “I’m going to walk through the back tunnels and make sure we didn’t miss anything,” I told Hunter when he returned.

      “I was just about to do that,” he said.

      I used my magical senses to pick up any significant concentrations of power. There was nothing really until we reached the end, where only a toddler would be able to fit through the crack.

      “There is a lot of power here. Was there anything on the other side?”

      Hunter shook his head. “Not that I could find. I can break away the top layers of rock and see if anything is hidden beneath that.”

      “No, don’t bother. It’s not here. The residual energy isn’t high enough.” I wiped the sweat from my forehead with the back of my arm.

      It had taken us several hours of moving bodies, searching them, and scouring every nook and cranny of the caves. “There’s nothing here. Are you sure you don’t want me to break the rock away where the tunnel narrows?” Hunter asked. We’d sensed a concentration of power in that spot but found nothing obvious.

      “No. I’m certain it was Rerek helping his head priest get away. He needs to keep the guy. He’s the only one strong enough to go up against an alpha shifter.” My face crumpled, and I fought the urge to whine as I said, “I’m going to have to go back to every location we’ve ever encountered the priests.” That was a lot of shit to have to revisit.
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      I chugged the bottle of water Hunter stopped and picked up for me. “Will you drop me off at Nishi’s new house? I’d like to see if she’s up for checking the warehouse with me.”

      “Absolutely. She’s over on Coral Cove, right?” Hunter asked as he turned left instead of right.

      “Yep.” I plucked my sweaty shirt and looked over the back seat. “Can I borrow a shirt? This one smells awful.”

      The look Hunter shot me was full of longing and desire. “You smell like heaven. Although, I love the idea of you wearing my clothes, so I’m not going to say no.”

      My body ignited, and I had to avert my gaze as I reached over the seat. I considered the sweats sitting beneath the tee, then dismissed them. They’d be way too big on me. “You’ll have to leave me several of your shirts so I can wear them more.”

      Hunter made this noise halfway between a growl and a howl. It was feral and sexy as hell. “I like that idea. And after we are living together, you will carry me everywhere with you.”

      “I was going to wait, but since you brought it up, I have to know where you see us living.” I pulled my dirty shirt over my head and dropped it on the floor, then tugged the clean one on.

      Hunter reached out and traced a pattern along my side before it was covered. “I know you want to stay in your store. I can’t be away from the pack every day, so I figured we could alternate.”

      Nodding, I squeezed his hand. “That sounds perfect. We can work out the details as we go. The only request I have is not to be forced to give up what I worked so hard for. My house and store are who I am.”

      Blue Moon was my source of pride and brought me so much joy. It was almost mine. I was close to paying Carnell off and owning it. He overpaid me any time I saved his life. Or that of a friend. Not that I was complaining. I’d never considered that I deserved more for my services. After hearing how little I was worth from my ex-husband, it began to sink in. Thankfully, my friends had my back and accepted the money for me.

      Hunter pulled up in front of Nishi’s house and turned to face me. “I am in awe of you, Eve. What you have accomplished after being thrown out by a husband who should have loved and cherished you is unbelievable. Not only that, but you risked everything to help a species that hated you just for being you. I would never have helped a witch if the situation were reversed. Until you showed me what true compassion was, I believed I was the first alpha to possess more than an ounce of it. And that is just the beginning. You never once stopped to ask if you should solve this problem with Rerek. You dove in headfirst, showing me what true courage is for the first time in my life. I love you more than I can ever express. I don’t know what I did to deserve you, but I will do everything in my power to keep you.”

      My eyes filled with tears of joy, and my throat burned with emotion. Kinder words had never been said to me. Not even when I was a little girl. My parents didn’t give out praise or hugs. And they sure as hell didn’t tell us they loved us. They pushed us to be the best we could be. I think in my mom’s way she loved me. My dad too. Until I decided to mate Hunter. Hearing how he saw me made it all worth it. I did still hold out hope that my parents would come around.

      “I don’t know how to come back from that. You make me sound like a saint. While I am pretty badass, I have more flaws than I care to admit. You are the example I hope to live up to when I grow up. And I love you. Always and forever.”

      Hunter leaned across the seat and tugged me into him. He held me by the shoulders and poured everything he was feeling into his lips. He kissed me like his life depended on it. My legs moved me over to him of their own accord. I was about to crawl into his lap when he broke away and smirked at me.

      I smiled at him, dazed and aroused. “I’ll call you when we’re done.”

      Hunter ran his thumb over my bottom lip. “I’ll have dinner waiting at the shop. And a hot bath. You have your potions, right?”

      I patted my cross-body bag, making the bottles tinkle as they hit each other. “I’m all stocked up.”

      With one last quick kiss, I jumped out of the truck and hurried up the path to Nishi’s door. She was only a couple of blocks away from Blue Moon. Her house was an old English Tudor with three bedrooms and four bathrooms. It was painted white and had red brick accents and black shutters. I climbed the steps and knocked on the black front door.

      Nishi answered a few seconds later. She looked rough. There were dark circles under her eyes and her long, black hair was ratted. “Hey, Eve. It’s good to see you.” She pulled me into a hug. I embraced her back and held her tight. We stood there wordlessly for several seconds.

      She gestured for me to enter when she finally released me. “You’ve been busy,” I noted as I saw the furniture in the office as we passed. The books were even set up on the shelves in the room.

      Nishi moved around me and lifted the bottle of red wine she had on her counter. “I haven’t been able to sit still. The numbness has gone away, and the pain becomes suffocating if I don’t stay busy. Wine? You can help me unpack the kitchen. I want this done by tonight.”

      I grabbed a glass and held it out to Nishi. “Where do you want me to start?”

      Nishi poured me some wine, then gestured to a box on the counter. “You can put the dishes away. And tell me what brings you over. I know you want to check on me, but I can tell there’s more to it.”

      I took a sip of wine, then set it aside. “You’re right. I wanted to let you know what we discovered in some books at Carnell’s today.”

      Nishi arched an eyebrow and gave me a curious look. “Did you do the deed in there again?”

      My cheeks heated, and I focused on pulling the dishes out and unwrapping them. “No! We did some research. Cal helped us.” I gave her a rundown of what we were looking for and how we dealt with the cavern where Nathan died.

      Nishi knelt on the floor next to a cabinet and started pulling out pans. “I didn’t notice an amulet on the head priest. He had on those hideous robes and when we fought, I got up close and personal until...” Her words trailed off when she approached the subject of Nathan.

      I put the last dish away and opened another box. “I have to pause that conversation for a second and ask how you’re doing. I’d be a freaking bawling mess if anything happened to Hunter. And don’t say it’s different because you didn’t love him like that. You cared about him and that’s what matters. It’s difficult, regardless of the circumstances.”

      Nishi’s head dropped, and her shoulders shook for a second. I went to her and wrapped an arm around her. Staying silent took a lot of effort. I wanted to reassure her that she wasn’t alone. There were times words weren’t necessary, and this was one of them. My being there showed her she had me.

      After several seconds, Nishi wiped her eyes and grabbed her wine. “I miss him like crazy. I might not have loved him like you love Hunter, but I did care about him. He had this sexy smile, and he was a great guy. He was my partner with the hunters. Now they all look up at me. I don’t have him to lean on anymore.”

      “For what it’s worth, you can lean on me. I’m not a hunter, but I am here for you, whatever you need.”

      Nishi drained her wine and nodded. “I almost called you to see if I could stay there five times last night.”

      I reared back. “You never have to call. You are always welcome at my place. Hunter put a bed in the third room upstairs and set it up for you.”

      Nishi quirked her head to the side. “He did?”

      I chuckled. “I accused him of trying to win points with me when he did it. His response was that he would want to be with his best friend.”

      “He’s not wrong. I’d love to stay there tonight if that’s okay? After we handle whatever your next steps are.”

      I squeezed her once more and let her go. “Hunter is making dinner. Any requests before he gets started?”

      Nishi pursed her lips and lifted a shoulder. “I haven’t had much of an appetite lately. Anything is fine. So, what are we going to do now? Are we checking the other locations for a sign of the Object of Power?”

      I pulled my phone from my purse and told Hunter Nishi would be staying with us tonight and asked that he make tacos. They were Nishi’s favorite and most likely to get her eating. My heart warmed when Hunter replied and said he was happy to make tacos and was glad she would be with us.

      Setting that aside, I refocused on Nishi’s question. “That’s exactly what we’re going to do. I figure we should check the warehouse. They went back to using it a second time. That could mean it held the most power for their rituals.”

      We went back to putting dishes away and after a few minutes of silence, Nishi spoke up. “You don’t think that mace he always carries is the talisman that slit a hole in the veil between our realm and Rerek’s, do you?”

      I considered her idea and thought back to what it looked like. “I don’t recall seeing any runes on the thing. And it didn’t feel all that powerful. However, I didn’t get that close and I was preoccupied during the fight. Not to mention I had no idea we were searching for anything like this. Who knows what is possible. It’s something to consider when we find him.”

      “It’s going to be good to get back to finding and eliminating hybrids again.” Nishi tore apart the box she’d emptied and took the one from me. “Let’s get to the warehouse. Do we need to remove the flooring if we find the right runes?”

      She was referring to me scrying for the location of the Object of Power. “I think I can snap a picture and draw them on paper. If that doesn’t work, I will send Hunter in to get what we need.”

      Nishi stood and stuffed her feet into her boots, then grabbed her knives and stuffed them in her waistband beneath her baggy sweatshirt. We were out the door and headed to the warehouse within a few minutes. It wasn’t all that far, so we decided to walk.

      “I’ve been so focused on myself that I haven’t asked about Mina,” Nishi said into the silence. “How is she doing?”

      Ducking under a low-hanging branch, I kept my eyes peeled for any sign of danger. “She’s doing better. Still frightened, but she left for her classes this morning. I don’t know if she will stay in the dorms anytime soon or not.”

      Nishi shook her head. “I can’t even imagine how I would react if that had happened to me at her age. She’s as strong as her mama. Has she spoken to Caton yet?”

      I huffed out a breath as we walked down a smelly alley. “She called him last night. I didn’t ask her how the conversation went. I’m just glad she sees me as competent and capable rather than a useless lump of fatty flesh like she did before she was kidnapped. I hate how her mind was changed, but I am so grateful for it. Does that make me evil?”

      Nishi rolled her eyes. “You are the furthest thing from evil as it is possible to get. I wish I was as considerate and caring. It’s just not in my nature.”

      “You and Faith both have twisted senses of yourselves. Just because you’re not all touchy-feely doesn’t mean you’re any less caring. You put your body in between others and danger all the time. I even saw you do it with Caton when we were rescuing Mina. And I’m pretty sure Faith saved Lucinda. That’s something I’m not sure I would do.”

      Nishi laughed as we approached the front of the warehouse. “I didn’t even think about it. I just stopped that asshole from hurting Caton. You’re the one that really saved him. It still looks abandoned.”

      I refocused as we entered the door. Nishi found the light switch and turned it on. We stood together and listened for any noise. The last thing we needed to do was run into a bunch of hybrids. I opened my magical senses. There were remnants of the magic they had used there previously, along with what I used to sanitize the place. I made it so they couldn’t use it for their rituals, but didn’t eradicate every trace that was there. Unless they came back.

      I gasped and grabbed Nishi’s arm. “What if my purification is to thorough?”

      Nishi tugged me into the middle of the cement floor. “Do you see this?”

      I lowered my gaze. “Yeah.” They were symbols from the ritual we interrupted. “I see your point. The runes are still here. Alright. If you see anything, let me know.”

      “Do you have any idea of what we are looking for?” she asked.

      I tilted my head from one shoulder to the other. “Not exactly. The book didn’t have anything depicted next to the information. It won’t be what we’ve seen at each location. And it should have at least a tingle of power you will be able to detect. It takes significant power to create a talisman like this. It will involve blood magic. I’d bet the symbols are even going to be written in it.”

      Nishi nodded, and we stuck close together as we moved crates and the metal shelving units to check the ground beneath them. When we’d checked everywhere in the main room, I went into the office on the ground floor. There was an old metal desk that was held together with rust and a prayer. I was afraid to touch the thing.

      There were brown papers, empty beer and soda cans, and fast-food wrappers strewn about. The smell of rot permeated the small room. I kicked the debris aside and looked for any writing on the floor. Bile surged up my throat when I kicked a pile of excrement.

      “Did you find it?” Nishi asked when I stumbled out of the door.

      I shook my head. “Nope. It wasn’t there. People are vile.”

      Nishi chuckled. “They’re disgusting. Let’s clear upstairs.”

      “We won’t need to move everything like we did down here. Rituals like this are best performed with closer contact to the Earth. You can access power easier,” I explained.

      There was a maze of rooms on the second floor. We’d been in a few of them before and hadn’t seen anything. We each took different rooms to get this done. I was half paying attention as I tried to think of other locations where we’d encountered the hybrids and priests. This was looking like it was going to be another bust, and that pissed me off. We’d done enough and deserved a break.

      “At least it doesn’t smell as bad up here,” Nishi called out. “Wait. I spoke too soon.”

      I laughed as I listened to her gagging. “I’m not checking the bathroom in this place. The toilets have to be filled if they’re not using them.”

      “You have to. I’m still grieving,” Nishi said as she passed me on her way to another room.

      I stuck my tongue out at her and continued looking for any sign of the ritual. Once the upstairs was done, I went down to the bathrooms and held my breath as I ran through the space. I shook my head and breathed through my mouth as we raced away from the nastiest place that I’d ever set foot in. People really were disgusting. I could not imagine urinating on a pile of someone else’s waste, let alone adding more.

      A noise from the front of the warehouse caught my attention, so I moved around a stack of empty wooden crates. I couldn’t understand what I was seeing. A man was lumbering into the warehouse. After casting a silencing spell on our movements, I approached the guy from the back. His movements were jerky and irregular.

      “Is he drunk?” Nishi whispered into my ear.

      I lifted one shoulder. “I have no idea.” It sure seemed like it. My heart started racing as we got closer and I noted how disheveled he looked.

      We were about ten feet from him when he turned around. My jaw hit my chest when I saw the white foam oozing out of his mouth. His fangs were yellowed, and he had fur covering his arms. It was clear he was one of Rerek’s hybrids.

      Nishi grabbed my hand. “There’s something very wrong with this one.”

      One of my eyebrows lifted to my hairline. “I’d say we pissed Rerek off and he’s throwing something new at us.” Just what we needed when we were dealing with the countless infected already.
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      “Please tell me Rerek isn’t spreading rabies now,” Nishi quipped as she pulled out her knives and twirled them in her hands. It was always distracting to see her do that without chopping off her fingers.

      Shaking my head, I watched the hybrid’s movements. “I’d like to understand what’s going on with him in case you’re right. It’ll help to observe his symptoms.”

      “So don’t kill him right away. That’s going to be difficult.” There was obvious hatred in Nishi’s voice when she said that. I didn’t blame her for her feelings toward Rerek’s creatures, but this individual was a victim of the god just as much as Nathan. Not that I would be pointing that out to her.

      The hybrid seemed oblivious to us as we stood between the rickety stairs to the second floor and a stack of rotting crates. Nishi walked out and waved a knife in the air. “Hey, buddy. You don’t look so good. Did you eat something that didn’t agree with you?”

      The hybrid cocked its head at an extreme angle and stared at Nishi. It continued lumbering toward her and sniffing the air before it let out an ear-piercing shriek. The shuffling movements ceased, and it moved so fast for Nishi that its steps were blurred. Nishi growled, and the pair was a flurry of arms, knives, and fists. Blood flew and splattered the crates and floor. I hurried forward, then paused with a magical bomb ready to deploy.

      My heart was racing as I prepared to throw myself in the middle of their fight. I couldn’t be sure whose blood was flying. Someone grabbed hold of my hair and aborted my launch. The sound of ripping accompanied by searing pain on my scalp told me I’d lost chunks. I kicked out behind me as I fell backward. One hand flew up to my head while the other tried to reach my attacker.

      A shiver traveled down my spine as fetid breath heated the back of my neck. Contorting my spinal column, I twisted to get a look at what we were facing now as I held myself aloft by my hold on his arm. Something dripped from his mouth. Whatever was causing them to become rabid burned my skin like it was acidic.

      It shifted my attention from the pain of the saliva to what had entered the warehouse at some point. There were two or three other hybrids that were foaming at the mouth clamoring to get a hold of us. I lobbed the magical bomb I had been holding at the waiting hybrids. The explosion was enough to make the one holding me let go of my hair.

      I landed in an awkward heap. My shoulder took the brunt of the landing. The pain from the impact overshadowed everything else for a split second. I’d been in enough fights that instinct took over and I rolled away to avoid the claws coming at me from one hybrid that was on the ground.

      The wild look in her eyes chilled me to the bone as I got to my feet. It was feral and held no semblance of rationality. Crab crawling away, I used the stairs to get to my feet. Nishi was rushing in my direction, the hybrid she was fighting lying in a bloody heap. “Sorry, I had to kill that one. He was an asshole.”

      I snorted and called my magic back to the surface. The familiar heat of my power filled my body, making me tingle with anticipation. Ever since I was kicked out of the coven, the energy I wielded had increased tenfold. Being in the midst of a battle, it wanted to shoot from my fingers and fry the bastards trying to get to us.

      When the female hybrid that had been reaching for me pulled herself forward and encountered the dead body of the guy Nishi had killed, she forgot about us and sunk her canines into her fellow hybrid. I grimaced as she gnawed off a piece of his flesh. I had to shake this shit off and get my head in the game.

      Nishi danced up the stairs, grabbing my arm and tugging me with her. I wondered what she was thinking until it gave us an elevated position. I conjured a magical bomb and tossed it into the group of mindless hybrids. Several of them jumped out of the way, so the brunt of the explosion hit the woman feasting on the dead one. I ducked and my arms flew up over my head as we were showered with guts, limbs, and gore.

      “They’re like zombies, or something,” Nishi observed as she slashed at an arm reaching for me. I’d cast a protection spell over the two of us, so I wouldn’t have been cut too badly.

      I built energy for another bomb, but didn’t get very far when I was pulled off the step and into a pile of intestines. Bile filled my throat, making me gag, so I forced my mind to think about something else. The pressure of the hold was all I felt until my concentration was shattered and I lost my grip on the magical bomb I was building. I had no other weapons on me, and my hellfire was too powerful when fighting beside a friend, so all I could do was hit and kick. Focusing while in mortal danger was as difficult as understanding quantum physics. Advanced scientific theory was a foreign language to me.

      I was torn between going back toward the sound of clanging on metal. Nishi was fighting on the stairs and in danger, but I had two hybrids hovering over me and trying to slash me to shreds. I swept my foot out and took out one of them. One thing I noticed about these assholes was that they weren’t smart at all. It was as if their higher reasoning was non-existent.

      I grabbed hold of one of the hybrids reaching for me and used him to pull me to my feet. Once there, I kicked his friend, who was lying in the bloody mess and chewing on a piece of the two I’d blown up. Looking around, I picked up an arm and used it to clobber the two coming after me.

      One of them leaped for me and I reacted by shooting a bolt of lightning at the guy, hitting him in the chest. It was an instinctual reaction. The smell of rotting meat accompanied the sizzle of searing flesh. It was a sickening mixture of feet and rot. His friend growled at me and had his arms wrapped around me before I knew what was happening.

      I wriggled and kicked and fought with everything in me to get free. Teeth sank into my shoulder, sending fire burning through my veins. I braced myself and clobbered the guy with the arm while getting my head in the game. The second I pictured the magical bomb, I shoved it into the guy’s chest and raced backward to avoid getting caught in the blast.

      The explosion caught one of the hybrids joining the fight on the stairs. He lost a leg and tumbled into a pile at the bottom. The remaining one I was fighting launched himself over the gore and headed right for me. I swung the arm and stopped him cold. His claws raked down my side, leaving furrows in his wake. They burned like a bitch along with the side of my neck.

      Ducking under the staircase, I tossed another bomb, hoping it would hit the one that just flew at me. It missed him, but took out a portion of his back. I circled around when he flopped to the ground and remained there.

      Looking up, I saw Nishi slashing her hybrid and moving up the stairs. “Kick him down here and I’ll burn the assholes.”

      Nishi lifted an eyebrow as she stepped down toward the guy. “I’ll try.”

      The hybrid grunted and gestured to her, making me wonder if it was trying to talk. It seemed annoyed. When it ducked Nishi’s foot, I knew it understood our conversation. I hadn’t had a chance to really evaluate much, so I watched the guy as he struggled to control his muscles. When he got frenzied, he was able to move with grace and speed. Whatever Rerek had done, there was a neuro-muscular component. Whatever it was impacted several parts of the brain. It didn’t seem to be causing muscular degeneration even though it looked like it when they moved.

      I was so lost in processing the information and coming up with a list of herbs that could help, I almost missed the opportunity to burn the asshole when Nishi managed to get him off balance. All I needed was for him to balance on the heels of his feet. I shot a blast of hellfire at him. The blue flames scalded his muscles, then burned them to ash a second later. In the blink of an eye, he was falling and the entire pile of bodies was burning up.

      Nishi launched herself over the edge of the railing and landed next to me. Grimacing, she reached out and touched the side of my neck. “This is turning black. Do you have any healing potions? The last thing we need is for you to get infected.”

      I had a couple of them in my bag. Acrid smoke burned my eyes as I scanned Nishi to see if she would need one as well. She looked fine, but I figured it couldn’t hurt. I handed her one and drank the other. “I’m glad Mina wasn’t home when Hunter and I left. She would have frozen when we encountered the hybrids.”

      Nishi coughed and moved away from the stinky smoke now filling the warehouse. I cast a spell, moving it away from us and out the window. Nishi smiled at me and lowered her hand from her mouth. “Why would you say that? Mina wouldn’t be here with us.”

      Using a piece of metal pipe, I knocked a string of intestines from a crate into the flames that were consuming the gore. “Mina wants to join us on a mission. She thinks we’re lit, or something like that, for fighting the bad guys.”

      Nishi started shaking her head from side to side. “No way in hell. It’s too dangerous. Mina isn’t built for fighting. She’s too much like her dad.”

      I winced, but had to acknowledge that. “True. However, she’s also like me. And her ordeal changed her. She’s never wanted to be a part of my life before. Hell, she’s never even acknowledged that I am a person with feelings and desires.”

      Nishi snorted. “You were her cook, driver, and cleaner. She never appreciated what you did for her because her father taught her you were useless. She’s discovering, with the rest of the Shrouded Nation, that you are a badass warrior of the people. Without you, the nation would be in a crisis they wouldn’t be able to recover from.”

      Heat filled my cheeks as I continued to push body parts into the flames. “That’s not true. You and Faith would have stepped up and fought the hybrids to stop Rerek without me.”

      Nishi put her hands on her hips and glared at me. “You are forgetting one very important factor. None of us would have been able to cure the infected. From that alone, the nation would have been decimated and we wouldn’t have been able to act fast enough to stop Rerek before his priests got him through to this realm. You are the key to beating this asshole.”

      I shook the liver from the end of the pipe as I gaped at Nishi. “I never considered that.”

      Nishi gave me an understanding smile. “That’s because you’ve been indoctrinated to believe you aren’t capable of doing anything but cooking and cleaning. You’re not that same person, but it takes time for our minds to fully catch up.”

      I nudged her shoulder with mine and grimaced when body fluid squirted out of whatever was hanging off me. “You’re right. I was vital to taking down Rerek, but so are you. I can’t fight like you. We wouldn’t be making headway and impeding the bastard without you. I want Mina to see you in action and look up to you rather than Silicone Barbie. Mina needs to know that there is more to life than lip injections and liposuction. Together, we can teach her how to be a productive citizen. And how to pick the right kind of partner.”

      Nishi’s eyes took on that haunted look they’d had since Nathan died. “It’s not safe for her to join us.”

      I clasped her hands and looked into her eyes. “What happened to Nathan was awful and I don’t want that to happen again. Keeping Mina out of things doesn’t mean she is safe. She was kidnapped from a public restaurant. We can teach her how to protect herself.”

      Nishi sighed. “Alright, but she doesn’t go when we know we’re facing a horde of assholes. I can’t fight if I’m worried about her.”

      I nodded. “I can’t either.” I shook my body like a dog, sending guts flying off me. I shuddered and held back my nausea as I realized I was still bloody. I allowed my hellfire to burn more of the interior and erase the evidence I had just flung everywhere. “What other locations did we come across the priests doing rituals?”

      Nishi grimaced as she brushed herself off. “No offense, but perhaps you’re chasing windmills with that one.”

      After extinguishing my hellfire, I shook my head, hoping there weren’t any mundanes out when we left. “I can see why you might think that, but I know I’m on to something. Rerek needs a powerful artifact to breach the veil closing his realm off. If we find and destroy it, we can keep him from causing more chaos. He’s going to keep doing shit until he takes us out of the picture. You and I are the only thing standing between him and his freedom.”

      Nishi inclined her head and blew out a breath. “Alright, I’ll give you that. There is the first cave where we found him and his followers, but my hunters and I have checked it several times. No one has come back there.”

      I’d forgotten about that cave. It was far more open than the second cavern the priest had chosen. “Your presence is likely why they moved to a new location. The amulet isn’t likely to be there, but we need to check for any sign they could have made it there.”

      “We can go there tomorrow. We both need to clean up and get some rest.” Nishi stuck her head outside.

      I nodded and followed her out of the warehouse. “We should take Mina with us when we go check the place out. We won’t encounter any hybrids because you guys have established a presence there. But I will be allowing Mina to be part of my life, which wins me points with her.”

      Nishi gave me an incredulous look as her body went rigid. “You and your daughter have a twisted relationship. Bonding over battling rabid hybrids. My daughter doesn’t even know about this part of my life.”

      Mina and I had always been close. But it hadn’t been real. When I told her that I’d seen her boyfriend cheating on her, she didn’t believe me because she didn’t see me as a person. Let alone someone she could trust. I’d battle the devil himself with her if it meant building a real, lasting relationship where she saw me and loved me.
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      “We look like we just came from the prom,” Nishi said as we walked down the street.

      I cocked my head to the side and looked at her. “Oh, my gods, I love that movie. Her revenge was well deserved. I should probably glamour us so we don’t freak out the drunk mundanes that are out on the town right now.”

      Nishi shook her head and laughed. “Nah. Let them wonder. They’ll come up with all sorts of explanations for why we’re covered in blood. No, wait. Someone would call the cops. I have no energy to deal with the police right now. Better hide us.”

      I looped my arm through hers as we walked down the sidewalk. “I’ve already glamoured our clothing. What do you think was up with those hybrids?”

      Nishi shuddered as we turned down her street. “They acted like zombies without the constant droning about brains. Do real zombies exist?”

      “Thankfully, no. That bifron Faith took out was close and there are some other demons that are just as bad. You don’t want to come across a necrovorax. They smell as bad as those rabid hybrids. They eat brains and other flesh from their victims. And they’re covered in boils and pustules. Not a pleasant sight.”

      Nishi grimaced. “Maybe Rerek used those demons as a template for this infestation. We know he hasn’t created anything original, so it would make sense. He’s limited to how much he can do here, thanks to us.”

      My heart skipped a beat when she said that. “I hadn’t considered that. The only way he could pull that off was if he had one in his realm or if there was one nearby one of his portals.”

      Nishi’s gaze skipped around the street as she practically ran to her house. “There haven’t been rumors of partially-eaten victims, but we should share our concerns with Carnell.” She punched in the code to unlock her door.

      I followed her inside and up the stairs to her bedroom. “We should definitely tell him. Some pretty horrendous demons have been coming through the portal thanks to whoever killed the previous Sharun and stole the tokens.” Thinking of that made my mind go to the creatures our friend had been hunting. “Have you heard from Faith? Maybe she heard something.”

      Nishi grabbed a duffel bag and stuffed some clothes in it, then went into the bathroom and grabbed her toiletries. Tears burned the back of my eyes when I saw the picture of her and Nathan on her nightstand next to her bed. She might not have loved him like he loved her, but they were happy together. It was plainly obvious in the expression on her face. It was the only personal item in the room. There was a samurai sword hung on the wall and several other weapons around it.

      I lifted it off the bracket and pulled it out of the sheath. My hand jerked, then froze when Nishi’s voice echoed behind me. “That’s my grandfather’s. My father’s ancestors were samurai. He still adheres to their beliefs. The way of the warrior: courage, respect, sincerity, righteousness, honor, benevolence, self-control, and loyalty. By following the samurai code, a warrior could fulfill his duties to society. That’s what he drilled into me from birth.”

      “Aren’t these banned? I read something a couple of years ago about the Samurai, but I can’t remember everything.”

      Nishi took the weapon from my hand, closed her eyes, then bowed before she hung it back up. “Did Hunter tell you what’s for dinner?”

      Allowing her to change of topic, I gave her a small smile. “I’m sorry if I offended you. I didn’t mean anything when I picked it up. Anyway, I told him to make tacos. And knowing the man, he will whip up a batch of margaritas to go along with them.”

      Nishi’s face lit up as she headed downstairs and out of the house. “Margaritas sound perfect. So does your guacamole.”

      “I picked up some homemade tortilla chips from Casa de Sabor,” I told her as we got into her car and she pulled out of her driveway.

      A smile creased my cheeks when Nishi bounced happily in her seat. “I hope you and Hunter don’t want any of them. Those things are my kryptonite. And their avocado salsa. Okay, now I’m hungry.”

      I laughed when she sped up. “I didn’t get the avocado salsa because you have to eat it all that day, but we can stop.”

      Nishi waved a hand through the air. “No need. Your guacamole is just as good.”

      “I even have jalapenos for you to add this time.” Nishi loved spicy food and was slowly converting me. Caton liked everything bland like my mom used to, so I wasn’t even accustomed to eating anything with black pepper in it. Now I was adding red pepper flakes to my pizza.

      Nishi beamed at me. “Margaritas, tacos, and guac with jalapenos? Man, I won the lottery with my best friend.”

      My cheeks heated as my smile got so big my cheeks began to ache. I loved hearing that because I agreed wholeheartedly with her. “We both won that lottery. Ride or die, baby.”

      Nishi held her fist out to me, and I bumped it. “Hell yeah. We can throw Faith in there, too.”

      I had a dream about our trio growing and expanding. I’d never had premonitions before, but I knew in my heart the woman with hair I would have to pay hundreds of dollars to achieve, and striking emerald-green eyes was going to become a vital part of us. Even Aurora was in one of my dreams. I hadn’t shared anything in case it was wishful thinking on my part. Since meeting Nishi and then Faith, I’d yearned for a handful of close friends that could complement our rag-tag group.

      I was so lost in thought I missed anything else Nishi had said. She didn’t seem bothered as she parked in front of my store and grabbed her bag from the back. Hunter opened the door before we climbed the steps to the entrance.

      “That took longer than anticipated. You two alright?” His lips pursed as he looked me over. “Do you need Eilie to come and heal you?”

      I shook my head as I moved past him into my store. “No. The healing potion worked. We had a run-in with some rabid hybrids.” We told him about the new symptoms we’d seen in Rerek’s creatures. We took a quick shower before returning to the room.

      Hunter ran a hand through his hair. “Let me grab the pitcher of margaritas and heat up the meat and beans. It got cold hours ago. Mina ate when she got home, then went upstairs to do homework.”

      Standing on my tiptoes, I gave him a brief kiss in thanks for looking after things. I went right for the avocados, garlic, onions, and other ingredients while Nishi got me a bowl and my potato masher. Hunter asked questions as we worked and poured us each a drink. Nishi was the official taste tester and approved the guacamole. I went ahead and added the jalapenos to the whole thing so we could all experience how good her groans made it sound.

      Hunter picked up something from a side counter and waved it in my face midway through our meal. “What’s with the mundane wedding magazines, Buttercup?”

      My cheeks turned red as I fought to swallow my bite through a suddenly-tight throat. “Nothing. I’m fascinated by the mundane ceremony. I’m just using it for dress ideas for our mating ceremony.” I grabbed the book and opened it to one of the pages. “How can you not love these dresses? Even Faith said she wore one of these fluffy white dresses. How about you, Nishi?” I prayed Hunter didn’t see through me and see that I’d always wanted a wedding. Anytime I saw a video of weddings or ones in movies and TV shows, the women seemed like princesses. After everything I’d been through, I wanted to be treated like that on the most important day of my life. It should be far more momentous than filling out some papers and making empty promises.

      Nishi shook her head. “My wedding was different from Western culture. I wore a white kimono known as a shiromuku with a small headdress called a tsunokakushi. I skipped the hood but had a fan and we shared sake and had a Buddhist ceremony that involved chanting, blessings, and the exchange of vows. There was a dinner or kaiseki. I didn’t do the big fluffy princess dress.”

      “I didn’t have any of that. Caton and I filed official paperwork with the state and had to make some promises at the courthouse, but that was it. I wore a pantsuit, and no one was there. He had to ask a mundane couple to be our witnesses.”

      Hunter scowled at his food. “The mating ceremony is different from the mundane one. The entire pack will be there. We will make magically binding promises to one another and once I’ve claimed you and you me, we will be connected in ways that few ever get to experience. Some are even able to communicate telepathically with one another. As far as clothing, think less, not more.”

      My eyes bugged out of my head and I sucked down my margarita, hoping for it to calm my racing heart. I hoped that didn’t mean I would have to get naked in front of everyone I loved. My side of the attendees would be small compared to his, and I had no desire for them to see me naked.

      Nishi smacked Hunter’s shoulder as she chewed her food, then swallowed it. “Tell her she isn’t going to have to strip down for this thing. She’s on the verge of passing out.”

      Hunter’s expression went from amused to concerned in a fraction of a second. “The naked part is completely private. Don’t worry about that. You know me. I can’t stop thinking about your body and how much I want it.”

      Nishi stood up, grabbed her margarita, and slung her bag over her shoulder. “That’s my cue to get the hell out of here. Thanks for the food and the bed. It’s the most I’ve eaten in days. I think I might actually be able to sleep tonight.”

      I resisted the urge to try to convince her to stay and finish her tacos, but it was obvious she needed some space. Hearing about the mating ceremony had to have triggered her. I hugged her and told her to get me if she needed anything or just wanted someone to sit up with her.

      Hunter came up behind me and nuzzled the side of my neck. “I didn’t mean to drive her away.”

      “Mmmm,” I purred as he kissed my sensitive skin. He knew that aroused me and was teasing me on purpose. Not that I was complaining. Following the conversation was difficult, though. “You didn’t do anything wrong. She wouldn’t want us not to talk about this stuff, but it is hard for her.”

      “I’d tear the world apart until I found that foul priest and ripped him to shreds if anything happened to you.”

      I shivered at the possessiveness in Hunter’s voice. I liked that he would go to such lengths to avenge me. I hoped he never had to face that, but it was a nice sentiment. It meant he cared about me and would be devastated to lose me.

      “Gods, you are sexy as sin.”

      Needing to cool off, I picked up the margarita Hunter had abandoned. “I wish I was that drink,” he whispered to me. The tone of his voice reminded me we weren’t alone in the house. There was no way I was going to take this up the stairs, so I cast a silencing spell on us and blocked the kitchen door from opening.

      “No one can hear us now,” I told him as I took another sip. The sweet and sour flavor burst across my tongue while Hunter’s smile played havoc with my libido. Between that and the kisses, I was close to orgasm. I stood on my tiptoes and lifted the straw to his lips. When some of it dribbled down his chin because I pulled it away too fast, I closed the distance and licked it off his face.

      “Fuuuck,” Hunter said. He took the drink from me and set it on the counter before grabbing me around the waist. It made me yelp as he lifted me onto the island. I wasn’t sure what he was going to do as he eyed the door.

      With a laugh, I wrapped my legs around his waist and pulled him into me. I sighed in relief when I felt his hard shaft between my thighs. My body ignited like an inferno. It never took much for Hunter to get me going. It was amazing how active the brain was in sexual pleasure and satisfaction. I wouldn’t feel as much if Hunter didn’t show me how much I meant to him. And how important my pleasure was to him.

      “Tell me what you want,” Hunter urged. He played a big role in my growing self-confidence and ability to stick up for myself by encouraging me to voice what it was I needed from him. How he saw me helped as well.

      Yes! my body screamed while my mind took a second to come down from the day. I processed information in pieces over time and I was still thinking through a potion to try on the rabid hybrids. I had plenty of their blood on the shirt I’d been wearing.

      I shut all of those thoughts out and focused on Hunter. “I want you to strip me naked and give me that hard cock of yours.” I grabbed his shaft through his pants, then claimed his mouth in a passionate kiss. Anticipation bubbled as fire danced beneath my skin.

      “What do you want me to do with my cock?” He ran his tongue down the side of my neck and bit down on the flesh. I felt his cock jump, despite being trapped within the tight confines of his jeans.

      I broke away and was panting when I answered. “I want it inside me. After you give me at least one orgasm.” Hunter never entered me without me having climaxed. It was his way of ensuring I was ready and enjoying myself. His lips were back on mine and he palmed my breasts and squeezed. “Holy shit!” I exclaimed against his mouth. He knew just how to tweak and tease them.

      “Hungry for your mate?” He’d never said that, and I found I liked it. Hearing him say I was his mate was more of an enticement than I thought it would be. It symbolized our love for each other and his desire to have me for the rest of our lives.

      “Starving for him to show me some action.” I followed that by sucking on his lower lip.

      His responding growl had me in the throes of passion. It vibrated through him and into my core. I sank deeper into the abyss as his primal sounds ignited my nerve endings. I started to kiss my way down his neck before I tore open his flannel and made my way across his shoulder. I enjoyed his gasp of appreciation when I bent and licked his flat nipple.

      I ground against his cock, teasing him. His hips had a mind of their own and pushed upward, feeding my need. I was on fire for him. This was the raging inferno I craved all the time. It was easy to forget everything and give in to the passion.

      “I want you. Now.” I lowered my head and raked my teeth over his pounding pulse.

      We were both wild with need as I worked my aching core against his steel shaft. His hands slipped under the T-shirt I’d borrowed from him and grabbed my breasts. As if he’d commanded me to do it, a moan escaped me. His thumbs worked their way inside my bra and rubbed across my nipples. I arched into him when they hardened with his ministrations.

      “I’ve been looking forward to this from the moment we woke up this morning. I will never get enough of you.”

      “You mean after we had sex in the shower?” I loved teasing him. It made me stop wondering if he felt this way with anyone else because I didn’t.

      Hunter’s eyes darkened with his desire as he looked at me. “It’s never felt like this for me with another woman. Like we fit together like puzzle pieces that rub all the right places.”

      “You say the sweetest things. It’s time to stop talking now and give me what I need,” I told him as I held his hips tightly with my legs.

      “So needy,” he panted, breathing as hard as I was.

      “Yes, I am. I’m close to that elusive climax. I just need a little more and I’ll be ready for you.”

      Hunter roughly grabbed my ass cheeks, grinding his erection against me while I wriggled and writhed wildly. I felt his body tense in front of me, and I wondered if he was trying to stop my impending orgasm. I didn’t care one way or another. I knew he would give me my pleasure, but I was a few strokes away from extreme pleasure.

      He wrapped one hand around my neck and tilted my head toward him. I loved his dominance as much as he liked mine. I kissed him hard, meeting his challenge. His lips demanded that I surrender everything. I happily gave him everything he wanted. I trusted him to take care of me.

      Hunter didn’t hold back, and his tongue plundered, taking charge. The kiss was forceful, almost too much. I tried to pull away, but his growl stopped me. It reverberated through my bones and brought me to the edge. He was taunting me and taking me closer as he thrust his hip upward with each of my downward strokes. It only took a couple of seconds, and I was calling out his name as my orgasm slammed home.

      “I need to fuck you. Now…clothes off,” he demanded, removing my shirt and bra while I floated on a cloud of bliss.

      I lifted my ass off the island, causing my breasts to smash against his face as I wiggled my hips to get my leggings down. “Oh, yes,” he groaned and his mouth sucked on a nipple.

      “Damn.” I lost my ability to think as I shoved more flesh between his teeth. My magic danced across my skin and traveled over to his. Based on the look in his eyes, it intensified his lust as much as it did mine.

      I managed to get my pants to my knees, but then got stuck. Hunter continued to nibble on my pebbled flesh, while at the same time, he reached down and removed my shoes. He then grabbed the waist of my leggings, which caused my legs to drop off of his hips. I almost fell, but my arms caught my weight and held me up while he stripped the rest of my clothes from me. Before I even sat down, his hands had latched onto my ass.

      “Mmmm, Buttercup. So juicy. I want to take a bite out of it.” His tongue went back to torturing my pert nipple.

      “Dirty talk is good, but action is better.” I managed to get out between panted breaths. I’d already climaxed, yet he had me aching and needy again. “I want to feel you inside me.” I reached down and unzipped his jeans.

      His thick cock jerked and pre-cum oozed from the slit as I moved my hand up and down his shaft. I met his gaze and his wolf greeted me for a fraction of a second before he retreated.

      “You are so fucking sexy. I need to taste you.” Before I processed his comment, he had my ass at the edge of the counter and his mouth on my core. His tongue darted out and traced a path through my slit to my opening, then went back to my throbbing bundle of nerves. I gasped as pleasure barreled through my system. My legs wrapped around his head and held him in place.

      Hunter licked and suckled my flesh until I was begging him to stop. My body wanted only one thing. For him to fill me in every way. He stood up and pushed his pants down, then positioned me exactly where he wanted me. I pushed his shirt off his shoulders.

      He claimed my lips, and I tasted my juices on his mouth. The moan that left him vibrated all the way to my soul. My body bucked and rubbed and moved so wildly that he grabbed my hips to still my movements. As my arousal spiked, his hips increased their pace.

      Needing more, I lifted my hips and impaled myself on his massive erection. Hunter stretched and filled me and I cried out from the erotic sensation. It felt so good to have him inside me. I worked my body up and down his length until pleasure was all I knew. I was climbing that peak for a second time faster than the first. I set a rapid pace.

      Hunter’s canines filled his mouth and pricked my tongue. My blood mingled with our saliva and it seemed to make him even more ravenous for me. I had a stray thought about his wolf and how I could feel him as involved in our lovemaking this time.

      That thought fled as our bodies moved in sync with each other, rubbing and teasing all the right nerve endings to drive me to the precipice in record time. It was a double-edged sword, how perfectly he was made for me. That knowledge was both a strength and a weakness.

      Hunter would always be mine. Somehow, I won this wonderful man. Up until he met me, he wasn’t a guy that was going to be tied down to one woman. I’d heard that from more than one of his pack members. They’d been trying to scare me off. I admit it had initially made me want to turn away. Thankfully, fate forced us together enough that I was able to see that I was different. That we were meant to be.

      My heart practically punched through my chest as the thoughts filtered through my mind. One of his hands snuck between our bodies while the other grabbed one of my breasts. It was as if he was everywhere at once as he simultaneously tweaked my nipple while rubbing my clit. I relished in the sensations as I rode his long, hard length. I was lost to how damn good it felt. My magic even responded. It reached out to his wolf. When it answered, I exploded. My energy shot out around us as I pulsed around his shaft.

      A heartbeat later, Hunter joined me, and the magic of his animal tangled with mine. His wolf’s eyes were amber and took over his eyes again, letting me know he was right there with Hunter. A second later, I felt the hot jets of his seed as he came like an erupting volcano. Our climax took over and the shock waves were more devastating than the energy filling the surrounding room.

      Every ounce of my energy evaporated, and my head fell to his shoulder. I was panting and pulsing around his still-erect cock.

      “Shit. I hope you didn’t lose control of your spell. The last thing I want is for your daughter to hear us down here.”

      “You don’t mind Nishi hearing?”

      Hunter smirked at me. “Your cries of pleasure are for my ears only.”

      “And yours are for me,” I replied as I held him close. Words couldn’t describe how close I felt to him at the moment. It took forty years for me to understand what it meant when people said they floated on cloud nine. It felt like we were in the sky. I couldn’t catch my breath, the sweat made it feel as if we were in subzero temperatures, and I was weightless all at once. Nothing could touch me at that moment. The worries about Rerek and what he was up to now were distant concerns.
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      “You’re the best, Mom! I can’t believe you’re letting me join you guys. I thought you were just agreeing to placate me. After the kidnapping, I assumed you would keep me cloistered in the house.” Mina was turning in a circle as she spoke, obviously looking for something.

      Nishi placed a hand on her shoulder. “I put your boots in your room with that dagger you had hidden inside them. It looks like one of the weapons Faith purchased from Odin.”

      My eyes bugged out of my head and I took a step toward Mina before stopping myself. “Did you go to the Bloody Bucket for a knife? Do you feel unsafe? Is that why you haven’t gone back to the dorm?”

      Mina’s shoulders curled in as she met my gaze. “Of course. I’m afraid. I was taken off the street. I didn’t think carrying around an athame was a good idea. That’s why it’s so important to me that you are letting me go with you. I was too out of it last time to really watch you guys in action, but this is going to help me see that I am not helpless. Please don’t change your mind, Mom. I need this.”

      I wrapped my arms around Mina. “I’m not changing my mind. But I want you to talk to me and Nishi. I bet Faith would even be willing to help. I don’t want you frightened to live your life and I know that having some skills to defend yourself will help with that. Just don’t be afraid to come to me.”

      Mina released me with a smile. “Have you trained your daughter, Nishi?”

      Nishi moved to the stairs. “No, I haven’t. She doesn’t know anything about what I am now. I’m not sure I’m going to tell her. Mae is insulated in her dorm. NYU is a long way from here.”

      Mina scowled and wagged a finger at Nishi’s back as she descended the stairs. “You’re doing her a disservice by keeping her in the dark. Supernaturals know about you, which will eventually make her a target. She needs to know how to protect herself in case one of your enemies decides to go after her. Ignorance isn’t going to keep her safe.”

      Nishi turned as she reached the bottom of the stairs and stared at my daughter. “Thanks for pointing that out. I’ve been kidding myself that because the council treats the hunters as outsiders that we are safe from harm. Nathan’s death proves how wrong I was. And yet, I haven’t considered the danger to Mae. I didn’t want to believe it could touch her, but you’re right. Ignoring it doesn’t mean it’s not an issue.”

      Mina nodded then gave her a half hug when she reached her. “I can help you tell her if you want.”

      “I’ll take you up on that. She’ll be home for the holidays next month. We can tell her then. You should restock your potions,” Nishi said to me.

      “Yes, ma’am.” I’d only used the healing potions last time. I moved into the store and greeted Kat, who was opening the store for me. “Can you hand me a couple healing potions?”

      Kat picked up two vials and handed them to me. “We are down to three bottles of the healing potion and one jar of the dark spot remover.” That one was a bestseller among the mundanes.

      “How are we on the regular moisturizers? And the kiwi shampoo?” I asked, thinking of the items I sold most.

      “We will need more soon. We have four jars of each. And you’ll need to make some more of the skin-brightening serum,” Kat said.

      Nishi snorted as she waved an arm around. “Basically, you need to make all of your self-care line for the mundane women and the potions the supernaturals buy most often.”

      Mina shook her head as she headed for the door. “How do you do it all, Mom? You’re busy fighting monsters and gods and trying to run a business all by yourself.”

      “I had a lot of training in multitasking and juggling explosives while raising you and keeping your dad happy.” I chuckled, then thanked Kat, and we headed out to my car.

      The drive to the first cave we’d encountered was fast, and we were out and trudging through the forest before I could stop and overthink things. We were just over halfway to the cave when my entire body started to tingle. “Someone is doing magic nearby.”

      Nishi went on alert like the shifters protecting their territory. “Where? Is it the priests?”

      I opened my senses more and cast a spell, seeking the source while fighting the urge to tell Mina to go back to the car and call Faith. For all I knew, there were witches out there doing something. I jumped in surprise when I felt Mina cast a spell. She lifted a shoulder when I looked at her. “I just silenced our approach in case those priests are out there.”

      Nishi put a hand on her shoulder. “You have a sharp mind like your mom. I doubt any of Rerek’s people are here. My hunters and I have made this location a regular spot on our patrols.”

      My heart started racing when I picked up a malevolent energy. “We aren’t looking at a witch or wizard. It could be those rabid hybrids.”

      Nishi took a step to her right and put her body in between Mina and anything ahead of us. I fell in behind my daughter as we continued in silence. The vegetation started thinning the closer we got to the cave. Nishi looked over her shoulder. “You getting anything more?”

      I continued scanning the area. “Whoever it is, isn’t out here to heal the foliage.” We hadn’t gone more than a few more feet when I pulled my phone out. My intuition was nagging at me. “I’m calling for reinforcements. I don’t want to walk into a trap.” I shot a text to Hunter, Faith, and Greyson. I wanted the strongest out here at our backs. It might be overkill, but it was worth the risk. Better to be prepared than find yourself six feet under. No one would be upset about being called out to help.

      “Good call. I’m picking up on the energy now too,” Nishi said.

      Mina’s brow furrowed. “Are you talking about the energy making me feel like I’ve got a stomach full of wriggling worms?”

      Learning to detect magic patterns wasn’t part of a young witch’s instruction. The elders didn’t feel it was necessary, so the focus was on control and other simple tasks, such as basic potion making and spells. I never considered how early education was lacking.

      “Yes. What you’re experiencing will change depending on the magic user and intent. But the universal theme you can count on is an icky feeling.” It wasn’t an eloquent explanation. I went with what she would understand best.

      Nishi held up a hand and crept forward slowly. I grabbed Mina’s hand, and we joined Nishi as she approached the opening of the cave. With Nishi and her hunters frequently checking this spot, I never would have expected what we were looking at. “Good thing you called for backup,” Mina whispered. “What do I do?”

      I grabbed her shoulders and turned her to face me. “Use your dagger, but you will do more damage using magical bombs until more show up and join the fight. Once that happens, you will have to use more targeted offensive spells. Anything can be turned into a weapon. Conjure a storm and direct the lightning to strike these guys. Coax a plant to grow and trip them. Don’t let fear limit you. Though I prefer you go back to the car.”

      Mina shook her head and her power was building, before I turned back to the ritual unfolding before us. She tossed something that whooshed by my head. It was a small bomb that detonated when it hit a hybrid toward the middle of the gathering. It injured several around him and left a gap in the bodies that gave us a direct line to the head priest that was on the makeshift dais at the far end.

      He was holding the mace in one hand and a silver talisman with an octagonal shape. I was able to see one side of it and noted it was adorned with intricate engravings. The details on the Object of Power were meticulously crafted, and I recalled some of them from the books we looked through. More than one of the symbols represented symbols of divinity and cosmic energy. The talisman had to act as a key to unlock the portal between Rerek’s realm and Earth.

      I looked over and met Nishi’s eyes. We should have destroyed this cave. We hadn’t even come back and cleansed the area, so this was still a consecrated space. It was embellished with symbols on the walls. The altar in front of the main priest was new. It was at the center of their sacred space and adorned with candles, crystals, and offerings to Rerek. The altar was a focal point. I could see the hybrids channeling their energy and intentions in that direction.

      I jolted when I realized they had set up elemental guardians by placing representations of the four elements in strategic locations around the cavern. They had a bowl of water, a burning incense stick for air, a candle for fire, and a plate filled with crystals for earth.

      I wondered if the priest had to invoke the elements after he grounded himself and aligned his power with Rerek’s. It’s what I would do as a witch. I would clear my mind and center my energy, then ground myself and align with the divine energies present in the sacred space. The thought made me shiver with revulsion. This shouldn’t be so close to what I would do when performing rituals. I wasn’t evil like these assholes.

      The head priest looked up when he heard the commotion. His gaze locked with mine. His smile was wicked as he lit the candle on the altar and started invoking Rerek. He recited the God of Chaos’ name and offered words of reverence and invitation. I felt the energy building and conjured my hellfire. I shot a stream of blue flames at the hybrids that had turned and were heading toward us.

      From the corner of my eye, I noted the way the priest lifted the silver talisman in the air with both hands. Somehow, he enchanted the talisman because it started to glow. It had to be the incantation he’d chanted. I heard him calling upon the power of Rerek. I changed the direction of my flames when I felt the talisman’s connection to the realm beyond ignite. I could almost feel the priest’s desire to bring Rerek forth and establish a tie with him, so I wasn’t surprised when the silver shimmer showed up behind the priest.

      A hybrid punched me in the gut as I was trying to hit the portal or the priest. It cut off my power and hellfire at the same time. I lost track of the head priest as I fought for my life. I practically cried with relief when I heard Hunter call my name. The cavalry had arrived. Just in time because I was flagging and losing too much blood. I needed to get to a healing potion. Mina ran up and stabbed the hybrid fighting me in the back of the neck.

      “Mom! You need to get out of here and get help,” she called out to me.

      My arms flew up and a bolt of energy shot out of my hands and hit her in the shoulder, making her twist so the bulk of my spell hit the hybrid. She was panting and her eyes were wild.

      I closed the distance and reached into my bag for a potion. “You need to remain calm. Freaking out will get you or me killed. If you can make it outside, go there.”

      Mina nodded and yanked her dagger from the hybrid. “I’m good.”

      I downed the potion as Hunter reached my side. His dark eyes and the growl vibrating from his throat spelled trouble. He fought like a pissed-off alpha shifter and didn’t stray far from me.

      Hairy arms reached for me as I felt my skin knit back together. The relief of pain gave me a boost, and I managed to kick the guy into one of his friends and make them fall on the edge of the dais. The loud crack as both skulls bounced off the rock made me wince.

      I left them to writhe and started fighting my way to the right and the head priest. The level of dark energy building matched the pulsing in the room. The priest took the glowing talisman and placed it at the center of the altar. That made it the focal point of energy. I actually felt it pulling some of my magic from me. Panic set in and I tried to erect protective barriers around my core of power. That meant I couldn’t fight back, so I got claws to the gut.

      I was torn between monitoring the priest so I could stop him and keeping from being disemboweled. I ran forward, clutching my gut, when I noticed the head asshole standing before the altar with his arms extended outward, palms facing the talisman. A bright beam of light flowed from his palms to the artifact. More of my energy was directed toward the talisman as I felt something click. Was that the veil opening for Rerek? My heart was pounding so hard against my rib cage that I was certain it was going to be a bruised mess in seconds.

      The head priest continued calling out to Rerek. He held his arms out at his side as I felt a huge presence drawing closer. Mina cried out, splitting my concentration. She was clutching her chest when I looked over. There was a gash running down her thigh, but I knew what she was experiencing. I had no choice but to stop and cut the flow of our power off.

      Ignoring the hybrid coming at me with a small sword was difficult, but I had to. The silver light was bright enough to illuminate the entire cavern, like we were standing outside under the midday sun. I cast a spell protecting me and Mina, pouring every ounce of energy I had into it. Faith saved the day with her saber. She wielded that thing, taking the hybrid’s head as she moved. My spell clicked into place. Mina’s hand dropped and tears flowed down her cheeks as she held crackling energy in her palm.

      I followed Faith to the head priest, intent on stopping him. Faith was jumping up onto the altar when the priest started laughing. “You’re too late. My god is here.” He swept his arm behind him in a grand gesture.

      My heart dropped to my toes a second later when the light stopped pulsing and a withered old man stepped through. Rerek was nothing like I expected. He had long, straggly gray hair and dead black eyes. He oozed power and malevolence.

      “It’s good to finally meet you, witch. I’m sorry I can’t stay, but I will see you soon.” The God of Chaos gave me a lascivious look as he grabbed the talisman from between Faith’s feet and took off running, with his head priest right next to him.

      I lunged and almost caught a handful of the end of the god’s red robe as it flew behind him. Part of my mind prayed I didn’t remove his clothes and reveal a wrinkled body while the other was prepared to fry the bastard. A bolt of electricity left my hand, hitting Rerek in the back. It didn’t faze him in the least while I landed on my hands and knees as my momentum continued. A hybrid leaped on my back at the same time Faith cursed and jumped back into action.

      Tossing my attackers off me, I stood and met Hunter’s gaze before I jumped back into the fighting. Half of the hybrids followed their god while the other half stayed and fought us. The God of Chaos was on Earth. We were fucked.
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      “I don’t think so, asshole,” Faith called out as she dashed past me. Blood dripped from her saber as she went.

      I made my way to Mina to help keep her safe. I wasn’t able to focus on even a basic offensive spell because a sense of doom settled over me like a gorilla. It was pounding me with massive fists, trying to get me to lie down and give up entirely. That just wasn’t in me. I’d picked myself up and built a life from scratch when Caton left me penniless and homeless. I worked my ass off learning everything I could about Fae magic, potions, and running a business.

      I yanked Mina down when one of the hybrids shifted into a horrific monster that towered over us and had fangs and fur. I snagged her dagger and cut the Achilles tendons on the back of its legs. The massive beast crumpled, taking Mina and me down with it. We were buried beneath fur, muscle, and a pissed-off beast. Breathing was a struggle. Burning it wasn’t an option. That would kill both of us, along with the hybrid. Doing anything to kill it while on top of us was not the best idea. There was no movement when I braced my hands against its side and shoved. It did make it easier to get air into my lungs, so I kept them where they were.

      “Mina! Are you alright?” I could see one of her hands moving, so I knew she was alive under there.

      “No! There’s a monster on top of me.” I thought I heard her grunting but couldn’t be certain because of the noise of the fighting and what sounded like something hitting flesh. “I can’t move this thing. What do we do? I can hardly breathe.” The beast seemed to be trying to wiggle and smash us into the ground.

      I grimaced when warm liquid coated my back. I couldn’t think about what that might be. At least the creature’s movements were slowing. “Try scooting out from under it while I push up as much as I can.” It was all I had. As a mother, I had to have an answer for her. It was my job. I might not always be right, but I tried. Making an effort kept her faith in me intact and forced me to think through things without getting hung up on the obvious.

      “Unh! No. I can’t move at all and now I’m covered in blood,” she wailed. Her crying was suddenly cut off. My heart thumped in my chest and I lurched, hitting my head on the monster. “Wait. Whatever you just did is making it easier for me to breathe. Keep doing that, Mom.”

      I moved my head, trying to see where she was, and gagged when I saw the crimson fluid on the dirt. I hadn’t done anything to help the situation. In fact, my arms were shaking like leaves in a hurricane. I wiggled my body, trying to move closer to Mina. I hadn’t gone anywhere, but the pressure was suddenly better above me, too. “Did you hurt the hybrid again?” All movement above us had stopped.

      “Yeeees,” Mina dragged out the vowel as she replied.

      “Okay.” I hoped and prayed the ground beneath us wasn’t being washed away by the blood because there was a hole to a lower section. A scream left my throat when I was suddenly falling through the air. Mina’s voice joined mine and my curses filled the air. I was a firm believer in manifestation. And it seemed as if I had just made a sinkhole open up beneath Mina and me.

      “Lift your head and hold it up, peanut!” That was the only instruction I got out. It would hopefully save us from bouncing our skulls off of anything. I tried twisting my head to get a look below us as I held my chin as high as possible, but I hit the ground before I managed to see anything.

      The ground was strangely soft, and I bounced a couple of times. Rolling to my hands and knees, I looked up in time to see the gut of the monster sagging toward us. Grabbing Mina’s arm, I yanked her to the side as the hybrid bent in two and dropped through the hole in the ground.

      “Mom,” Mina hissed, making me look away from the dead creature. My stomach dropped and my heart stopped when I looked into two glowing red eyes.

      The demon moved into the open, and I caught a glimpse of an imposing, muscular figure. His body was covered in coarse, charcoal-black skin, resembling hardened earth and rocky formations. Jagged, obsidian-like spikes protruded from his shoulders and spine, which made me want to pee my pants. What the hell was this thing?

      His face was angular and sharp and he had rows of razor-sharp teeth, capable of shredding us to pieces with ease. His hands and fingers were tipped with long, claw-like nails resembling sharp shards of obsidian. I shivered when I noticed that the demon’s lower body seamlessly merged with the soil beneath him. It was as if he was a manifestation of the very earth itself. Thick, sinewy tendrils extended from his waist and intertwined with stalagmites. I couldn’t even think about what those tendrils did for him because I was too busy casting a protective shield over Mina and me.

      Mina grabbed my hand and her power joined mine as the spell was cast, making the barrier even stronger. “We aren’t here to cause you any problems.” I weighed what its weaknesses might be and decided that using fire would be the best course of action. I couldn’t do that until I mapped out an escape route first.

      The demon snarled and growled. The sound was like two boulders smashing together. It lifted a hand and closed it into a fist. The earth above us closed together, cutting out all light. The second I saw the dirt moving, I conjured an orb of light so we weren’t plunged into total darkness. The upside of being locked beneath the ground with a terrifying demon was that the bright sphere cast shadows over the small cavern and I saw a set of stairs behind the thing.

      Mina squeezed my hand and smashed it against my side. “What are we going to do?”

      “We’re going to fight it. Use electricity.” My hands crackled with energy as I allowed my power to build.

      The demon moved by using his claws on the ground. He’d cocked his head to the side as if he understood me. The crimson glow of its eyes intensified as it clawed the body of the hybrid as it climbed over the top of it. Bile rose in the back of my throat when I saw the bloody mess the creature had created.

      I shot a bolt of electricity at the tendril on its left side. That enraged the demon and made it rear up to its full height. Mina let her bolts loose and aimed them at the thing’s chest. Black shrapnel flew from the body upon impact. Several pieces shot in our direction and made it through my protection spell. I tried tossing a magical bomb at the thing. This time the shrapnel shredded my magic. It felt like I’d been shot in several places when I was hit with the pieces of demon flesh.

      My eyes widened, and I looked at Mina when I felt the burning inside my body. “Concentrate on pushing each piece out of your body. I’m going to use my hellfire. It’ll get through the tendrils. Those seem to be different from the rest of its body.”

      Mina nodded as I started throwing fireballs at the demon. I wished I had more experience with pushing shit out of me while using my hellfire because my flames lost intensity when I found a chunk that was more deeply embedded. One of my flames hit the demon where the tendril joined its body and it made a sound that had both of us ducking. It sounded as if the mountain was coming down on top of us. I continued the barrage, focusing my efforts on the joint. I couldn’t be as precise on the other side because I couldn’t see it as well.

      With it distracted, I moved Mina and me toward the stairs I’d seen. Our progress was slow as smoke filled the room. My eyes started burning, and I had to squint to see anything. I prayed it was the same for the demon. It tried shaking off my flames. The last chunk popped out of my leg as we made it close to the spot where our foe was burning. I conjured a massive fireball and threw it at the joint, then grabbed Mina’s hand and made a run for it when the rock demon was writhing and screaming.

      My eyes stung, and we were both coughing as we tried to get away. I tugged my shirt up over my mouth and nose as we stumbled around rock formations. Smoke was one downside of using my hellfire in a confined space. I used the wind to whisk enough of the smoke away so my orb could light the way to the stairs.

      The earth bucked, sending us tumbling forward and perilously close to the burning demon. Mina caught herself on a stalagmite and tugged me into her so I didn’t end up in my own hellfire. I lost control of the wind and the smoke started building again. Mina lifted her shirt over her mouth and nose like I had mine. I was proud of her for staying focused and not losing her shit.

      The earthquake continued and got worse, making it impossible to stand straight and continue our escape. Stalactites broke and started falling on the cave floor while we stood there. I extinguished the flames, hoping it would calm the monster so we could get away. If only the lack of fire helped the thick cloud of smoke. I used the wind to send it up and out of there again.

      The demon continued wailing and was now using those sharp claws to pull itself toward us. The sound of those obsidian nails slamming into the ground sent tremors rolling through the big quakes. Mina had a bolt of electricity in her hand and threw it at the demon’s head. Instead of bouncing off like it had before, it sliced through the thick exterior. Black fluid started seeping out of the hole. It looked like oil leaking from a car, not blood from a living being. That slowed its movement and the shaking beneath our feet.

      I grabbed her, and we ran. My side hit one side of the short tunnel, then bounced off and I hit Mina, making her collide with the other side. We bounced off the walls as we pushed ourselves forward. The prickle of awareness made me jump, pulling Mina with me as a claw swiped toward us. I threw a ball of hellfire behind me at the same time as we fell on the stairs. I knew that thing was going to keep trying to get us.

      Mina was up first and practically pulling me up the stairs as smoke filled the tunnel. What I wouldn’t give to be twenty-something again and nimble as a fox. We were bent over coughing as we reached the top. I was surprised to find that we walked right out into the main cavern. I turned around and blinked at what I was seeing. “It’s a glamour. I can’t believe we missed that.”

      “That doesn’t matter. We need to help them,” Mina said through hacking fits.

      I shook my head and coughed as I looked around. There were far fewer hybrids still standing than when we had fallen through the ground. “Get outside and get some fresh air. My guess is that Hunter has shifters out there picking off fleeing hybrids.”

      Mina chewed her lower lip as she looked around. I started for the exit and pushed her ahead of me. Hunter’s gaze landed on me. The fine lines around his mouth and eyes vanished as he took out another hybrid. He headed our way, but was waylaid by another of Rerek’s minions. It was like they were hopped up on drugs or something.

      I was going to walk my daughter to the exit when I caught the head priest from the corner of my eye. He was crouched down and sneaking through the dead bodies. He kept looking at the back of the cavern. There must be another glamour and exit in that direction. Someone must have stopped him from following his god. My money was on Faith. Although, maybe not. She’d have killed him if she had the chance.

      “Not so fast. I have a bone to pick with you, asshole,” I snarled as I changed course. Mina was, thankfully, already outside.

      The head priest stood tall and swung his silver mace over his head as he sneered at me. “My name is Joziah and there is nothing you can do to me now. My god is finally free.”

      I tossed a bolt of electricity at Joziah. “Rerek isn’t going to be free for long. He can’t be all that powerful. He wasn’t even able to create a decent-looking body.”

      Joziah bared his fangs at me and snarled. Vines shot up from the ground to wrap around my wrists. Shit, he was in full control of his fae powers, and I’d seen him move as fast as a vampire. “You’ll pay for denying him the power he needed to fully manifest. No matter. He will take what he needs and take over this pathetic world, finally putting the mundanes in their place.”

      “I’ve stopped him before. I’ll stop him again.” I called on my hellfire and sent the flames traveling down the plant, killing it.

      “You’ve stood in his way for the last time. He might have wanted to taste you before ending you, but I’m sure he’ll understand why I had to kill you myself.” Power buzzed around Joziah as he pushed his hands down, palms flat then brought them around in an arch. The dirt in front of me roiled and lifted so fast it tossed me through the air. I watched as Joziah slipped past my friends, who were busy killing the last of the hybrids. My back hit a stalagmite. The breath whooshed from my lungs as I dropped to the ground. The pain that radiated through me was a sign of the things to come.
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      “What the hell happened? Where’s the fire?” Hunter asked as he pushed his way through bodies. The cavern was filling with smoke from my hellfire and burning my lungs and eyes.

      I coughed into the crook of my arm as I used it to shield my face. “There was a demon beneath this section that could control rocks and soil. Long story short, Mina and I fell through and had to fight the creature. He should be nothing but ash by now.” I pointed to the wall that was glamoured. “Help me over there, please. And tell Reed to hunt that asshole Joziah down.”

      Hunter grabbed my arm and tugged. I couldn’t bite back the scream that left me. It was an automatic response to the pain that lanced through me with the movement. I could still feel something traveling through me from the numerous wounds on the demon’s flesh. Magic had pushed the foreign material out of my body, but hadn’t helped heal me at all. Adrenaline had carried me through the last half hour of this ordeal.

      Hunter let go of me and was examining me as if he had a loupe and I was a rare diamond. “Who is Joziah? The demon that did this to you? You’ve got hundreds of cuts that look infected already.” His comment would have carried more weight if he wasn’t coughing throughout.

      “Joziah is the priest with the mace. I need to put the fire out or it will compromise the entire area,” I said while hacking.

      Hunter picked me up and carried me to the dais. I might have been moving like I was ninety years old thanks to the pain from the injuries, but I found the opening easily. The smoke was so thick that I had to wave an arm in front of my face when I passed through. It took a second to clear my head and focus enough to use the wind to clear the space.

      Hunter caught me when my legs almost gave out on the second stair. I thanked him and continued, anxious to see if I was able to kill the demon after all. The hellfire seemed to hurt it, but given that he looked more like a rock, I couldn’t be sure. One of my arms bolted out to the side, stopping Hunter from going ahead of me. “We won’t need to go all the way down. The space wasn’t that big.” I extinguished the fire to keep from producing more smoke. I was connected to it so didn’t need to see it to make it go away like I would have if it were someone else’s.

      Hunter nodded as we continued. About three-quarters of the way down, he cocked his head to the side and gaped at the sight in the room that was glowing from the blue flames. “Did it look like that before?” It looked like the top half of him melted into a stone wall while the lower half dissolved into the floor. His skin was smooth, almost like glass now.

      “Nope. It was as ragged as Lucinda before plastic surgery. Covered in coarse, charcoal-black skin. It resembled a hardened rock formation. And there were obsidian spikes along its spine and shoulders. They were jagged like Caton’s soul and just as terrifying.” I lifted one shoulder, then bent to pick up a rock from the ground, then handed it to Hunter. The grunts and groans I emitted as I moved echoed around us. The thing looked a bit shiny, and I wanted to test a theory. “Throw that as hard as you can at the demon.”

      Hunter lifted one eyebrow in question but didn’t say a word as he did as I asked. Because I expected what was going to happen, I was tensed and sprang into action when I heard the first crack. I yanked Hunter behind me and fell onto him as the creature shattered and glass shards shredded my back.

      Hunter growled beneath me and was up and had me in front of him before the pieces hit the ground. “I protect you, Eve. You don’t get cut to pieces to keep me safe.”

      Tears stung my eyes for a different reason now. I reached into my bag and wrapped my fingers around the last healing potion. I couldn’t take it until I saw how my friends and Mina were doing. “It was instinct. Can you help me get out of here?” I was sore before adding dozens of new cuts. The feel of the warm blood dripping down my body was not pleasant. When it dribbled from my legs and started filling my shoe, I knew the walk to the car was going to suck.

      Hunter turned me around and cursed before he bent and positioned one arm behind my back and the other on my thigh. “This is going to hurt, and I’m sorry for that. I would carry you over my shoulder, but there are a couple of deep slices that need the extra pressure.”

      I sucked in a breath and clung to Hunter’s neck when he picked me up. His hold was awkward. I assumed that was because of the injuries he mentioned. I couldn’t form words to ask him as he climbed back upstairs and through the fake wall.

      “I had no idea that was even there. Why’d they bring a demon through here? And how?” Hunter was distracting me with his comments, and it worked. I couldn’t help but consider what he’d asked.

      “They may have used the stolen coins. Why is another matter?” I finally said, as I looked around the main cavern. Mina stood just outside the opening and was looking around frantically while Nishi and Faith were trying to reassure her.

      Faith saw us first and pointed. “See, there she is. I told you she was okay.”

      Nishi scowled as she looked me over. “More like okayish. How do you always get the brunt of the bullshit?”

      I chuckled and told them about the encounter with the demon below the cavern. Nishi spaced out for a second while I was talking. Her expression was how she looked when she was downloading info from the goddess’ magical databank. Before I finished explaining how the fire turned it into glass, Nishi blinked and blurted, “It was a vortar demon. They are a formidable demon whose dark presence echoes through the depths of caverns and subterranean realms. They can also manipulate earth and soil at will, shaping it to their desires. They can cause the ground to tremble, create earthen barriers, and even mold structures from solid rock with a mere gesture. They can merge with the soil and move beneath the earth’s surface, seamlessly navigating through tunnels and caves. Their mastery of soil manipulation allows them to create passages or collapse tunnels to hinder or trap intruders. They can also infuse soil and dirt with dark energy, corrupting the earth and rendering it toxic and unstable.”

      Faith flipped her small knife over one hand as she shook her head. “It hasn’t been here long then. There is a definite dark feel here, but the plant life hasn’t been killed yet. I’ll let Carnell know what happened so he can ensure it didn’t get past the new Sharun.”

      “I’ll have my shifters clean this cavern out. Is there a potion you can leave with them to cleanse it and make it useless to Rerek and Joziah?” Hunter asked.

      Nishi’s brows knit together. “Who’s Joziah?”

      “The main priest,” I said as I tried to bring my crossbody bag around to my lap. It had survived the flying glass demon pieces but was hanging beneath me.

      Mina swatted my hand away. “Do you have any of the Lumina Purifica with you?”

      I smiled at my daughter. I had no idea she paid attention to the potions I’d created. I assumed she thought I had a silly hobby, like her father. “I do, actually. I was planning to cleanse this cavern like we did the warehouse.” I’d invented the concoction of moonflower petals, sunlit citrine crystals, lavender, white sage leaves, and sacred water after the warehouse. I wanted a way to accomplish it much faster.

      “What is Lumina whatever?” Faith asked as she watched the shifters file past us.

      I kept my breathing shallow as the pain started getting worse. “Lumina Purifica brings forth the radiant energy of light and purity, transforming spaces into sanctuaries of positivity and balance.”

      “Maybe you can work on a potion that marks our targets and makes them easier to hunt down,” Hunter quipped as Mina grabbed the vial with the neon-yellow liquid inside. Hunter took the potion and handed it off to Reed.

      Faith held her fist out, then allowed Hunter to bump it. “I don’t know how that asshole slipped past me.”

      Nishi snorted and waved a hand toward the macabre sight in the cavern. “How about the hundred or so hybrids we were fighting? It was impossible to stay focused on anyone for too long. My neck hurts from swiveling so much.”

      I rolled my eyes, then reached for Reed. “Just smash it on the ground in the center of the cavern once the bodies are all burned. The potion will do its work.”

      Reed inclined his head and lifted one corner of his mouth. “I’m glad you’re on our side, Eve.”

      “Always,” I vowed before Hunter turned and started walking back to the cars.

      “We need to get you to Henriette, Mom.”

      I shared a look with Nishi, then shook my head. “That’s not possible. She won’t touch me.”

      Hunter held me closer to his body. “Don’t worry, Mina. The pack has taken your mom in and Eilie will heal her from her injuries. I think we should all go see her. With Rerek in our town, we have to be at our best at all times. We have no idea what he will throw at us.”

      I grimaced as I thought about Joziah’s words. “It won’t be good. He’s pissed I hurt him before he came through and that we keep getting in his way.”

      Faith continued flipping her knife over her knuckles. “Yippee. A god with an ax to grind. I love putting assholes like him in their place.”

      Nishi’s expression darkened, and she clenched her fists. “I’m going to rip that withered old asshole to pieces. Tiny chunks that I feed to the sharks off the coast of South Africa.”

      No one said a thing as we passed through the forest. Everyone understood why. The silence stretched until we got to the parking lot. Nishi grabbed my keys from my bag and gestured to Mina. “You can ride to pack lands with me.” She was behind the wheel while Mina looked at me. I nodded and gestured to the car.

      “I’ll meet you guys there,” Faith said as she broke away to a Corvette with a license plate that read ILUVSEX.

      Hunter set me down in the passenger seat and got behind the wheel. “How is Nishi doing? She seemed better the last time I saw her.”

      I told Hunter what Nishi, and I had talked about as he raced well over the speed limit to pack lands. Hunter’s concern for my friend touched me. He’d told me once that I had opened the world for him and I didn’t believe it. As I watched him allow several species of supernaturals into his life and inner circle, I saw he was being completely honest with me. He’d refused the seat on the council because he didn’t want to have to deal with others. His life had consisted of the pack before me. Sure, he had acquaintances in Ravenholde that weren’t shifters, but they weren’t friends. I liked that I could give him something he’d never had before.

      Shaking off those thoughts, I prepared myself as Hunter picked me up from the seat and carried me to the building where Eilie had her clinic. The plump shifter healer thrust her hands on her hips when she saw me. “What did you do now?”

      I lifted one shoulder. “Got cut up by a vortar demon while trying and failing to keep the God of Chaos from entering our realm.”

      “The pieces of the demon burned like acid when it entered us,” Mina said.

      I craned my neck around Hunter’s shoulder. I hadn’t seen her and Nishi arrive. Faith walked in with one of the young shifters at that moment. “Yes, they did, but I used magic to force them out as soon as I could.”

      Eilie patted the bench. “Set her up here, Alpha.”

      Hunter obliged, and Eilie grabbed several cloths and started cleaning the wounds on my back. “There’s a dark element to these wounds.”

      My heart started racing, and I opened my mouth to ask what she meant, but Hunter beat me to it. “What does that mean?”

      “I’m not sure,” Eilie said as she ran something over my upper back that made me want to throw up. It was as if she’d hit a nerve or something. “Let me finish my work before you give me the fifth degree.”

      The warmth of the healer’s magic coursed through me, taking the worst of the pain away. My stomach settled along with my heart. I sagged against Hunter, who hadn’t left my side. When Eilie was done, she moved to Nishi. “Let me handle these cuts and bruises.”

      “What about the darkness in Eve?” Hunter demanded.

      Eilie continued moving over Nishi. “There are dark elements I cannot remove. It reminds me of a tapeworm. There are pieces in her like the parasite. I tried to get them all, but I can’t be sure I did. We need to keep an eye on you and I can examine you again tomorrow. If I didn’t get them, then there will be more.”

      Mina crossed her arms over her chest. “You should be able to remove them all. We should force Henriette to treat you. She could heal you.”

      I jumped off the table, wincing when I noticed how much blood was left behind, and got in my daughter’s face. “You will apologize to Eilie and show her the respect she is due. Henriette is no better than Eilie. And I cannot be treated by a coven healer because Lucinda kicked me out hoping I would die. These people are the reason I am alive right now. It’s because of them that my magic remains balanced and doesn’t kill me.”

      Mina’s face drained of color and her head dropped. “I’m worried about my mom, but I should never have taken it out on you, Eilie. Thank you for being part of her life and helping her. I forget that she was treated so badly by our kind.”

      Eilie inclined her head, then moved on to treat Faith. When she was done with her, she paused in front of Mina. “Do you want me to heal you, child?”

      Mina chewed on her lower lip. “You would do that?”

      Eilie turned a smile on me. “Six months ago, I wouldn’t have lifted you out of a puddle of acid. Your mom changed the entire Shrouded Nation and now I can see past old prejudices to judge people for who they are. What she did was no small feat.”

      The pride in Mina’s eyes went a long way to erase the hurt of her words from weeks ago. “Yeah, I’m learning what a badass my mom really is. I couldn’t see it before.”

      “You’re a damn lucky kid to have her,” Faith added.

      “I wouldn’t be here without you guys, so you’re the heroes in my book. But enough of that,” I said. “I’m thinking pizza at Blue Moon after Eilie heals Mina.”

      Mina nodded her head and stood there while Eilie did her work. My daughter watched the shifter’s movements with a furrowed brow. When she was done, Mina wrapped her arms around the shifter. It didn’t take long to help Eilie clean up, and I was back inside Hunter’s car on my way to my shop. I got a text from Mina when I was ordering pizzas. Mina wanted to make a potion with me to cleanse me of the dark elements.

      “She’s starting to think outside the box like we were taught as young witches,” I told Hunter, then explained Mina’s idea to alter my Lumina Purifica potion to work on a person.

      “Like mother, like daughter,” he replied with a smile as he parked close to the front.

      Mina, Nishi, and Faith were right on our heels as Hunter unlocked the door. “I’m going to rinse off and change out of these clothes. Can you get the ingredients together for this, Mina?”

      “Sure. I was thinking a purifying herb blend of sage, rosemary, and chamomile would work.”

      I nodded to Mina as I made my way to the stairs. “And let’s use lotus petals instead. And spring water along with clear quartz.”

      Mina beamed at me and went to the display of crystals while I went upstairs and took the fastest shower of my life. When I went down to the kitchen, I found Mina telling Hunter, Faith, and Nishi what she was doing with the herb blend. I joined them and for the first time in years, Mina and I worked together to create a potion.

      It took me back to when I taught her as a young girl. She was precocious and always getting into things. As a teenager, she was moody and rarely wanted anything to do with me. And when Caton left me and I rebuilt my life and started my store, she wasn’t there with me. She was at the dorm. Since then, I’d tried many times to get her to make potions or tonics or creams with me, but she was never interested.

      Her kidnapping was the best thing to happen to us. I felt guilty even thinking it, but it opened my daughter’s eyes so that she truly saw me and what I could do. It had closed a painful gap between us and built a new bridge.

      “Mina!” I screamed when my daughter dropped the wooden spoon and collapsed next to me. Hunter caught her before she hit the ground. My heart stopped as I grabbed hold of her and held her to me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 8

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “Did Rerek do something to her?” Nishi asked at the same time Hunter said, “Is it something to do with the demon?”

      Faith looked at me. “The chances are pretty solid that Mr. High and Mighty left us a parting gift as he fled like a coward. And then there is the demon essence that lingers within you. Chances are good there are microscopic traces in her, too. Let me check back with Carnell about that.”

      Alarm bells started blazing in my head when she said that. My eyes sought Hunter, who was hovering next to us. Having him there was a huge comfort, which wasn’t something I’d ever had before. Having Faith and Nishi here for us gave me as much solace. I was no longer isolated and alone.

      Sure, I’d had friends before. Ayesha had been a mentor, teaching me about fae magic and potion making and had loaned me the money to buy Blue Moon. However, we weren’t close like this. It was impossible to imagine her and me fighting together to protect the nation. It wasn’t until meeting Nishi that I discovered what a true friend was. It wasn’t a business transaction. Ayesha learned just as much from me about witchcraft and the interest rate on my loan to her was more than I would have gotten at a bank had I had a job to qualify.

      Shaking my head, I forced my wayward thoughts back on track. It was a testament to how exhausted I was. Or perhaps it was more evidence of the darkness Eilie detected within me. Either way, it wasn’t a good thing.

      Looking up at Hunter, I dipped my chin to Mina. “Can you carry her upstairs? I don’t want her to be on the kitchen floor.”

      Hunter crouched in front of me and probed my eyes. I felt his assessment and concern and wasn’t surprised when he asked, “How are you holding up?” With one arm behind her back and the other behind her knees, Hunter picked Mina up as if she weighed nothing.

      I picked up the spoon Mina dropped and set it on the counter. “Honestly, I’m not sure. My mind is all over the place and I’m terrified. It takes me back to how worried I was when she was kidnapped. The fear is just as bad, maybe a little worse, because Faith is right. It’s practically a guarantee that Rerek did something after he came through the portal.”

      Nishi turned off the heat beneath my cauldron. “We need to find that asshole and give him what he deserves. But we should also wait to hear from Carnell before we go hunting down the mad god, just in case it’s the demonic leftovers affecting her.” Nishi bumped my shoulder gently with hers. “If that’s what it is, I don’t want you passing out while we’re in the middle of a battle with Rerek and his minions.”

      Faith took one of her weapons out and started fiddling with it. “Wait a minute.” Hunter paused in the middle of the doorway, holding Mina easily. “Did you guys finish the potion? If the vortar demon can cause these symptoms, then we should be prepared to give it to her.”

      I’d added the last ingredient before Mina collapsed. The stirring and timing were off a bit at the end, but it should be alright. I advised her of that and funneled a spoonful into a vial before we all followed Hunter up the stairs. “It would be nice if the solution to our problems was this simple. The only thing I’m fairly confident about is that this isn’t the virus. She hasn’t had any symptoms.”

      “If I didn’t know better, I would say this is the virus. She’s getting feverish,” Hunter called over his shoulder.

      “Has Carnell responded?” I asked Faith as we reached my living room upstairs. Hunter set Mina on one end of the couch, and I sat next to her.

      Faith took the chair across from us. “Not yet. I could go and rouse him, but with my luck, I’d interrupt an orgy.”

      I shuddered at the thought of asking my friend to experience that and turned to Nishi. “Is there anything the goddess might be able to tell us about this? We need to know what’s happening so that we can help her.”

      Nishi hesitated, as she was in the process of copping a squat on the ground. “I’m not sure she will be able to help with this one.”

      The heat coming off of Mina made me want to hunt down Rerek, drag Carnell from what he might be doing, and pay Lucinda a visit and ask her to have Henriette heal Mina all at the same time. I would do whatever it took to help my daughter. Knowing better than to go off half-cocked, I gave Nishi a smile. “I’m aware she might not have anything for us. It’s something we can do until we hear from Carnell and decide if we need to hunt Rerek down.”

      Nishi dropped onto her butt and nodded. “I’d be happy to talk to her. I just wanted to prepare you.”

      I sent my friend a grateful smile. I’d already gotten my hopes up, that Artemis would have answers. Now I wouldn’t be crushed if we didn’t discover a way to help her. “I’m so lucky to have you guys.”

      “Ditto,” Nishi said as she lifted one side of her body. It looked like she was about to reposition herself before she froze, and her gaze went vacant. I called it her goddess-gaze, but she’d never been frozen in a position like that before.

      Faith stowed her weapon, got up, and crossed to Nishi. Her hands hovered about Nishi’s shoulders as she looked over at me. “Should I push her back down?”

      I grimaced as my abs and thighs burned in sympathy. “She’s going to be sore, but I have no idea if moving her will interrupt their connection.”

      “Great minds think alike,” Faith said as she turned to Hunter. “Can you grab some wine or margaritas? Nishi will need a drink when she’s done.”

      Hunter dipped his head and silently moved back downstairs to grab the leftover margs from the other night. It was hard to watch Nishi sit there staring off into space like that. Especially when the issue at hand was so dire. Watching your children suffer was far harder than enduring it yourself. One of the most important jobs of a parent was to protect their kids. I’d been failing Mina spectacularly. While I’d always wanted another child, perhaps it was for the better that I didn’t.

      Hunter returned with a confused expression. “Is she always in a trance this long when she talks to the goddess? When she identified the demon, it wasn’t like this.”

      The corners of my mouth turned down as I thought back over the times that I’d seen her space out. She used to have to go somewhere to talk to the goddess. That changed. She got a magical download from the goddess from time to time and had actual conversations in her head now.

      “Artemis gave Nishi a supernatural encyclopedia containing information about creatures and their weaknesses,” I explained. “I think it also tells her about weapons and how to use them. Anyway, this database gives her information and answers almost as fast as she thinks about it. The times she’s actually spoken with Artemis, it takes a lot longer. They have to reach each other through the veil to the goddess’ realm, and that takes significant energy.”

      Hunter set the tray with glasses and a pitcher on the coffee table. “Makes sense.”

      The sudden hiss made me jump and nearly dump Mina off my lap. I clutched Mina to me and looked over in time to see Faith catch Nishi before she toppled over. She lowered Nishi to the ground. Nishi groaned and rubbed the tops of her thighs. “Holy shit, that hurt like hell.”

      Faith snorted as she pulled out her knife again and sat down. “I almost pushed you to the ground, but I didn’t know if that would be okay.”

      Nishi lifted a shoulder and straightened her legs in front of her body. “I have no knowledge of the outside world when we communicate like that. It’s creepy. However, I’m glad that we are able to manage that now. Trekking to her cave and back took half a day. I don’t have enough time to waste it like that.”

      “Why are you able to communicate like this now? I never stopped and thought about it before Hunter asked if it always took so long.” I recalled Nishi telling me something about the goddess wanting to ensure all the gods maintained their agreement to remain out of our realm which meant Artemis didn’t have free access to her hunters at all times and she relied on Nishi to ensure they were trained and safe.

      Nishi scowled as she laid her upper body against her legs. “That’s all courtesy of Rerek and the chaos he has caused. The veil separating Earth from the gods is dangerously thin and non-existent in some cases. Artemis is scrambling to ensure no one else escaped their domain before we put the veil back in place.”

      One of my eyebrows lifted to my hairline. “By we, I assume you mean me.” The others weren’t magic users, and something as powerful as a veil would require significant power to be effective.

      I let go of Mina and reached for the pitcher. After pouring several glasses, I held one out to each of my friends. Nishi perked up and did a little hop while still on her bottom. “Tequila. Good call. Things have gone from bad to worse.”

      I tipped my glass to Nishi. “What did she say?”

      Nishi sipped her drink and sighed. “The gods have more tricks up their sleeves than a magician. Apparently, the talisman acts as an amplifier for the gods’ powers. As you know, that’s how the priest, Joziah, was able to punch through the veil and pry open the portal. Not only did that allow Rerek to pass through, but it opened the way for other gods and goddesses. Artemis could come here if she wanted, but her departure would alert those who aren’t monitoring the veil. She’s trying to gather information about those that might be here already. But the talisman also boosts Rerek’s power here.”

      “So, any of the spells he cast here are much more powerful. That means this is the virus.” That wasn’t what I was hoping for. There was no guarantee my potion would cure her. The illness had changed, which meant I would need to reformulate it.

      Nishi waved her glass, splashing the margarita over the side. She winced and licked the back of her hand. “Not necessarily. The goddess thought this could be the residual elements of demonic DNA left in Mina’s system. She said that some demons are like parasites and can use a host to take even the smallest amount of matter and multiply.”

      Faith lifted her phone. “Carnell just said the vortar demon is of the Voracius Obsidiis classification.” Her phone rang, startling everyone and making her almost drop it. “It’s Carnell.” She answered and put it on speaker. “Hey, Carnell. What’s up? I was just reading your text.”

      “The information I wanted to share was too much to text, so I decided to call.”

      Faith smiled at her cell, revealing how much she cared for her grandfather. “Give it to us. We need to help Mina. And Eve.”

      The sound of fabric rustling echoed through the speaker. “I wasn’t aware Eve was at risk, too. This is not good. The nation needs her more now than ever. Demons of this caliber possess unique qualities that enable them to attach themselves to their hosts and feed off their life force. Some can also manipulate their actions for their own malevolent purposes. Others are known for their ability to infiltrate and latch onto the spiritual and physical realms of their victims, draining their energy and causing harm.

      “Parasitic demons can vary in appearance and behavior, but they all share the common trait of relying on their hosts for sustenance and power once they infiltrate their system. Those that cannot survive without a host will seek out vulnerable individuals, exploiting their weaknesses to gain control and establish a connection. Once attached, these demons may exert an influence over the host’s thoughts, emotions, and actions, gradually draining their vitality and causing psychological and physical deterioration.

      “The degree of demon influence can vary, ranging from subtle manipulation to complete possession. Some may cloak themselves within the host’s aura, remaining unseen and feeding off their life force without overtly affecting their behavior. Others may take a more aggressive approach, actively asserting control over the host’s mind and body, causing them to engage in destructive or self-harming behaviors.

      “The effects of a parasitic demon can be debilitating and challenging to detect, as they often operate in the shadows, hiding their presence from both the victim and others. They thrive on secrecy and gradually weaken the host’s defenses, making it difficult for them to break free from the demon’s grip.

      “To combat parasitic demons, a combination of spiritual purification, protection, and exorcism will be necessary. You will have to sever the vortar’s connection to cleanse Eve and Mina’s energy and restore their well-being. That might require cutting pieces out of each of them. Having someone that can pick up areas of concentration,” he finished.

      “And that’s what’s inside me?” I shrieked and had to fight to stay put. I wanted to get up and start the potion from scratch with this information in mind. There were herbs that would kill a parasite. My mind was already running through them. I could use wormwood, garlic, neem, black walnut, goldenseal, or cloves. Or all of the above.

      “Thanks, Carnell. We will be in touch,” Faith said before ending the call.

      I blinked and looked down into Nishi’s dark, soulful eyes. I hadn’t heard what was said, or that she had approached me. “We will get through this. Before we go back to the kitchen, I wanted to tell you what else Artemis had to say.”

      Hunter’s hands landed on my shoulders, and I took a deep breath. “Lay it on me. What else do we have to contend with? Has Rerek already started causing problems in the mundane world?”

      Nishi perched on the edge of the coffee table. “The symbols on the talisman are for the various creatures. All magical folk, fae, vampires, humans, angels, gods, demons, and shifters. Artemis said we have to create a prison for the octagon and send Rerek back to his realm, making it a prison for him.”

      “Did she have any advice about how we’re supposed to do that?” Hunter asked.

      Nishi shook her head. “She didn’t say. Only that it was vital and dangerous.” Of course it was.

      Faith pointed her glass at us. “I can have Greyson create a portal using the magical signature of the priests, then make a mobile prison to contain the artifact. Prisons are his area of expertise. I’m sorry this wasn’t the virus, Eve. I was really hoping Mina had something you’d already developed a cure for.”

      I sighed and took a deep drink of my cocktail. “Me too. Although, I should have known better. Still, knowing this is a parasitic demon helps. This potion won’t work, but I have a basic recipe in mind for what might do the trick. I just hope we don’t have to cut anything out of either of us.”

      Hunter’s fingers tightened on my shoulders before he asked, “Why is Mina affected more than you? Shouldn’t she be more resilient since she’s younger?”

      I tilted my head back and gave him a quick incredulous look. “You mean because she’s not a middle-aged, has-been witch?”

      Hunter’s expression turned to one of sheer panic. “No!” He threw his hands in the air. “That’s not what I’m saying at all. I misspoke. What I mean is that, uh...”

      I laughed, cutting him off. “I know. I’m kidding. I’ve been thinking about that. I got the worst of the demon shrapnel and I think it’s because she’s connected to a toxic coven whose leader takes more than she gives. My coven happens to be full of badass women and men that love and adore me. Did the goddess have any other useful information?”

      “She didn’t say much. That will come as a surprise to any of you. Certainly not as helpful as Carnell. Although, come to think of it. She mentioned the virus is stronger because Rerek is in the world now. As his power grows, it will feed the virus, causing it to spread and infect faster, so perhaps what’s wrong with Mina is a bit of the demon parasite and that,” Nishi said.

      “I can’t see how it will make the demon stronger if we try a souped-up version of the cure. That would explain the fever.” My brain was processing changes to the formula as I talked it through while considering amounts of the herbs to clean our systems of the demon particles.

      Nishi reached out and touched her hand to Mina’s forehead. Her mouth dropped open and her gaze went distant. I waved a hand in front of her face. My stomach twisted into a knot when she didn’t respond. I wanted to grab her shoulders and shake her. “What the hell could the goddess want to tell her now?” And why pull her in when she was touching Mina?

      Hunter’s hands were back on my shoulders. “You can’t worry this is something bad about Mina. We are going to save her. You are going to.”

      My head tilted back and his lips gently pressed against mine. “With you guys at my side, there isn’t anything that’s going to stop us.”

      Faith held her fist out. “Damn right. Unless it requires me to visit one of those makeup stores. The saleswomen there smile more than anyone should.”

      I quirked an eyebrow at her. “Smiles are more than you can deal with?”

      Faith pursed her lips and flicked her knife through her fingers. “They are wearing more makeup than clowns! It’s not right.”

      “I’ll give you that,” I said, thinking of Lucinda whom she called Plastic Barbie.

      Nishi lifted her hand then and shook her head. I sat forward. “What did she want now?”

      Nishi wiped a hand down her face. “You want the good news or the bad news first?”

      At least it wasn’t all bad. I was a rip the Band-Aid off kind of girl, so my response was simple. “Bad news first.” My stomach clenched, praying it wasn’t along the lines of there is no hope for Mina.

      Nishi gave me a sympathetic look. “The only way to save Mina is to remove Rerek from Earth. She said the vortar demon is one of his creations and the parasite got into her organs. You can protect yourself with your potion, but one of those pieces went directly into Mina’s liver.”

      Tears filled my eyes, and a vice tightened around my chest. I couldn’t suck in a full breath. The only thing I could do to save my daughter was to rid the world of the God of Chaos. No big thing, right? It felt like an impossible task before. Now it was even worse. My mind had suddenly gone blank. I didn’t have the first clue as to where to begin or how to go about forcing a powerful god back into his prison realm.

      Faith sat forward and rested her elbows on her knees. “What’s the good news?”

      Nishi grabbed my hand. “Artemis said she will show up for the final showdown with Rerek to help us get him back in his realm. Since Rerek ripped open the veil, she will be able to cross it briefly to reestablish the status quo before someone notices she is gone.”

      “I’m not wearing a dress for that. I don’t care if she’s a god,” Faith quipped.

      Nishi shook her head from side to side while chuckling. “Do you see me wearing a dress? She’s not the Queen of England, Faith.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with a dress,” I retorted, trying to tell my heart to hold on to the ray of hope Nishi had given me. Goddess or not, I had to hold on to that with all my life because that of my child relied on it.
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      Nishi leaned forward and wrapped her arms around me. “I’m sorry. I know this can’t be easy for you. What can we do to help? Aside from the obvious.”

      Faith surprised me and joined in the hug. “Yeah, it’s all-hands-on-deck for this one. I admire your strength, Eve. I’d be a full-blown, ragging mama bear right now. Your shop wouldn’t stand a chance against me.”

      That made me chuckle. “Knowing you all are at my back is one thing holding me back. The other is that I need to call her father and I am not looking forward to that conversation. I’m not a fan of conflict and have no desire to get yelled at again.”

      Nishi broke the hug and snorted. “That man has finally seen the light and is eating crow. He worships the ground you walk on now, Eve.”

      Faith smiled wickedly. “I never thought I’d live to see the day when that asshole realized his mistakes. And as a bonus, Plastic Barbie is pissed and taking it out on him.”

      The growl Hunter let out behind me made me turn and smile up at him. “You can’t tear him apart, love. He’s Mina’s father, but I agree with you. He deserves things I can’t allow myself to think about.” I reached out my hand and he clasped it.

      Nishi watched the exchange with tears in her eyes. She surreptitiously wiped them away. “Did Carnell mention anything about calling a council meeting? We should tell the others about Rerek being in this world.”

      Faith shook her head. “He didn’t. You want me to suggest it to him?”

      Nishi shook her head. “Nah. I’ll send out the Bat Signal and ask if they can let the new Fae representative know.”

      That got Hunter’s attention. “Have they selected someone? Reed hasn’t mentioned it.”

      Nishi shook her head from side to side. “Not that I know of yet, but it needs to happen soon and I hope if I continue reminding Caton, then he might put more pressure on them to act. It would be nice to have their input in situations.” She grabbed her phone and typed a message.

      Sighing, I picked up my cell. “I’d better get this over with.” I hit Caton’s number and put it on speaker before I could rethink things.

      “Eve,” Caton’s voice was void of the malice it held after the divorce. “What’s going on? Why is Nishi calling an emergency council meeting and demanding the Fae representative be notified as well?”

      I squeezed Hunter’s hand as my gaze fell on Mina’s face. “I’m calling about Mina. We were checking an old ritual site and interrupted the priests calling Rerek to this realm. She and I encountered a vortar demon and Mina was injured. I shielded her, but my back wasn’t big enough to keep her from all of it.”

      “None of it is your fault, Eve and if that insipid, vacuous poor excuse for a mage says otherwise my fist will remind him of the facts,” Hunter growled as he leaned over my shoulder to get closer to the phone in my hand.

      I grinned up at him, loving how protective he was over me. Caton blustered over the phone while I stared at Hunter, ignoring him. “Bring her to the council chambers. Henriette will heal her.” Caton’s demand got my attention.

      I shook my head and turned back to face my phone. “What did you say?”

      Caton’s sigh crackled through the tiny speaker. “It’s good to see some things don’t change. You never did listen to me. Bring Mina to the council chambers. We are bringing Henriette to heal her since you aren’t capable of it.”

      I scowled at the phone and opened my mouth. “You never have anything important to...” The dial tone cut off my words. My hand drew back and before I could toss the cell, Hunter grabbed my arm and stopped me.

      “He isn’t worth it, Eve. He’s a bully, and these tactics typically make you bow to his wishes. He’s trying to get under your skin and force you back into the box he put you in when you were eighteen. I should have said something when I noticed the behavior years ago. I knew you were clueless. It was written all over your face.” Hunter dropped his head and stopped talking.

      Faith pointed a knife at Hunter. “I might not have seen them together, but that asshat made my life hell, and instead of staying around and making sure everyone knew what a phony he was, I took off.”

      I didn’t follow Faith’s comment because I was too busy wrapping my mind around what Hunter had said. “You saw Caton and I together?”

      Hunter lifted a shoulder and moved around the couch, then bent and picked up Mina. “Ravenholde isn’t very big. I’ve seen you with him many times. I looked at the situation from a different lens back then. I was wrong for thinking witches were second-class citizens that deserved what they got.”

      My heart thumped painfully. “You thought I deserved to have my power stolen and be treated like I was an unimportant imbecile?” Never in my wildest dreams had I expected this. “You were supposed to be the one man that saw me for who I truly am and loved me for it, but you think I’m scum.”

      Hunter set Mina down and wrapped his arms around me. “That is not what I think. I’ve changed my opinion entirely. You know how much I hated witches. But even back then, I saw you differently. I just never realized it until I met you. I noted the changes in you over time and thought how sad it was. My hatred for your kind then overrode my sentiment. I will not look away again. And I do see you. That’s why I love you. You made the entire pack change their position about witches.”

      I looked up at Hunter as the pain throbbed in my chest. “Because I’m badass.”

      Nishi stood up. “Damn straight you are. If the emotional stuff is done, we should go so we can get this over with.”

      Reality intruded with her comment. My cheeks heated as I nodded. “You’re right. The sooner we have Henriette try her thing, the faster we can get her back here and into her bed. Between you and me, we can watch over her tonight. Assuming you’re staying.”

      “I’m not going anywhere until Rerek is banned and Mina is safe,” Nishi promised.

      I smiled at Nishi, then patted Hunter’s chest. “Can you carry her to the car?”

      Hunter picked Mina up again and started for the stairs. “I can’t wait to see that asshole’s face when his healer can’t help.”

      “Honestly, I hope we are wrong and she can. For Mina’s sake,” I said.

      Faith snorted as we reached the shop at the bottom. “That suggestion came from his Plastic’s Posse. I wish the entire coven was going to be present to see this colossal failure. That jackass never stopped to listen to what happened. I say we don’t tell him what Artemis said about healing Mina. Let him keep spinning his wheels.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh at that thought. Hunter waited until I opened the back door to the car. He set Mina inside while Nishi locked the shop door and Faith got in the other side and scooted close to Mina and buckled her up. Nishi got in the last seat in the back and I hopped in the passenger side. Behind the wheel, Hunter backed out and was on his way to pack lands. I held his hand, and we traveled in silence until he pulled down the road to the council chambers.

      “This is almost as good as the portal permission Greyson gifted me,” Faith said as she shoved her head between the first row.

      I tilted my head and regarded her. “I’d say that’s better. You can portal practically anywhere now.”

      Faith’s cheeks heated as she looked away and changed the subject. “Wow, they’ve made a lot of progress. And your spell works like a charm.” We all laughed at that. “Seriously, I couldn’t see anything a second ago.”

      “Thanks. It’s crazy how easy it is to maintain these wards. It runs in the background, but I barely feel the energy it takes,” I said as Hunter parked in front of the building. He could drive through the wards to the main part of the pack, but no one else could.

      “It’s nice to have the place completed, and the workers gone,” Hunter added as he got out.

      I climbed out as he was opening the back door. “I know Kat appreciates not having to come in and cover for me so much.”

      Hunter lifted one eyebrow. “She loves working there.”

      My eyes widened, and I filed that little nugget of information away as I followed Hunter up the massive marble stairs to the council chambers. The building was an exact replica of the original one. Except now there was far more power coming from it. Being located on the nexus on shifter land gave it a punch it never had. Shifters had this symbiotic relationship where they fed into the power of the ley lines and the magic fueled the shifters, making both stronger.

      “Put her over here,” Lucinda barked the second we walked through the doors. Henriette was standing there, looking around in awe. “Oh, poor, Mina. I knew we should have kept you at our house. This never would have happened.”

      I clenched my jaw and hands to keep from biting her head off. It would do no one any good if I killed the phony witch. Instead, I inhaled deeply and stared her down. “She is not your responsibility.”

      Lucinda scoffed as she brushed a hair from Mina’s forehead. “Sure, you’re the mother of the year. You got her into this mess.”

      Hunter stepped forward, and I stopped him with a hand on his chest. “I’m done with you deflecting the topic. Mina is infected, so try and heal her Henriette. Because we need to get to the matter at hand. The priests’ ritual succeeded this time.”

      Nishi nodded and gestured to the surrounding walls. “And the God of Chaos, Rerek, is now roaming around Earth somewhere working on his plan to take over. Oh, and now that he’s here, the virus will be even stronger. We have to stop him. I don’t think I need to explain why. And where is the fae representative?”

      Caton glared at my best friend. “The fae are looking at candidates. What exactly do you expect us to do about this god? It’s not like we can stop him. He’s a god. All powerful.”

      Reed barked out a laugh. “Eve and Nishi faced off with the god without flinching. We don’t need your cowardice involved in this. It’ll only make our job harder. We need to decide what announcements we are going to make. The nation needs to know sooner rather than later.”

      Lucinda prowled up to the shifter beta with crossed arms and a sway to her hips that just about took me out as she walked past. The swing was so exaggerated I was surprised she didn’t throw something out. “We will decide what information is shared. We don’t need to tell anyone anything.”

      Henriette’s hands shook as they moved over Mina’s body. The poor healer was caught in the middle of our conversation as she tried in vain to help my daughter. I hoped she would be able to do something. After what Artemis told Nishi, I knew it was a long shot. That didn’t stop me from holding that hope a little closer.

      “You don’t have that power, bitch,” Faith snarled. “All that silicone is going to your head. The council works as a unit with each member having a say in the process.”

      Rhain glanced at Faith. The desire blazing in his eyes made me wonder if he was hungry for her blood or her body. “Not only is she sexy, Faith is right. This is a group decision.” Rhain leaned closer to Faith’s ear. “Maybe after this, you’d like to come back to my place. I have new silk sheets to try out.”

      Faith shuddered and gagged. “Not in your wildest dreams, asshole. I’m out of here. Call me Eve, and we can go over a plan, but I would rather have a colonoscopy than stay near Rhain.”

      I hugged her and promised to keep in touch, then smiled when she pulled out her crystal shard and took the portal out of there. It was abrupt and a flashier exit than Faith usually made. Lucinda’s pissed-off look told me why. It was sad and petty that I got a thrill out of how upset that made Lucinda.

      “None of this changes how irresponsible you are, Eve. Mina wouldn’t be in this position if you hadn’t taken her with you to check out the cave. I bet your presence was the key to the god getting free. You are the reason for every bad thing in the nation,” Lucinda said, breaking the silence in the room.

      A gasp escaped me as I gaped at the murderous bitch. “She’s right, Eve. What were you thinking taking her there like that? She never should have been involved. You’ve always been impulsive and made decisions without thought,” Caton added before I could even respond. A kernel of his comment wormed its way into my heart and took root. It was me who agreed to take Mina with us. I’d even had to convince Nishi. The desire to crumple at my daughter’s feet and beg for forgiveness nearly had me doing just that. I felt Henriette’s gaze on me just then. I couldn’t meet her eyes and just prayed she would be back to work. I didn’t have the words to respond.

      “Could you two be any more simple-minded? Eve isn’t capable of controlling Mina. Your daughter wanted to learn more about what was going on so she could help. Eve is the only one that has made any progress in stopping Rerek. If not for her, you would be dead right now. No one could have foreseen they would be there. We’ve searched the cave several times and never encountered anything,” Nishi interjected. Her sharp words were directed at Caton and Lucinda.

      Reed adjusted his stance. The anger radiating off of him nearly made me want to run away. When Reed’s finger poked Caton in the chest, I winced in sympathy. It looked like it hurt. I was surprised that it hadn’t broken skin.

      “Your daughter is an adult, making her own decisions. She was going to be there with or without her mother. She’s tired of sitting on the sidelines, doing nothing to help the nation. If not for Eve’s quick thinking, Mina would have been killed. Where were you cowards? Home nursing a cosmopolitan?”

      “How were we supposed to know anything was going on when no one told us?” Caton asked incredulously.

      Lucinda nodded and wrapped her arm through Caton’s. “Yeah.” Did she have a brain in there? She made little sense.

      Carnell’s dark look was accompanied by his eyes turning red. “Have you gone out once searching for the men that kidnapped your daughter? I have gone every day to look for myself. I have my people out checking various locations, but I also do my own research. Can you say the same? No. You can’t. Your ex-wife has more courage in her pinky finger than you two combined. And thankfully, it seems as if Mina inherited that from her.”

      “You’ve got egg on your face in case you were wondering. Casting shadows isn’t going to work anymore. We’ve all got your numbers now and we see through your bullshit,” Hunter growled. I leaned into Hunter as a warm feeling spread throughout my being.

      Henriette cleared her throat, stopping the conversation. She wiped the sweat from her brow and swallowed as she looked from me to Lucinda and back. “I can’t heal her. The dark particles have infiltrated her entire body. I can’t make sense of it. I’ve never encountered anything like it. It’s beyond my ability.”

      Lucinda scowled at Henriette while Nishi sat there and smirked. I crossed my arms over my chest and glared daggers at Caton. “If you’d stopped to listen to me, I could have told you there was nothing she could do. We have to remove Rerek from our realm to make her better. We would appreciate your help in finding him. Don’t worry; we will handle all the heavy lifting of fighting him when we corner the asshole.”

      It was highly satisfying to walk away and leave Caton gaping as Hunter picked Mina up from the long wooden table and carried her out. I left the council to throw their hissy fits about the God of Chaos being loose in the world.
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      My body started shaking as Hunter and I walked out of the council chambers. I was angry, worried, and hurt. Caton cared about his daughter. I knew that, but he had no idea how to show it. Or make those he cared for a priority? For him, the only thoughts that entered his head were about him and how anything happening affected him. And I’d learned long ago that there was no getting through that narcissistic asshole’s head.

      I shouldn’t be surprised that he shifted the focus from doing whatever was necessary to help Mina. In Caton’s mind, he had to discredit me to make him look better. After it came out that he had been siphoning my power from me for decades, his image took a hit. Especially after I started building the Blue Moon and showing the Shrouded Nation who I was and what I was capable of.

      “You’re the Queen of Calm, love. I don’t know how you do it.” Hunter carried Mina down the stairs with ease. “You put Caton in his place and made him look like the biggest imbecile on the planet at the same time. I wish council meetings were live-streamed or recorded so the nation could see what a blow-hard Caton is. He’s made himself the de facto leader of the council, yet he’s the worst possible candidate.”

      I beamed at my mate and put my hand on his lower back as we walked to the car. “It’s a skill I recently developed. It helps that Mina’s recovery is more important than Caton’s ego.”

      Hunter placed her in the backseat as I climbed in the car. He was silent as he pulled away. “It must be a mother thing. I always wished for a little girl to cuddle with.” 

      My heart squeezed for him. I couldn’t tell what I heard in his voice. If it was longing or something else. “Have you ever wanted more children?” 

      Hunter pulled out and was halfway down the road leaving the pack lands before he said anything. “I thought I would have more, but things didn’t work out that way. Shifters live longer, so I assumed I had time.” He let his voice trail off. I could hear the unsaid comment about him thinking he would have a shifter mate and not a witch that aged differently. 

      That raised countless questions about the mating process. My mind was bombarded all at once, making me dizzy. Sorting through them was challenging. One floated to the fore because it was the most important. “Does mating you change my anticipated lifespan at all? I’ve heard rumors throughout my life but never listened to them.”

      Hunter looked at me sideways for a second before focusing back on the road. His gaze gave me the chills in that second. It spoke volumes about how much he hoped for our future. “Why? Would you be willing to entertain having another baby if it does?”

      I sucked in a breath and inclined my head. “I’m not completely opposed to the idea. Do I want one right now? No. There is so much going on in my life that it would be chaotic for a little one. However, I dreamed of having two kids all my life. Caton didn’t want the trouble. And I think there was a part of me that knew he was an asshat of epic proportions, so I didn’t push the issue.” I stopped babbling and looked at the side of Hunter’s handsome face. “Does that answer your question?”

      Hunter nodded and smiled at me. “It does. And I am happy to tell you that you will have more fertile years once we complete the mating.”

      “So, my lifespan will be extended.”

      Hunter chuckled as he turned onto my street. “You look like you’ve been hit upside your head.”

      I gaped at him. “Of course, I do. It’s not every day that someone tells you that you’re going to live longer. It’s a lot to process. What else? Will my vision be sharper? Or will I be faster? That would really come in handy. Oh, wait. Please tell me I’ll be stronger. I want to knock those hybrid assholes out.”

      Hunter was laughing as he parked the truck and came around to get Mina. “You will have some enhancements, but it won’t be to the level you’re hoping for. We can do some training and incorporate weights. That’ll make you stronger.”

      I made a face as I entered the code and pushed the door open. “That sounds like a lot of work. I haven’t exercised since I was in high school gym class. No, that’s not true. I’ve been running for my life for months now.”

      Hunter barked out a laugh as he climbed the stairs and nearly tripped with Mina in his arms. My hands shot out to his back as if I could hold him up. “Woah. Careful.” My heart was hammering, and all teasing vanished.

      “I’ve got her. Don’t worry,” Hunter reassured me as he reached the landing at the top.

      I moved ahead of him and turned Mina’s light on, then pulled down the covers on her bed. “We need to figure out our next steps,” I told him after he laid her down and I pulled the covers up to her chest.

      “That’s an easy one,” Nishi said.

      I jumped, my hands flying to my chest as if that would keep it from bursting through my rib cage. “What the hell? How did you just appear in here?”

      “I had Greyson tune my portal shard to your house because I didn’t have mine at the time,” Nishi explained as she looked at Mina, then turned away. “Anyway, as I was saying. We need to find the god. That’s the only way to help Mina and eliminate the danger to the world at the same time.”

      Hunter held up a hand. “We should include Faith in this conversation, too. She would be pissed if we didn’t.” My heart melted a little, hearing how easily he accepted my friends and included them.

      Nishi lifted her phone as she went down the stairs. “I already called her. She should be here soon. Anyone else want a snack?”

      “Some cheese and crackers with fruit sound good. And it’s one of the few things I have in here. I need to go to the store,” I said as I laced my fingers with Hunter’s.

      Nishi went to the fridge and started handing me stuff. “I’ll have some food delivered in the morning. We can come up with a list after we decide what to do next.”

      I was about to object when the bell over the door tinkled. I stuck my head out and lifted my hand in greeting. “That was fast.”

      Faith snorted. “I was already on my way here. We need to keep planning and moving ahead.”

      I clapped her on the shoulder as she reached the kitchen. “Good. With your experience perhaps you can tell us how to find Rerek.”

      Faith picked up a piece of gouda and popped it into her mouth. “We don’t. He’s going to be too powerful to locate with your spells or by more mundane means.”

      Nishi scowled at Faith. “What’s your suggestion?”

      Faith lifted a shoulder. “We go to the Whimsical Woods and learn about Joziah. Since the priest from hell is fae, that’s our best bet.”

      I picked up a grape and bit into it. “How did you know fae was primary for him? I was going to ask Rhain if he used to be one of his since I’m person non-grata with the fae.” It still pissed me off that they held me responsible for an infection that drove Ayesha to destroy the ley line juncture and previous council chambers.

      Faith’s smile was wide as she said, “I asked some of my contacts after I left that useless meeting.”

      Grabbing a couple of slices of salami, I gestured to the door. “Let’s go talk to Drivil. He’ll be more amenable if we get to him before midnight.”

      Hunter chuckled as he put a hand on my shoulder. “Do you want me to come with you?”

      I shook my head. “Nah. We’ve got this. Stay with Mina.”

      Faith dipped her head. “Damn right, we do. We need a kickass name for our little coven or whatever we are.”

      Nishi was beside Faith as they walked through the shop. “What about the moon sisters?”

      “I like it.” I caught up and followed them outside.

      Faith pursed her lips and jumped into the black Corvette she borrowed from her grandfather. “It’s good. How about the sacred sisters?”

      Nishi looked back at me and we both nodded at the same time. “It’s perfect!”

      We talked about creating a symbol as we drove to the Whimsical Woods. My heart was pounding in my chest and my throat went dry. The owners loathed me and did everything they could to destroy me. Anger rose to play with my trepidation. The Devereauxs had hoarded the supplies I needed to create the cure to the virus. Countless deaths were on their hands because of it.

      I took a deep breath and let it out as we walked around the main building to the greenhouses in the back, where they worked on specialty herbs at night. Faith strode confidently ahead of us and entered the big building. Nishi stuck close to me.

      Faith smiled and lifted her hand when Drivil looked up from a section of plants he was working on. “Hey, Drivil. How are you and Ashanti doing?”

      Ashanti came around the end of the aisle with a shovel in one hand and a small plant in the other. She stopped next to her husband. Drivil glared at me before turning a smile to Faith. “Are you here with word of our daughter?”

      Faith’s expression went taut as she shook her head. “Not this time. I have a lead that seems encouraging. I promise I will fill you in when I have more. Right now, we are hoping you can give us some information about Joziah.”

      Drivil’s forehead creased. “Did you find him? He went missing months ago, and no one has heard from him.”

      Faith leaned closer to the couple with an eager look on her face. “For how long? There hasn’t been a sighting of him anywhere?” I crossed my fingers that there was more information.

      Drivil stuffed his hands in the pockets of the apron he was wearing. “That’s a complicated question. Word about his disappearance surfaced before Ayesha...” he trailed off and glared at me before continuing, “had her troubles. He was seen a few weeks ago at a house on Helm Street. The big green one kitty-corner from the church.”

      Faith thanked the couple and promised to stay in touch before we left. She drove like a bat out of hell across town and before I knew it, she was parked in the church parking lot.

      Nishi hesitated next to the car. “We should do some recon before going inside. It could be a hybrid den. We’ve encountered several of them close to here.”

      “You’re right,” I agreed. “Split up and meet around the back?”

      Faith gestured to the large covered porch. “I’ll take the front. You two get the sides. And use your magical senses to see if you can pick up anything.”

      With our marching orders, we snuck across the street. I went to the far side of the house and plastered my back to the wall beneath the first window. My heart was hammering so loud, it was likely a dinner bell for anyone inside the house. I opened my senses and scanned the area for anything magical. I couldn’t detect mundanes, but the energy signature of a hybrid was unique. I encountered several low-level hits, but nothing that suggested a hybrid. Once I was certain there were none of Rerek’s creepy creations, I popped up and looked through the window. I was looking into an empty office with few furnishings. I continued to the back of the house without encountering anyone inside. It looked like any mundane home.

      “Anything?” I asked Nishi, who shook her head and climbed the back steps.

      She paused with her hand on the doorknob, then twisted and went inside. I hurried to catch up. “Why is it open?”

      “No idea. There isn’t anyone inside, though. Maybe you can cast a spell seeking anything magical?” Nishi asked as she walked through the downstairs to the front door. We both scanned the rooms we passed. Faith joined us when Nishi let her inside.

      Faith pursed her lips and glanced up the stairs. “The place feels empty but not abandoned.”

      Nodding, I agreed. We split up, and I paused to cast the spell Nishi suggested. I tuned out Faith’s footsteps upstairs and focused my intent on finding anything of importance inside the house. My magic filtered out of me as I chanted, tugging me to my right. I was inside the office first. There were several items in the room that I put in a pile. I moved to the formal living room and was drawn to the fireplace. There were no ashes in the grate.

      “There’s no one here,” Faith said as she and Nishi entered the room. “What are you doing?”

      “There’s something up here. Can one of you find a bag to carry what I found in the office?”

      I didn’t pay attention as I stuck my head under the flue. Pulling out my flashlight, I lit the chimney up and gasped when I saw a scroll sticking out from a spot, missing a brick. I grabbed it and brought it out as it buzzed with magical power. There was nothing else pulling at me, so I assumed we’d found everything that was in there.

      “That scroll is going to win us this war,” Faith declared as Nishi came back into the room carrying a grocery bag filled with the items from the office.

      I chuckled and stuffed it into the sack. “From your lips to the gods’ ears.”

      Nishi smirked at Faith as we headed to the door. “You know you just cursed us, right?”

      “It’s called manifest at...” Faith’s response was cut off as all hell broke loose.
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      Four rabid hybrids burst through the front door and headed right for us. Faith’s jaw dropped to her chest as she slipped her fingers into the kubotan keychain. “They’re like man-shaped Cujo’s.”

      “And difficult to kill,” I said as I rushed forward and grabbed a fireplace poker on my way past.

      I hadn’t brought any weapons with me. It was all I could find to defend myself. The amount of foam coming out of the hybrid’s mouth made it look like a can of shaving cream exploded in it. The last ones we encountered hadn’t been this bad. Rerek’s presence must already be affecting those afflicted with the virus. Something sour filtered into the room like burning flesh. The stench made my stomach churn.

      Bringing my arms back, I swung with all my might, my makeshift weapon hitting one of the hybrids in the head. It didn’t stop the fiend from coming for me. I considered using my best weapon. My hellfire, but there was no way I would risk setting this place ablaze and bringing the mundane authorities to the fight.

      Changing tactics, I stabbed the poker at the hybrid’s stomach and tripped over a stool I had missed in my peripheral. My hands flew out to break the fall and my weapon clattered on the tile floor, then skittered across it. My wrists and palms smarted as they impacted with the hard floor and months of fighting had me tucking and rolling to the side to avoid the claws coming for me. Yay me! I wanted to pat myself on the back for the instinctual responses that were becoming automatic in these types of situations. I even managed to snag the poker as I leaped to my feet.

      I wasn’t fast enough to avoid the claws that caught my right bicep. My arm went numb and my fingers closed even tighter around the steel in my hand. In my panic, I sent a concussion of magic that blasted the hybrid away from me. As he stumbled and fell, I noticed Nishi and Faith embroiled in fights of their own. Nishi had two daggers in her hand and was slicing her hybrid to pieces slowly while Faith was now wielding a small sword. My weapon looked pathetic in comparison.

      I wanted to smack myself. Faith was always armed and ready for a fight. I could have asked her. I opened my mouth to do just that when the poker fell from my numb fingers and I felt like acid was flowing down my arm. I cast a barrier around the toxic particles and an additional bubble around them. Having been infected with Rerek’s dark particles already, I didn’t want to make matters worse. If I’d known before, I would have done something like this for Mina and me in that cave.

      With my injured arm hanging at my side, I danced away from the hybrid, who was scuttling toward me like a spider. The white foam was dripping on the floor, leaving a trail of sizzling spots on the tile. The creature never reached me as Faith’s sword sliced through its neck, effectively removing its head.

      I gaped at my friend as the skull rolled to a stop in front of me. The acidic blood corroded the flooring as it pooled around the body and head. “Thanks for that. My arm is toast, and I didn’t want to barbeque us all with my hellfire.”

      Faith grimaced. “We should get that looked at. Can you have Eilie meet us at your place?”

      I nodded, then gestured to the room with my good arm. “What do we do about this place?”

      Nishi reached into my purse and brought out a vial of healing potion and pulled the cork before she stuffed it into my hand. “Drink that. We can call the Shrouded Nation police to clean this place up.” I tipped the vial back and drank the potion.

      Faith lifted one eyebrow. “Is that something new?”

      Nishi lifted one shoulder. “SNPD is my addition to the nation. It was Nathan’s idea, and I loved it. He spearheaded the initial setup. Of course, Caton and Lucinda fought me on its creation, but there is no way that the three of us can handle everything. Not to mention we need individuals that can start interfacing with the mundane police when supernaturals are involved. It gives people a place to go rather than the Sacred Sisters. We’re building a reputation and respect. Our specialties are in handling the more serious problems in the nation. It won’t do us any good to be inundated by domestic calls.”

      Faith clapped Nishi on the shoulder. “No need to explain to me. I think it’s brilliant.”

      I cradled my injured arm as I felt my tonic go to work. “Speak for yourself. I have no idea what domestic calls are and why we wouldn’t want to help deal with them.”

      Nishi opened the front door and scanned the street before heading outside. “Those are calls where couples are fighting. Sometimes they can get physical. There’s nowhere for victims of abuse in the nation to go and no recourse for them. That’s all going to change. As soon as Trinity raises enough money and finds backing, she’s going to start a shelter for them.”

      I climbed into the back of the car and let Nishi help buckle me. She had grabbed the bag of artifacts and the scroll. Using voice dictation, I asked Eilie to meet me at the store. Nishi called a man named Victor Thornwood. She had a conversation with the guy about the bodies at the house. He promised to send out officers to deal with it.

      Behind the wheel, Faith’s head moved in her direction. She swerved over the line before correcting herself. “He agreed to lead your police force?”

      Nishi inclined her head. “He was a logical choice. He’s half-shifter, half-human and worked as a Sheriff in Roanoke. He’s already got connections we will need.”

      Faith pulled into a parking spot in front of my store. “He’s a good guy. He was shunned by my mother’s pack, too. I lost track of him when I got married and moved away. I’m surprised our paths didn’t cross, given my line of work. Has he been accepted by the nation?”

      I felt for Faith as she asked that. She’d shared the prejudice she had experienced while growing up. My ex-husband played a role in treating her cruelly. Her treatment was what had caused her to turn her back on her demon and shifter heritages and live as a human. It strained the relationship with her grandfather, Carnell. Since returning to Ravenholde, they had been mending things between themselves.

      Nishi’s gaze hardened. “The assholes in the Shrouded Nation are about to get a lesson in tolerance and acceptance. For a bunch of magical beings who think they’re better than mundanes, they couldn’t be further from the mark. Those with prejudices in my world are in the minority, not the majority. Things won’t ever change for the better until we force it to. You started it, Faith. I’m merely continuing the fight, and Victor agreed to join me on the ride.”

      Faith’s smile was wide as we walked up to the door. In the big picture window, I saw Eilie’s car turn the corner, so I waited for her. She scowled at me as she got out. “What happened now?”

      I lifted my right elbow and grunted at the pain it caused. “Rabid hybrid.”

      Eilie eyed it as she joined us on the stoop to the store. “I can see it’s already healing. Let’s get inside so I can get a better look.”

      Hunter came down the stairs as we entered. He was at my side and growling before we made it halfway to the kitchen. “I’m going to be okay,” I reassured him.

      Nishi snorted ahead of us as she turned on the kitchen lights, but didn’t say anything. Hunter’s gaze bored a hole in the side of my head, but I refused to look at him as I hurried through the double doors. Eilie lifted my arm as we entered. Nishi grabbed a first-aid kit and set it on the island.

      The shifter healer probed the wound. “This injury is different. There’s something surrounding the darkness this time.”

      “That’s a spell I cast to contain the spread.”

      Eilie made a noise as she continued examining me. “Can you mark this as foreign material for me?” Lifting one shoulder, I nodded and did as she asked. A second later, her energy pushed the bubble of toxic filth from my flesh. The black ooze bounced off the marble as it fell from my body. I let go of the spell and it spilled like oil across the white stone. Faith grimaced, then sprayed it with bleach and used paper towels to clean it up.

      “Using that spell was quick thinking. It saved you from being infected by whatever this new toxin is,” Eilie said when she was done and had finished healing the skin. My potion had started that process, but couldn’t get much done because of the bubble beneath the surface.

      “What happened? I thought you were only going to speak to Drivil? Is he with Rerek now?” Hunter punctuated his questions with narrowed eyes and crossed arms.

      I gently lifted my arm, testing the pain, then reached for the bag. Nishi set it on the counter and dumped out the contents. There were several magical objects along with the scroll. “We discovered where Joziah had last been seen and went to check it out.” I gave him a brief rundown of the events after we arrived, ending with the fight.

      Hunter snatched the rolled document and carefully unrolled it. Eilie helped him hold it flat while we all gathered around and looked it over. “Does that scroll say Rerek will bring about the end of the world, starting with cataclysmic events?” I asked, wanting to be sure I wasn’t seeing things.

      Nishi nodded her head. “Yep. It says he will use tornados, earthquakes, tsunamis, and famine to create something new.”

      Hunter pointed to what looked like a spell on the scroll and he read, “By ancient forces that shape the land, By powers unseen, both strong and grand, Through whispers of earth and secrets untold, I call upon thee, thy power unfold.

      “From depths unknown, where mysteries lie, Unveil the veil, let the forces comply, Shift and tremor, earth’s hidden might, Open the path, reveal the void of night.

      “By words of old, forgotten and deep, Inscribed in time, their essence I keep, With reverence and wisdom, this spell I weave, Unleash the power, let the earth upheave.

      “Veil of unearthly shifts, I command thee true, Descend upon this spot, mysteries to pursue, Unveil the realm, reveal what lies beneath, As I speak these words, let the earth writhe.

      “Earth’s ancient secrets, now mine to wield, Through ancient words, the power is sealed, Unleash thy presence, change the course, Open the gateway, reveal the hidden source.” He looked up at me as he finished reciting the passage. “Is that a spell?”

      Something shifted in the atmosphere around us, and it prickled along my arms. My injury was still extremely sensitive and it hurt. I pursed my lips as I opened my magical senses. “Yes. I believe it is. It’s nothing I’ve ever seen, but I can feel the power you gave it simmering around us.”

      Hunter’s eyes widened. “You mean I just cast this spell? How is that even possible? I don’t have magical power.”

      Eilie cocked her head to the side. “Your situation is anything but normal, Alpha.” The healer hesitated to continue and looked to Hunter for clues about how he was taking her feedback.

      Hunter’s expression was inquisitive, but not upset. “Explain, please.”

      “You’ve completed the first three phases of mating and are the first to bond with a witch that we know of. Not to mention, Eve isn’t your average witch. She isn’t bonded to a group of her kind. It is entirely possible you have inherited some of her magic.”

      “You mean like I marked him in a way?” I asked. I liked the idea of leaving my own impact on him like he would on me with his teeth in some part of my body.

      Eilie nodded her head. “I mean exactly like that. Like Hunter’s, your mark left behind the imprint of your magic.”

      Nishi leaned forward. “The goddess has nothing on this. She’s as fascinated about it as I am. Is it possible that she left the same on Faith and I?”

      Eilie lifted one shoulder while Faith said, “Only one way to find out.” She proceeded to read through the spell and then encouraged Nishi to do the same.

      The magical waves buffeted me and grew. It made me stagger and grab onto Hunter at one point. Faith’s phone rang before I could tell them what I was feeling. “It’s Carnell,” she said and answered.

      “Faith.” Carnell’s clipped tone sent goosebumps over my skin. “We’ve got a problem. Are Eve and Nishi with you?”

      “Yes. We’re at Blue Moon. What’s wrong? Did you find Rerek?” The eagerness in Faith’s voice was chilling. I wanted to force the god back to his realm, but I wasn’t necessarily eager to do it.

      “A sinkhole opened up beneath the bank on Ravenholde and my informants tell me it was done by magical means.”

      I gasped and looked at my friends. “Did we just make that come to fruition? Because it kinda feels like we cast a spell when we read that.”

      “What’s going on?” Carnell demanded.

      Faith sighed and told him what we’d found and what had happened. As she spoke, I thought through the problem and how the magic could work if I had indeed given them magic somehow. “Even if I imparted magic to you three, it isn’t enough to do something like this. It might have been enough to lend Rerek the power he needed to pull off a stunt like this, but it wouldn’t be enough on its own. It’s not possible unless you know how to harness the powers of the elements and earth to aid you. This is where a witch’s coven mates come into play. They’d keep her from taking in too much. It’s not always easy to cut the stream off.”

      “That’s part of that balance thing you were talking about,” Nishi observed.

      I pointed at Nishi. “Exactly. If I had cast that, my powers would automatically reach for more and when it didn’t stop, you three would take the excess so I didn’t overload. What I don’t get is why Rerek would target a bank. It’s not like he needs money. He’s a god and can use his magic to get what he wants.”

      “I’ve given that some thought,” Carnell said. “And my short answer is chaos. By doing this, Rerek will begin to destabilize the financial institutions. If that collapses, the world descends into chaos rather quickly because money keeps everything running. I imagine Ravenholde wasn’t the only city hit with that one.”

      Faith started flipping her weapon around her hand. “Rerek can’t make enough followers in the short amount of time he will have until we find him, so he needs to destabilize the world, starting with the economy.”

      Nishi’s gaze went distant for a second while Carnell agreed with his granddaughter. Much faster than the last time she had a goddess download, Nishi blinked back to awareness. Running a hand through her hair, she pinched the bridge of her nose. “The amount of chaos Rerek just caused will give him a major boost and advantage over us. He’ll be able to move around much easier. Artemis couldn’t be certain, but she thought he might be able to teleport now.”

      Eilie tapped her lips. “With the god destabilizing the biggest population, the mundanes, he will have them scrambling and us distracted to ensure they don’t look our way, which will give him free rein to ramp up the supernaturals he infects.”

      “That’s a good point,” Carnell agreed. “I assume this is the beautiful Eilie. Can you keep track of those newly infected and develop a system of delivering the cure with Eve as quickly as possible? We need to cut this bastard off at the knees and minimize the energy he gets from the chaos.”

      I leaned into Hunter. “How the hell can we find him if he can teleport? Do we know how many other banks were hit at the same time?”

      There was typing on the other end of the phone. “It looks like there were only five hit worldwide. Not nearly enough to give a god enough energy to teleport.”

      “Carnell is right. Rerek is not from this realm, which means he cannot gather energy from the ley lines like us. The amount of chaos that generated is minimal compared to what he got from the virus and infections.”

      “If I weren’t able to travel instantaneously like I wanted, I would search for a way to achieve that,” Faith pointed out. “Are there objects or artifacts that can give him that ability?”

      I lifted one brow and looked at her. “You mean other than the portal your boyfriend created?”

      Faith cursed and looked at her phone. “We have to go, Carnell. I need to reach out to Greyson.”

      “I will keep searching for information. Cal is looking as well. Please update us if you discover anything,” Carnell said before we said goodbyes.

      I put a hand on Faith’s arm. “We need to make sure every council member has their portal shard secured first. And check the council chambers and the one at the store.”

      Nishi lifted her phone. “I’m messaging the council to let them know Rerek made his first move and asking that they account for their portal shard. I’ve got mine here.”

      Faith lifted hers out of her pocket and held it up. “I’ve got mine. And I believe Greyson can verify the security of both portals without having to go to either site. I’ll ask him.”

      Hunter wrapped his arms around me as we waited for replies. Nishi’s phone pinged with several messages, with Faith chiming in a couple of seconds later. Faith looked up at Nishi and me. “Greyson says the portal at the council chambers is more secure than ever. He isn’t as certain about the one in the store and is going to pay that one a visit. He indicated that there are some rare artifacts that are rumored to have those powers.”

      My head dropped as the weight of the situation landed on me. “Great. We need to add finding rare objects with magical powers in unknown locations to the list of shit we have to accomplish.”
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      Nishi clasped my hands. “We’ve got this, Eve. We’re the Sacred Sisters.”

      Hunter chuckled. “SS for the win. Eilie and I will go to pack lands and look through our histories there for any references to objects that helped our ancestors travel.”

      Faith stuffed her knife in the pocket of her leather jacket. “And I will go with Greyson to the store and tell Carnell what we are looking for. We will regroup in a couple of hours before we take a break to rest.”

      It was the middle of the night. Closer to daybreak, actually. I’d lost track of time. And I wasn’t tired. I was running on adrenaline and worry. “And we will do some research of our own.”

      We said our goodbyes, with Hunter leaving me with some passionate kisses, then Nishi went to the coffeemaker as the others left. I couldn’t drink a cup of the stuff without having something in my stomach to soak up some of the caffeine. I hadn’t eaten enough the day before with everything that had happened. It felt like several days had passed since we interrupted the ritual and Rerek burst into our realm, but it hadn’t even been twenty-four hours. It had been the longest day in history. I went to the fridge and grabbed the mini-muffins I had stored there.

      “Want some?” I waved the container in front of Nishi.

      “Are those chocolate muffins? Or some healthy shit?”

      I chuckled, recalling the time I’d given her a bran muffin that she had assumed was healthy. Nishi refused to eat a healthy alternative of a pastry. Otherwise, she ate relatively well. “This time they’re chocolate. Promise.”

      Nishi eyed them warily. “Is that why they’re barely big enough to fill a mouse? You know you aren’t fat, right? And if that asshat of an ex-husband told you otherwise, he was a damn liar.”

      My chest throbbed painfully for a second as I recalled how Caton commented on my looks right after I had Mina. It was no secret that Caton was all about appearances. He hadn’t been forthright about my appearance and weight all the time, but his comments had hit home like they would for any woman. Thankfully, that was the first thing I dealt with when Caton kicked me out. I refused to go on a second longer without loving myself and my body.

      Shaking my head, I opened the lid and picked one up while the coffee brewed. “I made them to snack on. I can’t always eat the big ones, so I thought bite-sized was a good idea. That way, they won’t go stale as easily if I leave half of one.”

      Nishi bit into one. “How do you not end up eating more? Chocolate is a major food group in my life.”

      Laughter bubbled out of me as I handed her the creamer and she got out two mugs. She gave me my favorite one that said “Dream Big” and she used the one that had a crown and a bee beneath it. Hunter had given me that one. I liked the way he saw me. It was a major self-confidence boost, for sure.

      “My laptop is upstairs. We can do some research on it,” Nishi indicated as she gestured to the exit.

      Internet research was Nishi’s domain. She worked with computers and I happily left that world to her. “I will grab my grimoire. I copied most of the information from my mom into mine before leaving home and I added information Ayesha shared with me. There is some information about ancient artifacts and their powers. I don’t recall any of them having the ability to teleport, but it’s a place to start.”

      We climbed the stairs, and I went to my room to grab the books I would need, then poked my head in to check in on Mina. She was still in her magical coma. She was pale and sweaty, which made me worry. I should have had Eilie check on her. Mina still needed water and food to survive. Magical healing could help repair a body from significant damage when they went without, but not if it went too far. I made a mental note to have Eilie stop by and do what she could for Mina in terms of dehydration and nutritional deficiencies.

      Nishi was typing away on her laptop when I got back out to the living room. I started thumbing through the family grimoire and came across something called the Shadowveil Amulet. Apparently, it was a mysterious amulet adorned with intricate engravings, known for its ability to cloak the wearer in shadows and grant them temporary invisibility.

      “Search for the Shadowveil Amulet. It says here it gives the wearer invisibility, but who knows how Rerek can bastardize the thing,” I told Nishi.

      We spent several hours looking for items I found and ones that Faith texted to us. In the end we looked up the Scepter of Ptolemy I, the Crown of Thorns, the Mask of Tutankhamun, the Elgin Marbles, the Celestial Key, and the Verdant Heartwood Bow, among others.

      Nishi stopped typing and looked up from her screen. “I’ve checked the internet and the dark web and found nothing. One message mentioned a local museum that had the Elgin Marbles, which are actually a collection of classical Greek marble sculptures that once adorned the Parthenon in Athens and were now supposed to be housed in the British Museum. Places like that loan their artifacts to others across the globe, but I cannot see somewhere as vaunted as that letting a dinky outfit in Virginia borrow something so important. Not to mention the statues have no magical powers.”

      Mundanes didn’t know half of the magical things that were out there among them. “I don’t know anything about the Elgin Marbles, but I do know that many supernaturals have hidden powerful objects within mundane society. It’s one of the best ways to keep it safe. Paranormals often ignore it when they detect power coming from mundane establishments as remnants of a magical person that visited the place.”

      Nishi sighed and picked up her coffee. “Where does that leave us, then?”

      “Is there a way to tell who requested the rare artifacts the museum has in their possession? Perhaps we can tie it to Joziah.”

      Nishi set her mug down with a clatter and started tapping the keys furiously. I ate another muffin while she worked. A few seconds later, the hope I had vanished. “I can’t access the forms submitted with a request. I think the place is too small to bother with automation. I say we go there and sneak into the back offices and look through the procurement office.”

      My jaw dropped to my chest. “Are you freaking kidding me? We can’t break in there! We will be arrested by mundanes.” My breaths quickened, and I got lightheaded just thinking about it. I’d never committed a crime in my life. It was rare that I drove more than five miles over the speed limit. I might be a member of the Shrouded Nation, but I had to live within the mundane world and follow its rules.

      Nishi put a hand on my shoulder. “It’s alright. I understand your fear. I’m typically a rule follower, but I don’t have panic attacks over the thought of breaking one of them. I can’t believe I am going to say this, but you have nothing to worry about. You have the solution down in your store. I’ll even pay for two bottles of your Philter of Invisibility. I’ll even throw in a couple of Whisperfoot Elixirs so no one hears us.”

      I smiled at my best friend. “I lost my mind there for a second.”

      Nishi chuckled. “It’s okay. I can see I need to lead with that when I suggest we break and enter next time. Seriously, you just about had a heart attack on me.”

      The tightness around my chest eased with her teasing. “We grow up being taught that the mundane authorities are worse than facing down a demon. I can’t help it if that fear has kept my ass in line for forty years.” The sun was lightening the sky through the living room window. I’d been up all night and wasn’t even tired. That said more about how my life had been the last few months than anything else.

      Nishi whistled as she shook her head. “Damn, I can’t imagine telling my daughter that. I always told her there was no such thing as the boogeyman.”

      I lifted a shoulder. “If Mae was at risk of becoming a scientific test subject, you’d tell her anything you had to in order to keep her safe. If Mina is discovered as a witch, the mundanes will cut her open to find out where her magic comes from. It happened before the Shrouded Nation was formed. Hell, it’s the reason why we banded together. Collectively, we can protect each other far better than alone.”

      Nishi’s face had lost some of its color. “When you put it that way, I see your point. While I don’t think that most would do anything to you, there will be those in power that will want to use your kind for nefarious purposes. Okay, the museum opens in two and a half hours. Let’s do some more research, then get showers and head over.”

      We continued with me either texting Carnell or Faith, or looking through books and Nishi looking information up on the internet. Time sped by. I went down after an hour and made some eggs and toast for us. The hot shower eased the knots in my shoulders and before I knew it, we were sipping another cup of coffee, this one from the restaurant with a drive-through, and parking in the lot for the museum. I bought two tickets, and we walked through the place looking at artifacts from ancient civilizations.

      “We need to find the door leading to the staff offices. We could go to the archives, but there will likely be numerous shelving units full of items that will take hours to scour,” Nishi suggested.

      I stopped in front of a display of ancient Egyptian items and marveled at the history of each piece. “How are we supposed to find that? I have counted four doors marked staff.”

      We moved on and I grabbed a map that we had forgone when we came in. My eyes bugged out of my head when I saw the pictures of the staff members on one side of the flyer. “This is Joziah!” I whisper-hissed at Nishi.

      She took the paper and looked it over. “That’s not his name. Why would he work here under an assumed name? And he doesn’t have pointed ears.”

      “Long-lived supernaturals don’t use their real names in the mundane world. They have IDs created under assumed names so they can disappear and not have to worry about drawing attention to themselves. Fae use glamour to pass in mundane society. I’m telling you, this is him.”

      Nishi scanned the museum again and headed for a door where we’d seen most of the staff moving through. “I believe you. Can you sense any magical artifacts here?”

      I opened my senses and sent them throughout the building like an octopus’ legs moving along the ocean floor. I got several hits, but none of them were particularly strong. Oddly, there were some areas where it felt like I came up against a wall that was keeping me out. That shouldn’t happen in a place like this.

      “There’s powerful magic in a few places. Two are coming from the corridor ahead and another is coming from the far side of the building.” Instinct told me the second signal was the storage area. “I want to check the one across the way first.”

      Nishi nodded in agreement as she pointed to an exhibit of Native American artifacts. “Look at the craftsmanship and artistry of that bowl. It’s incredible.”

      “Yeah. It would be fascinating to get a peek into their daily lives.” I loved the long headdress made of feathers. And the moccasins were stunning with their intricate beading.

      We moved through the exhibits and to the staff door at the far end. Once there, I slipped the vials from my purse and snuck behind a statue of a wooly mammoth to drink it down. The second one followed soon after and I panicked when I couldn’t see Nishi. I whispered her name. I yelped when something bumped into me. “It’s me. I’ll hold a belt loop on your pants as we sneak back there.”

      “Don’t let go.” She didn’t respond as we made our way through a door. We entered a long hallway and had to take some stairs down to a basement where we found countless artifacts.

      I followed my senses to a section in the middle of the room. I looked around, wondering what I was missing. “There was something powerful here, but it’s gone.” There was a label with numbers written on it. I pulled out a piece of paper and jotted it down, then turned to leave and froze. One of the museum curators was headed right for us. She was walking with such determination that my throat went dry and my palms started sweating.

      I would have stood there if Nishi hadn’t tugged me along. We turned down another aisle to avoid the woman and got turned around when she reached the top of the stairs. Various magical signatures were pinging off my radar, and I finally yanked her to a stop and pulled her into an alcove.

      I pressed my mouth to her ear. “Let me lead us to the other locations I’m sensing.”

      “Okay,” she whispered in response.

      Checking to make sure the coast was clear, I darted out and turned left. I wasn’t positive the back section was connected to the other side until we reached the offices, and the signals got stronger. We passed several closed doors and paused at the door with Joziah’s assumed name in gold lettering on a plaque off to the side.

      I tried the knob and discovered it was locked. The hall was empty, so I took a second to cast a spell to unlock the door. Something as simple as that didn’t take much effort, so it should have worked. I cursed when it didn’t. I tried four more times, then blew out a breath.

      “What’s wrong?” Nishi asked in a low voice.

      “It won’t open,” I said.

      “I got this. You grab hold of me.”

      I felt around and brushed her stomach before finding a pocket to latch onto. The rattling that followed practically had me hyperventilating. I was lightheaded and almost passed out by the time Nishi got the panel open. We slipped inside and I tried to calm my racing heart.

      Nishi pulled me with her to the desk. I let go of her to search the filing cabinet next to a small bookshelf. There were several bare spots on the shelves that held the tingle of power. “He had magical artifacts here.”

      A piece of paper lifted from the desk and waved through the air. “He’s been procuring ancient Sumerian artifacts. He got a hold of the Standard of Ur, which it says was discovered in the Royal Cemetery of Ur. It features intricate mosaic panels depicting scenes of war and peace. There was also the Code of Hammurabi, a Babylonian law code that was inscribed on a large stele. The god named Sin was the moon god. He was benevolent and kind until his wife was slaughtered by another god. He’s been hellbent on vengeance ever since.”

      “I think I’ve heard of that. I think it had a set of laws and punishments established by King Hammurabi on it.”

      “Not sure about that,” Nishi said. “But the god Shamash, or the sun god and god of justice in Sumerian are closely associated with this. According to information in my theological encyclopedia, Shamash has been searching for this for centuries. Joziah was playing with more than one god?”

      She’d said Artemis couldn’t be sure if the other gods had gone through when Rerek ripped open the veil. I prayed that wasn’t the case. It would be a disaster.

      “Joziah also bought the Cylinder Seal of Gilgamesh and the Bull of Heaven, which was a mythical creature represented in Sumerian art,” Nishi continued. “This one was a statue of the powerful, divine symbol. The Inanna’s Descent to the Underworld Tablet is on his list. I can’t see a clay tablet containing one of the oldest known written narratives, describing the goddess Inanna’s journey to the Underworld as being useful to Rerek and Joziah’s plans. Unless he plans on using it against the goddess Innana.”

      “Why wouldn’t he plan on using it to torture his fellow gods?” I asked as I read over her shoulder. “What significance did the Warka Vase have?”

      “The Warka Vase might hold power they could channel, but since it only depicted scenes of religious rituals, divine figures, and mythological creatures discovered in Uruk, it would be of little use,” Nishi explained.

      “What about the last three? The Gudea Statues, the Lyre of Ur, and the Great Zippurat of Ur?”

      “Are you seeing the same pattern as I am?”

      I looked over the list again, but nothing jumped out at me. “I have no idea. I don’t have the knowledge of a goddess downloaded into my brain like you.”

      Nishi snort laughed. “I wouldn’t know shit without Artemis. Many of these items are connected to the god Sin. He was most closely linked with Ur, where almost half of these originated. It’s looking even more likely that we could be dealing with more than one god. Rerek would thrive in the chaos of misdirecting our attention and keeping it on him while another god snuck through at the same time.”

      I looked over at Nishi as horror washed over me. The magical Rolodex that my best friend had become after Artemis made Nishi her head huntress frightened me. Could her suggestions be right? I wanted to ignore the possibility, but in the end, I refused. It would do me no good. “Are we really dealing with more than one god here?”
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      “Jumping to conclusions will get us into trouble. The information I have on each of these artifacts isn’t much. And I could be overplaying the importance of many being connected to Sin. I know his reputation after his wife was killed, but that doesn’t mean he is in cahoots with Rerek,” Nishi warned.

      I took a deep breath, wishing I could see her. Even during fights, Nishi maintained a collected demeanor. She was affected by situations, but you would never think she was freaking out and losing it. Unlike me. That first encounter in the cave, Nishi was the only reason I didn’t start screaming, flapping my arms, and running away. Her resolve, determination, and confidence bolstered mine.

      A hand groping me shook me out of my thoughts. When Nishi touched a boob, she jerked her hand away, and we both laughed. I extended my hand, and she found it, then squeezed. “We’ve got this, Eve. No matter what we are facing. Sacred Sisters for the win.”

      A smile spread over my face. We weren’t alone. SS had some powerful allies at our backs, too. “How do you know exactly what I need?”

      Nishi made a scoffing noise. “It’s my superpower. Now, let’s grab the lists so we can find out more information about these artifacts. They could be simple historical objects created by mundanes worshipping these gods in pagan times. But there is the possibility they were enhanced by someone powerful.”

      “We should text Hunter, Faith, and Carnell before we head to the Moreau building. Carnell has the most extensive library of all of us,” I said as I grabbed a couple of order slips in case there was something else on them.

      I was reading through some of the dates as I stuffed them in my crossbody purse. It was the one indulgence I’d splurged on after leaving home. Spending a few hundred dollars on a designer bag seemed ridiculous at the time, but it had countless pockets and when I bought it, I assumed I was going to have to take my potions with me to go to people like Carnell and sell them.

      Chastising myself for the errant thoughts, I shook off the fatigue that was causing my lack of focus. That could get dangerous if we encountered any of Joziah’s recruits. I didn’t think we’d see him. He was no doubt with Rerek right now.

      I lifted a paper in my hand as shock coursed through me. “He was here two days ago. How was he able to come in after being turned into a vampire-fae hybrid? Vamps can’t go out in the daytime.”

      Nishi grabbed my hand and tugged me toward the door. “We don’t know much about these kinds of hybrids, Eve. The mixed breeds like Faith don’t display signs of both heritages like Rerek’s creations. Those born from two different parents take after one species or the other. Or neither and they live as mundanes because they don’t fit in. Now we have an entirely new group of individuals.”

      “That’s why I’ve been taking notes on everything I observe. Running on no sleep, I can’t recall if we ever encountered a vampire hybrid during the day. I think we did in that warehouse, but I’m not sure. I really need to start traveling with a weapon.”

      Nishi’s laughter cut off as she opened the door. “I’ll get you a god-created dagger from Artemis. There’s information in my database about a pocket realm, so you don’t have to have it on your person, but I haven’t made sense of it yet. There’s been too much going on.” Her voice was so low, I wondered for a second if I’d heard her right.

      “You have to teach Faith right away if you figure it out. Although hers would need to be a full realm to store all her weapons,” I whispered back.

      Nishi snorted out a laugh at the same moment a door across the hall opened and a woman stepped out. Her dark eyes narrowed on Joziah’s office. “Hamilton? Did you finally show up? Peter is pissed about the delays in requisitions,” she said as she walked across the hall.

      She was going to run right into us if we didn’t move. I pushed her out the door and had almost made it out, but the woman ran into my back. I plastered my back to the wall and felt Nishi next to me. I held my breath as my heart pounded against my rib cage. The woman spun around with a muttered, “What the hell?” After scanning the hall twice, she turned back to Joziah’s office.

      I wouldn’t have known Nishi had taken off if I hadn’t felt her heat disappear. I followed suit, knowing the woman couldn’t hear our footsteps. The potion only lasted a couple of hours, and we’d taken it over an hour ago, so we needed to get out of there. When we were a good distance away, I whispered Nishi’s name.

      “I’m here,” she said. My hands flew out and felt around for her. We continued down the hall, maneuvering around the staff we encountered until we found a door leading back into the museum. From there, we ran outside and went to her car.

      “How long do these potions last?” Nishi asked as her shiny black hair started to come into view.

      I yanked her arm, pulling her down below the vehicle so no one saw us. “They’re fading now. They last a couple hours and we reached that limit.”

      Nishi blew out a breath. “I thought it was about that time frame. I just had no idea how long we’d been in there. I got so caught up.”

      My body started tingling as the spell began wearing off. It was almost as if I’d been numb and I had a mild case of pins and needles everywhere. We stood up a second later and found a mother and her young son staring at us. Nishi lifted her phone. “I dropped it and it slid under the car.”

      The mom laughed and nodded. “I hope the screen didn’t crack. Phones are so expensive nowadays.”

      Nishi chuckled. “It’s ridiculous how much they cost. My budget can live with the tiny crack, though.”

      “I hear that,” the mom agreed before she continued to the museum.

      Nishi unlocked the vehicle, then climbed behind the wheel as I went around and got inside. She was in the process of dictating a message. “Faith and Hunter will be meeting us at Carnell’s place.”

      I picked up the papers Nishi had set on the center console of her car and put them in order with the ones I’d grabbed. “He’s requisitioned so many types of artifacts from around the world. Could we be wrong to home our suspicion on the Sumerian ones?”

      Nishi shot a flat look my way as she turned down the road that had the drive-through coffee shop. “When you’re a priest for one of the Sumerian gods, it’s not a coincidence, Eve. That’s Rerek’s pantheon and where he got his power. The other items could be connected to Rerek too. We just haven’t discovered what they are yet.”

      I sighed and pointed to the coffee shop. “Can you run through there for a mocha and chocolate croissant? I don’t know about you, but I could use more caffeine. I am not thinking straight right now.” Between my worry for Mina and my fatigue, it was shocking I was coherent at all.

      Nishi turned into the drive-through. “I might regret this in an hour, but right now, I need another boost.”

      Nishi ordered extra for Faith, Hunter, and Carnell. I told her to throw one in for Cal at the last minute. I didn’t want to not have one for him in case he was there. The doppelgangers greeted us when Nishi drove around the back.

      “Hello, gorgeous,” either Drin or Dran said to me. His twin said the same to Nishi when she got out.

      My cheeks heated as I smiled at him. “Is Carnell upstairs?”

      The doppel dipped his head. “He and Cal are waiting for you with your mate. Ah, and here comes Faith.”

      I turned and saw the license plate ILUVSEX. Faith was out of the vehicle the second she’d parked. It was so fast I watched the wheels for a second to make sure it hadn’t moved. That was the first time I’d seen that level of speed from my friend. Was that her shifter side showing up? Or her demon getting stronger? Now that she wasn’t denying and strangling her supernatural heritage, she was showing more and more signs of her otherness. It was something we didn’t talk about a lot because she used to hate it. I made a mental note to ask Carnell about it sometime. I wanted to be prepared to help my friend deal with whatever was being thrown at her.

      Faith greeted the doppelgangers like they were her brothers and ushered us inside the building. “How did you find this information? What exactly is it?”

      Nishi pushed the button for the penthouse. “We got it from Joziah’s office at the Museum of History. We will explain more when we’re with everyone, so we don’t have to do it twice.”

      Faith took out her keychain and started fiddling with it. “What the hell did you two do? I can’t believe I missed all the fun.”

      “We broke into the unauthorized section of the freaking museum,” I said in a low voice as I looked around for a camera. I didn’t want my admission recorded.

      Faith widened her eyes comically as she accepted the coffee from Nishi. “Did you commit a crime, Eve?”

      I rolled my eyes and smacked her arm. “Shut up. It’s serious. We would have gotten caught too, if not for Nishi’s quick thinking, before we left.”

      The doors opened and Carnell, Cal, and Hunter were all looking at us. Nishi and I recounted our research and the trip to the museum, including our daring escape. Carnell led us down to the library as he sipped on his cold brew. Hunter twined his fingers with mine and pressed a kiss to my lips.

      Carnell gestured to the table. “Let’s go over the lists together and break them up into categories so we can find the right books.”

      Cal tapped the papers I set down. “We need to focus on the Sumerian first. That’s where we are going to find the best information.”

      Faith set her paper cup down and picked up one of the lists. “I wish I knew someone in the imports business. This is all a foreign language. You said the woman mentioned his recent procurements were delayed, but it shows that these all arrived.”

      “We can safely assume the jackass was hiding this from his employer,” Hunter replied as we all gathered around the table.

      Carnell pointed to the list. “The clay tablet, Inanna’s Descent, is the story of her travel into and return from the ancient Mesopotamian Underworld, which was ruled by her older sister Ereshkigal. After Innana reached Ereshkigal’s throne room, the seven judges of the Underworld deemed her guilty and struck her dead. This is said to have powers to help the bearer escape.”

      Cal grunted. “Sounds like something Rerek needed to break through to this realm.”

      “I was thinking the same thing. I’ve heard stories about the Warka Vase and how a witch who worked for a mundane king enchanted it years ago to act as a receptacle for flowers from the fae realm.” Carnell looked at Faith. “Once he caught sight of the unique plants, he insisted they be in the castle at all times.”

      “How do you know so much about these?” Faith asked her grandfather.

      One corner of Carnell’s mouth lifted. “When you’ve been around as long as I have, you learn a thing or two. Unfortunately, I’ve heard a few more vague stories, but nothing significant.”

      We each took an artifact and started searching through the books in the large library. It felt like an hour passed before I found something that didn’t relate to the artifacts, but it did to our mission. I was reading through a spell to open a veil when energy built in the room, making the hair on my arm stand on end. My mind went from thinking about how we might modify this to close a supernatural prison gate once Rerek was back inside his realm to what was happening in Carnell’s house. It wasn’t the incubus’ pheromones because I didn’t feel like tearing off his clothes.

      I hurried out of my aisle carrying the book I was looking through and stopped when the air shimmered near the large wooden table. Faith came to a halt next to me right before a young woman with long auburn hair and silver eyes appeared. She was vivacious and oozed might like a nuclear power plant. The short white chiton, slung over one shoulder, told me who she was. I opened my mouth and closed it. How did one greet a goddess?

      Nishi rushed forward with a furrowed brow. “Artemis? What are you doing here?”

      The goddess smiled at her head huntress as she moved around the end of the table. I caught a glimpse of the brown sandals on her feet that laced up to her knees and wished I could pull something like that off. I loved the style.

      “I know you’ve been worried about there being another god present on Earth, and I didn’t want your energy split. From what I can tell, aside from Rerek and me, there is not another one on Earth. Most have no idea the gate is open because I’ve been keeping the torn veil hidden from them. It’s taking most of my energy, but it’s the only way to keep your world safe.”

      “Why does it seem as if Sin could be here as well? Are we misreading the information?” Nishi clarified.

      Artemis pursed her lips and gave Nishi a look that practically made me pee my pants. “Likely because Sin is known to associate with Rerek and that is contained in the brief history I imparted to you.”

      Each of our cell phones started blaring at the same time. Faith moved first and snatched up her phone. At the same time Artemis asked what that infernal noise was. Nishi explained phones to the goddess while I read the announcement on Faith’s screen.

      “There’s a tornado in Ravenholde? How is that freaking possible?” I blurted.

      Hunter looked at me from behind the goddess. “It’s never happened.”

      Electricity filled the air, and every little hair on my body stood on end. The goddess’ hair swirled around her head in a non-existent breeze. “This is the team that you’ve chosen to defeat Rerek? They know nothing. The tornado is a sign that the chaos has begun. You won’t have much time now.”

      Carnell bowed slightly and sent the goddess a sexy smile while his eyes were trained on something over her shoulder. “You will have to excuse us. We are aware of the signs of Rerek’s chaos. Your beauty took our breath away and made it impossible to think straight. We are researching matters and will be prepared.” That softened the glower on Artemis’ face and the wind died down.

      My throat was dry, and it clicked when I tried to talk. It took several swallows to respond. “It would help if my daughter were healed. Is there anything you can do for her?”

      From the corner of my eyes, I could see one side of Artemis’ mouth was turned up. She might have been smiling, but I was too afraid to look at her directly. “I would help her if it was safe to do so. Using my powers here would alert Rerek to my presence, allowing him to prepare to fight me.”

      Nishi extended her hand toward me, and I grabbed it. “We understand. Will you be here to help us locate him?”

      Artemis shook her head. “I cannot stay or the other gods will find out there is a tear in the veil and they can make their way through. I will be back to help imprison him when the time comes. You know how to reach me, Nishi.”

      Nishi was the only one of us that had the courage to meet the goddess’ direct gaze and once again looked into her silver eyes. “Where can we find Rerek? If we are to stop him, we need to know where he is located.”

      Artemis cocked her head to the side and was silent for a second. “I’m not at full power here, but I would start with one of the Sumerian temples.” We were left gaping as the goddess vanished.
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      Carnell brushed a hand down the front of his shirt. “That was a first for me. The sheer power of the goddess is breathtaking. I am standing in awe of her beauty and virility.”

      Faith gaped at her grandfather. “As much as I love you, bedding the goddess is not happening. She is going to help us rid the world of a maniacal god. The last thing we need is her tied up in your bed. Literally.”

      Carnell smiled widely at Faith and love shone in his eyes. I even thought I saw a sheen of tears. Neither had anything to do with the goddess. I’d never heard her use the term of endearment with Carnell before.

      Carnell wrapped an arm around Faith’s shoulders. “I wouldn’t dream of it, my dear. I’m going to put in an order for food before we get started shifting gears of our investigation.” Carnell let her go and looked questioningly at me. “I assume we are moving to locations we suspect to find Rerek.”

      I nodded as I met Hunter’s gray gaze, then looked at Nishi and Faith. “Yeah. If the natural disasters are starting, we can assume he has already made it to the location he intends to use as a base of operations. Finding a temple will be easier than scrying for Joziah or the god. He’s proven he’s good at hiding his people from another realm, so adding a few relics will be child’s play to him.”

      Carnell stepped away from Faith and clapped his hands. “How do fish tacos sound?”

      “As long as there are chips and guacamole,” Nishi said.

      “Margaritas too,” Faith added. “Oh, and some chipotle ranch dressing for them.”

      Carnell moved away and made a call while we sat around the large wooden table that was now covered in silver sparkles. Faith pressed her finger to some of it and jerked it back. “Woah. That’s some powerful glitter. We should gather it so I can coat my saber in the stuff.”

      I tilted my head to the side. “You want to coat your weapon with goddess dandruff?”

      Nishi chuckled. “More like goddess herpes. When Mae was young, she was obsessed with glitter and I read something that called it the herpes of arts and crafts. I have to agree with that assessment.”

      “I don’t care what it is. It’ll pack a punch when I slice heads off,” Faith quipped.

      Cal brushed a handful into his palm and looked up at Faith. “You should have Brutus use his flame to adhere these to your weapons. It’ll make it damn near indestructible.”

      “Now that’s what I’m talking about. Where’s a container?” Faith asked, looking around. Cal grabbed a cup from a bar off to the side and dumped what he had inside it. I helped Faith scoop up as much of the rest as we could. By the time the food was delivered, Faith had a rocks glass full of the goddess glitter. Carnell watched her with a broad smile. In all the time I’d known him, I’d never seen him happier than since Faith returned.

      Within no time, a team of servers brought in food and placed it in front of us on the wooden table. We all filled our plates, then dug in while the staff went into the library rather than out of it.

      “What the heck are they doing?” Faith asked around a mouthful.

      Carnell wiped his mouth with a napkin and replaced it over his thighs. “They’re gathering everything I have on the Sumerian temples so we can enjoy our meal. We will have to refine the search as we learn more.”

      Nishi popped a chip covered in guac into her mouth and lifted a hand. “Once I have names, I can scour the web. I just need a laptop.”

      Carnell got up and crossed the room, then disappeared out the door. He was back before Nishi could voice her objection. “Here you are,” Carnell said as he handed a computer to her.

      Nishi’s eyes widened for a fraction of a second. “You didn’t have to do that right away. I meant after we were done eating.”

      Carnell waved a hand and shook his head. “I’d rather get started on it. Mina has suffered enough and we do not need Rerek to get any stronger.”

      “True is that,” Faith quipped, then popped a chip into her mouth.

      The staff brought back several books, and I picked one from the top and started reading. After several minutes, I got to a section about a temple. “Here’s some information about E-anna Temple. The E-anna Temple was also known as the ‘House of Heaven.’ It was an ancient temple complex located in the city of Uruk, which was one of the most important cities in ancient Mesopotamia. Coincidentally enough, Uruk is situated in present-day Iraq, near the modern city of Nasiriyah.”

      “The E-anna Temple is one of the earliest known temples in human history, which makes me think it could be powerful. The temple complex was a significant religious and cultural center, reflecting the importance of Inanna in the Sumerian pantheon. Would he go to a place dedicated to the goddess who was associated with fertility, love, and war?”

      Nishi made a face. “I’m not so sure about that. I found the E-kur Temple. It was also known as the ‘Mountain House.’ The ancient temple complex was located in the city of Nippur, which is now present-day Baghdad. It was one of the most significant religious and cultural centers in ancient Mesopotamia.

      “This one seems promising since it was dedicated to the god Enlil, who held a prominent position in the Sumerian and Akkadian pantheon. I can see Rerek wanting to tap into Enlil’s power. He was the lord of the earth, wind, and storms, among other things.”

      Faith leaned forward with a book open in front of her. “My vote is for that one.”

      Cal tsked Faith. “There are countless more. Like the Great Ziggurat of Ur. It was one of the most popular and significant Sumerian temples. The ziggurat was an enormous stepped pyramid-like structure dedicated to the moon god Sin.”

      “That one!” Nishi said. “Most of the artifacts Joziah hunted down were connected to Sin.”

      Carnell looked up from a book he was looking through and tipped his head from one shoulder to the other. “Let’s put the ziggurat aside for a second. I found the Eshnunna Temples and E-abzu Temple. The Eshnunna Temples refer to the ancient temple structures found in the city of Eshnunna, which is modern Tell Asmar. The city of Eshnunna flourished during the Early Dynastic and Akkadian periods. One aspect that makes me doubt these, is that the temple complexes in Eshnunna were dedicated to various deities worshipped by the Mesopotamians.

      “The most famous and well-preserved temple complex in Eshnunna is known as the Temple of the Mother Goddess, which was dedicated to the goddess known as Inanna or Ishtar. This location consisted of multiple buildings and structures, including courtyards, and shrines.

      “Now, the E-abzu Temple was dedicated to the god Enki, who was associated with water, wisdom, and creation. The temple’s name, E-abzu, translates to ‘House of the Abzu,’ referring to the primeval freshwater ocean believed to be the source of all life. I don’t see Rerek wanting to cozy up to this god. Not enough chaos.”

      I nodded. “I agree. Let’s hear more about the ziggurat. That one struck me as being right.”

      Cal nodded and focused on the pages in front of him. “It was located in the city of Ur, which was one of the most influential and prosperous cities in ancient Sumer, located in what is now southern Iraq. The Great Ziggurat of Ur was an iconic landmark of the city. It was built as a sacred platform for worship and served as a focal point for religious ceremonies, offerings, and rituals dedicated to the moon god Sin.

      “It was a massive structure composed of layered terraces, reaching a height of approximately seventy feet. It was constructed using mud bricks and featured a solid core with external staircases leading to the summit. At the top of it, there was a small shrine or sanctuary believed to house the statue of the moon god. That would be perfect for him to conduct rituals.

      “The Great Ziggurat of Ur played a central role in the religious and cultural life of the Sumerians. It served as a symbol of their devotion to the gods, a place of pilgrimage, and a center for religious activities. Its grandeur and religious significance made it one of the most renowned and visited temples in ancient Sumer. That would definitely attract Rerek. Plenty of people for chaos.

      “Although it is now mostly in ruins, archaeological excavations have unearthed remnants and artifacts that provided valuable insights into the religious practices and beliefs of the Sumerians. This could be where some of those relics came from.

      “The Great Ziggurat of Ur was said to be an awe-inspiring architectural marvel of ancient Mesopotamia. While the structure has undergone significant deterioration over the centuries, archaeological evidence and reconstructions provide insights into its physical appearance.

      “While the ziggurat itself was a magnificent structure, it was also surrounded by a complex of buildings, courtyards, and walls that formed an integral part of the temple complex. These additional elements enhanced the grandeur and significance of the Great Ziggurat of Ur. The fact that it has stood as a testament to their architectural prowess would also be appealing.”

      Faith jumped to her feet. “You got a private jet, Carnell? We need to get to Iraq. That’s definitely the site.”

      Carnell’s expression lost the easy joy of seconds before. “I have something better, Faith. We can take the portal at the council chambers, but I think we need to come up with a game plan. The complex is large and we have to be prepared to face the God of Chaos. Not to mention, you might want to take a trip to Scorchwood and get your sword enhanced.”

      “You think I can go with and meet Brutus?” Nishi asked.

      Faith pursed her lips and looked around the room. “I, uh...I’m not sure. I’ve been told Brutus eats some people.” I wondered if she wanted to keep that part of her life just for herself.

      “Dragons are nearly extinct for a reason. In fact, Brutus is the last of his kind. Something I can understand. Because of that, he is extremely vigilant and doesn’t trust many. He’s also sensitive about those he shows himself to. It’d be best if Faith asks if he’d like to meet some of her friends first,” Carnell said.

      Nishi looked disappointed, but she nodded. “I get it. Maybe someday. We will meet up at the council chambers, then?”

      I put a hand on Nishi’s arm. “I need help to get outfitted. I can’t go in there without a weapon.”

      Hunter made a noise of objection. “I don’t like that idea. You’d be far more likely to chop off an arm or stab me than one of the priest’s hybrids. Weapons are difficult to learn to use.”

      I sucked my lips between my teeth to keep from barking out an angry retort. Hunter had a point, and it was valid. My knowledge and experience were limited. “Fine. I will resort to my hellfire. But there is a risk I will burn everything down.”

      Faith cocked her head to the side and looked at Carnell. “You have any crossbows? Those are practically foolproof. You point it at what you want to hit and pull the trigger. I want you to have backup in case the god has created an area where magic can’t be used. He’s pissed about all the trouble you’ve caused him. It’s something I would do. And we know Dagna sells herself to the highest bidder. The temple could be one of her large dark coins.”

      I thought of how she’d cut at least one warlock off from his magic, which had gotten him killed. Hunter cleared his throat. “If you don’t have anything, I can get something on the way from Odin.”

      Carnell sighed. “I have one. I will call Greyson and ask him to meet me at the chambers early to put wards on it. Ones that will make the weapon return to you and fire true.”

      We parted ways, agreeing to meet in half an hour. Hunter, Nishi, and I left the building together. I drove with Nishi to pack lands and directed her to the road leading to the council chambers. Once there, I was surprised to see Reed, along with a group of shifters. I sank into Hunter’s side and watched his pack horsing around and giving each other a hard time when Faith popped her head out of the double doors.

      “Ready, Sacred Sisters?” Faith called out.

      “You know it,” Nishi replied as we climbed the stairs.

      “Did you portal here?” I asked Faith.

      She shook her head. “Nah. The entrance to Scorchwood isn’t too far from pack lands. Brutus was ready and waiting for me, thanks to my boyfriend. I’d texted him with my request, and he was there with the dragon.”

      Greyson was inside, working on a crossbow, and Carnell and Cal stood off to the side. There was an unexpected person present with Greyson. Based on the pointed ears, he was a fae.

      “This is Alex,” Faith introduced the gentleman with long white hair and lavender eyes. “He was with Greyson when I went to see him. He insisted on coming to help us when he heard what was happening.”

      My hackles went up. The fae didn’t like me. And they’d never put themselves out there to help with anything. Why was he here now? I was prepared for his disdain when I was introduced.

      “You’re the witch that practically saved the nation with the cure for the virus,” Alex said as he extended his hand.

      I took it. “I developed the cure, yes.”

      Alex smiled at me. “And you’ve had to battle unfair prejudice to continue helping others. I have to say, I might have given up in your shoes. Your determination is inspiring.” Alex turned his attention to Nishi, and he unleashed a sexy smile on her. His lavender eyes held more than a little attraction when he looked at her. “And you are the mundane turned huntress, making waves all over the place. Creating the SNPD was a stroke of brilliance.”

      Nishi’s jaw clenched as she shook Alex’s hand. “I can’t take the credit for that. The genius was all Nathan.” Nishi’s words cut off suddenly. I could hear the emotion in my friend’s voice.

      Carnell saved her by joining us and changing the subject. “Are you ready to portal to Iraq?”

      Faith groaned. “Damn. I wish I hadn’t had that last fish taco. That’s not going to be pleasant coming back up.

      Nishi and I laughed. There was a flurry of activity as Greyson activated the portal and magic board to send us to the right location. “Hold hands and don’t lose your grip as you go through.”

      I placed one hand in Hunter’s and the other over Nishi’s. Her crystal was nestled between our flesh. An electrical current arced between my skin and the crystal. I looked around to ensure the shifters were there and had joined hands with someone as Greyson got down to business. “Nasiriyah,” Greyson said.

      The portal glow formed and expanded until it was larger than the front group and rimmed with blue. I could see dark earth on the other side, but not much else. It was early evening here and seven hours ahead in Iraq, which made it close to the middle of the night there. There was no sign of civilization. I didn’t know anything about the area, but given the dark expanse, I was pretty sure we would end up in the middle of the desert. Without looking back, Nishi, Hunter, and I walked through the portal while I said a silent prayer that we weren’t going to show up in Rerek’s temple.

      Portal travel was tricky and affected each individual differently. It wasn’t that hard on me because I could wield magic. The power behind the spell didn’t fight against me. I’d heard people talk about feeling like they’d been hurtled through subspace like a rocket, leaving the Earth’s atmosphere. Others threw up upon arrival.

      I took two easy steps and observed the evening around us. We ended up in the middle of the desert with nothing visible around us. I squinted and thought maybe I saw what looked like a river, but couldn’t be sure. I was distracted by the stumbling footsteps, groaning, and retching I heard.

      “I hate portal travel,” Faith announced.

      There was a chorus of agreement as I opened my senses and searched for any magic around us. There was a shit ton of it coming from somewhere to the south of our current location. “We need to go that way,” I announced. Seeing nothing close to civilization, I asked, “Anyone bring flashlights? We don’t have nearly enough water, either.” If we didn’t find a city to refuel in, we were screwed. Who knew how long it would take us to find Rerek. We couldn’t wander around aimlessly. This was going to be like searching for a needle in a sandstorm.
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      “How do we approach this?” Carnell asked as we stared at the sandy, barren landscape.

      Faith pointed to what looked like the river. “Is that a river? If we follow it, we will probably find civilization.”

      “That’s a good plan. However, there is one thing we didn’t consider. Does anyone speak Arabic?” I asked, as I considered our dilemma. “Because I don’t. And I doubt we will get much information otherwise.”

      No one spoke up, which made my stomach cramp. Nishi gestured in the direction we should head. “What I can tell you is that the ziggurat is a popular tourist spot. Given that, it should be easy to get directions. However, I’ve been thinking.” The knots in my stomach tightened when she said that.

      “Nothing good ever came from that statement,” Faith said as we walked through the dark desert.

      Nishi snorted and made a swipe for Faith, who danced out of her way. “Given that it is so popular, I doubt Rerek has set up there yet. It’s entirely possible he is nearby, but if a god had taken over the ancient ruins, there would be some kind of news about a disturbance.”

      “And the place would be surrounded by the Iraqi military,” Faith added. “They wouldn’t allow anyone to take over one of their national treasures.”

      I frowned as I looked sideways at my friends. “But they would have to know they couldn’t win against a god. Why risk their soldiers’ lives like that?”

      Nishi’s arm swept the landscape in front of her. “They would have no idea Rerek wasn’t merely some crazy lunatic trying to reclaim what used to be the seat of power for the area. They don’t have our frame of reference.”

      “In fact,” Faith said. “If he had taken over, there might even be fighting between him and the mundanes right now. Since we don’t hear anything, he might be doing recon of his own.”

      Cal inclined his head. “A takeover of this level would require planning, and before coming here, he would not have been aware of the state of things here. The ziggurat is not going to be anything like he recalls. There will still be immense power in the location, but the structures themselves are likely little more than rubble.”

      I sidled closer to Hunter and twined my fingers with his as we walked. It was a little unnerving that we were going to take on a god and his minions with a dozen of us and a goddess.

      Nishi turned around and walked backward. “The images I saw online showed that the façade of the lowest level of the ziggurat was rebuilt over the last forty years. It isn’t the full four or five levels it used to be, but the bottom section looks very well preserved.”

      “What if he isn’t even here?” My mind churned over the situation. We made one step forward and two steps back. We suspected he was here, but couldn’t be certain. “There were other locations near Baghdad. Maybe we should split up and check other areas.”

      Carnell shook his head. “Separating is a bad idea. If we don’t find anything here today, we will go north to Baghdad. It’s only a three-hour drive away.”

      The others talked about possibilities as we walked. I was relieved to see vegetation and hear the trickle of water. Lights came into view a second later. Faith was flipping her knife across her knuckles and did a little fist pump in celebration. “Yes! Civilization.”

      Alex laughed and moved closer to Nishi. “Is this how you’ve saved the nation several times over?”

      Nishi put more space between them and glared at the good-looking fae. “If you don’t like it catch a flight back home. We don’t need your approval to be successful. And I don’t appreciate you insinuating that we aren’t capable. I can show you just how able I am.”

      Alex’s expression was alarmed for a split second before a smile formed on his face. “You mistake my comment for censure. I think it’s brilliant. I’ve never seen separate species working together like this. Not even when the Shrouded Nation was created. It’s refreshing and something that has been missing for centuries. It’s even more impressive than what most will see as nothing more than a mundane was able to convince the council to agree to the police force. You are one impressive woman, Nishizaka Kazuko.”

      Nishi’s hands clenched into fists, and she didn’t respond to the fae. He was brazen, and much to my surprise, sincere about what he’d said. That was not what I was expecting. After the hatred from Drivil and Ashanti, I expected most to feel the same way.

      While I was concerned for my friend, I focused on my magical senses as we walked. We needed to find Rerek and his priest. Initially, I concentrated on the area I’d picked up right after we arrived. The foliage got thicker the closer we got to the water, and I could see the moonlight shining off the surface in the distance. The empty landscape and serene atmosphere made it easy to pick up the nuances of the power concentrated in an area to the south of where we currently were standing.

      I pulled back and sent feelers out through the city we could now see in the distance. There wasn’t a huge supernatural population there. I couldn’t say with one hundred percent accuracy, but there were somewhere between fifty and seventy-five individuals. I wondered if they were visitors. Most needed a bigger population to feel safe in any given area.

      “What is south of here? I am picking up on a lot of power down there,” I said, breaking into the different conversations.

      Nishi pulled out her cell phone, then cursed. “I have no bars. Do you think it’s Rerek?”

      I lifted a shoulder. “It’s too far away to determine if it’s his energy signature.”

      Cal looked at Alex, then over at me. “How badly do you need to know what is down there?”

      I knew Cal kept his heritage close to the vest. As a gargoyle, he didn’t want to flaunt that fact. “Honestly, knowing what is there would only help me make an educated guess. What would really help is if I could get close enough to evaluate the power better. If I could do that, it might save us from traipsing all over the desert in search of Rerek. It’s not a big deal. We will just have to find a place to wait so we can rent cars and drive out there after the sun comes up.”

      Cal shook his head. “I will carry you. Knowing he is there will give us time to prepare.”

      My heart tripped in my chest and my hand tightened on Hunter’s. I’d never flown with anyone. “Are you certain?” I kept myself from asking what I was really wondering. If it was safe. Cal was a powerful creature and would never drop me.

      Cal inclined his head, and the group stopped walking. Carnell waved a hand. “Everyone continue. Leave this to Eve and Cal.” The demon leader was giving Cal as much privacy as possible.

      Hunter leaned down and pressed his lips to mine briefly. “Be careful and only get close enough to get a good read. We don’t want to alert him to your presence yet.”

      I refrained from rolling my eyes. Barely. It helped that he was only looking out for me. “Will do. Meet you guys in a few.”

      He joined Reed, and they led the shifters. Greyson, Faith, and Nishi were right behind them. Alex and Carnell were last in the group. Cal waited a few seconds then pushed his pants to his ankles. My eyes popped open wide and a tiny squeak left me as I looked away.

      Cal’s deep chuckle made me think of naughty things. I loved Hunter and didn’t want Cal, but a woman couldn’t deny Cal’s attractiveness. “Don’t worry, I won’t bite. Unlike your wolf.” He handed me his pants, then his button-down shirt. I bent and picked up his shoes.

      My cheeks were on fire as I heard what sounded like boulders rubbing together. “I’m not used to seeing naked men this close up. The shifters are usually far away from me. I’ve only been with Caton and Hunter.”

      “If you hadn’t been with Hunter, I’d be tempted to show you how a man should treat a woman,” he said. His voice was like gravel under tires. “I won’t drop you. Just let me know when we get close enough. And try not to wrinkle my clothes, please.”

      Turning, I nodded and thanked Cal for doing this. His stone hands were rough when they wrapped around my waist. He lifted off the ground with surprising grace. I settled into his hold and returned to evaluating the power I felt. I patted his arm when I realized he was heading too far to the left. “Head that way,” I said as I pointed in the distance.

      “That’s the direction of the ziggurat, if I’m not mistaken,” Cal replied.

      My heart started racing, and I straightened, trying to see what he was talking about. “Can you see it?”

      “I see a short, squat building in the distance.”

      “That’s promising. Don’t get too close. I can send out my magical feelers from a distance.”

      “And that won’t alert the god?”

      “Honestly, I have no idea. They won’t set off any wards and most magical folk never know I’m probing the area, but I don’t know enough about Rerek’s powers.”

      “Let me know if I have to take off suddenly.”

      “Will do,” I promised as he flew toward the magic I’d detected. The wind burned my eyes, making it hard to see until I patted his arm and had him slow down. The power had reached a level where I wondered if I could pick up Rerek’s signature.

      There was flat sand as far as the eye could see. I wiped the tears from my eyes and noticed the square building in the distance. Closer to us, there were low rock formations all around the area. “I bet that’s the remnants of the structures that used to surround the ziggurat.”

      “I believe you are correct.”

      It was too dark to truly appreciate the site, which was just as well. My focus zeroed in on the energy all around us now. It was coming from deep within the earth. I did a more thorough scan and confirmed what I was picking up. My eyes immediately sought a way underground. At the same time, I tried to tease out the energy signature. There was a wild element to the power that was all too familiar. Wanting to make certain it wasn’t left over from Rerek’s previous time on Earth, I felt around for the tendrils and followed them. The power increased as I went and my heart was hammering in my chest when I realized the only reason for that was the god’s presence once again.

      “He’s here! Underground. We need to scour the area looking for a way to get below before we rejoin the others. Are you up for some more recon?”

      Cal’s stone wings shuddered, making tiny rocks fall off of him. Tingles spread throughout my body a second later. I opened my mouth to ask Cal what kind of magic he’d done when he banked right and said, “We’re both concealed from sight, but refrain from using your magic until we retreat.”

      “Will do,” I called out as I scanned the landscape to the best of my ability. Cal flew back and forth several times, then moved to each of the other sides. By the time he was heading back to the others, I was positive Rerek was beneath the ruins to the east and he was gathering power. I hadn’t seen a way inside, though.

      “Did you see any way to get below?” I asked.

      Cal’s chest rumbled behind me. “There was a hidden opening in the city ruins around the ziggurat.”

      My breath exploded out of me and the tension riding me evaporated to a large degree. “Thank the gods. Now we just need to find rental cars to take us out here.”

      “Carnell has connections all over the world. Once he reaches cell service, he will make the calls.”

      “I have to admit, I’m glad you two are with us. This would have taken a lot longer and mundane lives would definitely have been lost in the process.”

      Instead of responding, Cal dropped out of the sky and landed with a thud dangerously close to the city. I saw why when I noticed Hunter. I set Cal’s clothes down and turned to look for Hunter. His long legs ate up the distance between us and his gray eyes made me feel safe despite being exposed and on the hunt for an insane god. “That was fast. Did you find him?”

      I smiled up at him, then looked behind him at the rest of our friends. “We did. He’s beneath the ziggurat, and Cal found a hidden entrance in the city ruins around the temple.”

      “Our vehicles will be waiting for us a few blocks away,” Carnell announced. “Do we find a room and rest? Or go straight to the god?”

      I pulled out several vials of my Go-Go Juice. “I say we go right away. I have an energy potion for those that think they will need it.” I preferred coffee to this because it wasn’t as potent, but at this point, I might need two of them. I popped a cork and downed one, then gave one to Nishi and a couple of shifters as we started walking.

      Carnell extended his hand, surprising me. “I’ve got plenty of energy, but I am curious about how this potion will affect me. You can take the cost off your dwindling tab. At the rate you’re going, you will have me paid off within a year.”

      Pride swelled within me. It didn’t matter if he was paying way too much for my services; I was earning the money to pay for Blue Moon. “I still owe you more than I can ever really repay.”

      Carnell placed a hand on my shoulder as we walked. “You are the one that we can never repay, Eve. Without you, Nishi, and Faith, the nation would be in dire straits. The only reason we have a real hope of defeating the God of Chaos is because you denied him the power he’d been building through the virus. He would have come through and destroyed Ravenholde if you hadn’t done what you did.”

      “He’s right,” Reed agreed.

      I blinked up at my mate’s second in command. “I did what I had to do. And I couldn’t have without my Sacred Sisters.”

      We fell into silence as we approached civilization. We moved quietly through the streets and came across a demon leaning up against a dark SUV. Carnell approached him and took the keys, then passed them out. Our group split into three vehicles, with Cal leading the way. I clung to Hunter’s hand as we drove the distance to the ruins. The sun was beginning to lighten the sky as they pulled off the side of the road.

      Without needing to be told, Cal started across the desert toward the entrance. I cast an invisibility spell over our group so no one would see us. At the last second, I added a magical block. I didn’t want the god to detect us too early.

      Faith nudged Nishi. “When are you going to call Artemis?”

      Nishi pursed her lips. “Not until we’re much closer. She won’t be able to hide herself from Rerek.”

      Up ahead, I watched Cal vanish into one of the low stone walls. “What the hell?” Carnell went next, followed by several shifters. We hurried to catch up.

      When we reached the spot, it looked like any other section of what remained of the walls of the city that existed thousands of years ago. Hunter put his hand on the wall and it went right through it. He stumbled forward and disappeared. I looked at Nishi and Faith, then followed behind him. Hunter caught me and kept me from falling down the steep stairs ahead of us.

      Reed and Cal caught Nishi and Faith. The rest of our group was already at the bottom. My skin prickled as we walked down slick steps. No one spoke as we got to the bottom. When we got there, I saw that Alex was holding a phone light so we could see. I tried casting a ball of light and nothing happened. “Heads up. I’m not sure I can cast magic down here,” I whispered.

      There was no response as the shifters started down the tunnel. We moved swiftly in the only direction we could. We had been walking for a few minutes when the air crackled with magic. I hesitated and glanced around. I saw the holes open in the walls and yelled, “Get down!”

      I hit the ground and winced when two shifters were hit with arrows. Cal stepped in front of them and deflected the brunt of the projectiles. When the shots stopped, I lifted my head. “Is everyone okay?”

      “They’ll need to stay behind to shift and heal,” Hunter said. “Crawl through that section.”

      My heart was hammering in my throat as I copied him on my hands and knees. We reached the end, and I stood up. I considered it for a second, then went right because that was the way I felt the most power. Hunter yanked me off of my feet when the ground opened up beneath me. I hadn’t noticed a spike in magic like that before.

      “We have to go the other way,” Reed said.

      Shaking my head, I considered the way in front of us. “Rerek is in that direction. We need to find a way around the pit.”

      Nishi stuck her head over the side and whistled. “There are spikes at the bottom of this.”

      “Of course, there are,” I muttered as I looked around. There was a slim ledge on the opposite side. “We can cross there.”

      Nishi went over and tested it with her toe. “I don’t know, Eve. There are no handholds.”

      Alex approached the edge with her and winked. “I can help.”

      Nishi rolled her eyes and extended a hand. “Be my guest.”

      Alex bent and dug his fingers into the sandy ground. Sweat dampened his forehead and several seconds later, vines extended from the wall and wove together to form a skinny walkway. “After you, mi ’lady.” Nishi ignored him as she moved across.

      Seeing her do it, I went next. The rest of us were over and continuing at a much slower pace. “Can you keep a magical eye out for traps, Eve?” Nishi asked.

      “I’m trying,” I replied, then started running when we heard the sound of something massive rolling in the tunnel system. I felt the crackle of power at the same second the noise started, so we didn’t have enough warning. My head craned all around, searching for the source of the noise.

      When dirt rained into my eyes, I lifted them, and the blood drained from my head. There was a boulder the size of my house coming in our direction. A deep growl echoed ahead of us a second before the floor dropped out from beneath me. My scream cut off as I landed on something that felt like stone.

      Cal lifted me off of him and set me on my feet. I jumped out of the way as someone fell after I did. I lunged, but Cal caught Nishi before she could hit the ground. Hunter and Alex bounced off of each other as they hit next. I stared at my mate before averting my gaze. We were trapped in what looked like a circular cell with high stone walls.

      Cal growled and punched one of the walls. “I can’t shift and fly us out of here. We’re stuck.”
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      My stomach twisted into about ten sailor’s knots to match the cursing running like a ticker tape in my head. You aren’t helpless, Eve. You’re a badass witch with powerful friends. I loved my new inner voice. She never let me down.

      Taking a deep breath, I put my hand on Cal’s arm. “We aren’t stuck. I have magic and Nishi can access the goddess. Stand aside while I try my magic again. If that doesn’t work, Nishi calls in reinforcements.”

      Cal nodded before he backed away. “You’re right. Nishi, call your goddess.”

      Nishi held up a hand. “First, do you sense anything magical, Eve? Like an invisible door?”

      I looked to Cal, who had seen the last one, then scanned the walls surrounding us. “There’s nothing here. But I can feel some elemental magic beneath us. If I can grab hold of it, I might be able to coax it into creating a passage for us. I’m not as proficient as the fae, though.”

      Hunter placed his hands on my shoulders. “You don’t have to be fae. You’ve got more talent than anyone else I know. And you’re the strongest person I have ever met. Why else do you think the pack has accepted you as their female alpha?”

      My mind stuttered over his last statement, and my heart swelled. Those emotions and questions were going to have to wait. “I love you,” I whispered before I sucked in a deep breath. “Alright. Back up, just in case.”

      The pressure of the dirt above us weighing down on what was below was the first thing that hit me when I really dug my magical feelers into the soil. I crouched down and pushed my fingers into the grains. They surrounded my flesh, and the energy traveled up and reached out to me. A smile crossed my face as I felt the pleasure in the element. It was being used in a way it didn’t like. I had never before considered that the elements had feelings or desires. It made sense. They were all connected deeply to Gaia and wouldn’t care for the malevolent intentions of Rerek.

      Using what I was best at, I combined witchcraft and fae practices to send my intent into the earth and show it what I wanted. I had no idea where Faith and the others were, but I wanted a path out of this trap so we could reach Rerek. There was a rumble, and the earth began to quake beneath us. As connected as I was, I saw it wasn’t all from my wishes being carried out. Rerek was doing something that was causing the tremors as well.

      “Brace yourselves. He’s making a move,” I called out before the ground opened up to my right. The crevice started on the floor but sloped up quickly. The earth was finding a way around Rerek’s block. My magic flowed back into my veins, making my body ache for a split second. It made me shudder and move closer to Hunter. That glimpse made me wonder what would have happened to me had I not tried to use the earth to escape. A witch needed a coven to remain balanced. Being cut off from my magic meant my power had started to become less balanced. I refused to follow that thought to its conclusion.

      Nishi’s arm brushed mine as she approached the opening. “Is it safe?”

      “As safe as can be with Rerek starting some nefarious ritual that has set off earthquakes.” I lifted a shoulder and bent to enter the low tunnel.

      “Wait! That doesn’t sound good,” Nishi hissed.

      “I can’t get through,” Cal interrupted.

      “Give Eve time, Calcul. She needs to do her thing. She’s working against a god and with an element that witches normally can’t access. That we have a tunnel at all is miraculous,” Alex said from behind Nishi.

      I met Cal’s vibrant violet eyes and inclined my head, then sought Hunter’s reassuring gaze. He was next to Cal, acting as the alpha and ensuring everyone got out before he did. His unwavering belief in me was everything. Keeping my gaze locked on his, I extended my hands and dug my fingers into the earth. I sent an image of Cal and asked for a bit more room.

      A jolt of dark electricity jolted through me when the earth started rumbling. It was Rerek. He sensed me making a tunnel. I froze, as did my heart. Hunter pushed Cal aside and tried to get around Nishi and Alex to reach me as panic set in.

      “Wait,” I said. The earth element had latched onto the dark material in my blood that matched Rerek’s power and highlighted them. I felt something probe them for a few seconds. It wasn’t clear if it was the priest, Joziah, or Rerek himself. I prayed they thought it was their magic rather than mine.

      I sagged in relief when the probing stopped. “Is it okay?” Nishi asked.

      Startled, my gaze shifted to her. “Did you feel that?”

      Nodding, she chewed on her lower lip. “I felt a flare of anger, then curiosity.”

      “I feel the power. Keep track of the emotions if you can. The two should alert us if they know we’re here.” The tunnel continued morphing and growing as I spoke. Hunter was able to move around Nishi and Alex.

      Cal’s big body closed off the end of the tunnel as he entered it. Some of the light was cut off, making the space darker. “Now that I am out of the room. I can help if needed, Eve. Rock obeys my command.”

      Gargoyles kept their powers close to the vest. It made sense that he could move rock. “If we run into problems, we might need you to do that. If the worst happens, keeping it from crushing us would be nice.”

      Cal chuckled, the deep sound resonating through the space. It joined the rumbling, and I was tossed into Hunter’s side. We were running out of time. I could feel Rerek building his power to something big. I kept running through the spell we’d read in one of Carnell’s books. I hadn’t firmed up how I would modify it to open the portal to Rerek’s realm and then lock it down.

      The probing gave me an idea. When the earth highlighted the dark elements in my system, I realized that was the key. Having a way to open the veil was my only solace. A huge weight was lifted as we continued traveling up the path the earth was creating for us. I prayed my friends had avoided the other traps set along the tunnel. And I hoped we found a way to excise the crap in my blood when we were done.

      Speaking of the taint in my system, my skin started tingling and my blood felt like it bubbled as we rose along a slight incline. “We’re getting close,” I said. The sensation of getting closer to Rerek made my stomach churn while the dark shards in me jumped in excitement.

      A cool breeze wafted down the tunnel, followed by the noise of fighting. A smile creased my face when I heard Faith. “Hot damn. That cut through that asshole like butter.”

      “I take it she was able to fuse Artemis’ glitter to her blade,” I said. “I forgot to ask earlier.”

      “It slipped my mind. Speaking of Artemis. I’m going to call her now,” Nishi replied behind me.

      Hunter and I stepped out into a small cavern a second later and were faced with a dozen or so hybrids and priests. I didn’t see Joziah or Rerek in the group. Hunter shifted his hands into claws while I withdrew the weapon I was given. Point and shoot. I could do that.

      Nishi, Alex, and Cal came out next while I started shooting arrows. Power started to build around my best friend. The earth rumbled and there was a loud roar from somewhere to our left. Praying my magic could pull this off, I cast a bubble around the cavern and extended it out several meters. I didn’t want Rerek teleporting out of the area.

      Artemis appeared in a flourish of silver glitter. Her auburn hair was braided down her back and her arms were covered in metal braces. Her silver eyes swirled as she acknowledged Nishi, then looked at me. “You ready to help me shove this asshole out of your realm and repair the veil?”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat and nodded. She took off without another word. I couldn’t move two feet without encountering a hybrid. There was fighting all around me. The compound bow was up and I was pulling the trigger. The hybrid lunging for me fell to the ground and there was another behind him. I ran out of arrows and hit others around him. Using it like a battering ram, I ducked beneath his arm and tried to get around him. He got a hold of my shirt and yanked me down.

      Instinct kicked in and I kicked and fought with all my might. I bashed him in the head with the crossbow. A body landed on his back, pressing him into me and making me lose the weapon in the process. His fangs sank into the fleshy part of my shoulder right as I started bucking, trying to get them both off of me. I screamed when my actions made his teeth tear my skin. The spell to block off any further contaminants from entering my system left my lips as I pushed, shoved, and prayed someone would come to save me.

      It became obvious I couldn’t wait until someone could reach me, so I put my hands in his mouth. It took some pain and maneuvering for me to get my fingers into a position on the sides of his jaw so I could pry it open. Once his fangs left my skin, I used the soil and asked it to bring me down while keeping the hybrid above ground. The dirt created a barrier around me without my prompting. The hybrid’s roar showed his anger and frustration at losing his prey. He disturbed the earth when he shoved the body off his back. I held my breath, waiting for him to see me. Thankfully, he lurched away, and I was able to crawl out of the hole.

      Using the body to hide my movements, I made my way to the room I saw Artemis enter. Red and white electricity was sparking from the opening and killing anyone that tried to enter. Remaining on the ground seemed like my best bet. Not much of it reached that point. My stomach threatened to revolt when Faith’s saber sliced through the neck of a priest and it landed on my back.

      Faith was a graceful fighter and looked like she was dancing as she swirled around and kicked the body in the process. Her sea-green eyes landed on me and widened. “What are you doing down there?”

      I pointed to what looked like a grade six super-bolt lightning storm. “I need to get in there and open the veil for Artemis to shove the asshole through.”

      “You’d better be locking him in too or he’s going to come back pissed,” Faith quipped as she positioned herself in front of me. “I’ll cover you.”

      “I’ll make sure your back is protected from flying bolts.” That got me a wide smile from Faith, who then lifted a fist at me.

      Having friends that I could trust at my back was priceless. More hybrids came rushing through from another tunnel. Faith whooped and jumped right back into the fight without going far. I was torn as I crouched on the precipice of the archway. My friends needed my help. They couldn’t face all of these hybrids alone. Trinity stumbled into Nishi with a smile as she jabbed her short sword by Nishi’s side, stabbing a hybrid coming up behind my best friend. I noticed several other hunters arriving out of nowhere. None of them were confused, which told me Artemis had prepared them.

      Satisfied that my closest friends had help, I laid down on the ground and made my way into the other cavern. The smell of burnt hair made me drop my head and pause. The power from the gods had come far too close for comfort. I was in way over my head and my insides felt like a million worms had been deposited there. For that brief second, I wished my life was back to what it was before I got involved in curing the virus. Before I threw myself into dangerous situations for the safety of the nation. Even if someone could give me the choice to go back, I wouldn’t. Every cell in my body objected to losing Hunter, Nishi, and Faith.

      Facing my fears, I continued into the room. Once there, I scanned the space and noted the priest off to the side while Artemis and Rerek were embroiled in a battle. They traded blow after blow non-stop. Rerek would start chanting something in a foreign language, and Artemis would follow suit.

      I rolled to the side, sticking close to the walls. Joziah was watching his god from several feet away and was clutching the talisman that opened the portal. Artemis threw a bolt of power to the side of Rerek. He easily jumped away from it and closer to me. Shit! She was directing him right to me. My mind went blank as I went to cast my circle and open the portal.

      Rerek tilted his head back and laughed. “I told you that you can’t beat me, huntress. I will let you live to see the downfall of your father, too.”

      My heart started hammering in my chest when Artemis gave me a look that said get my ass in gear. Despite the terror, I managed to snap out of it and cast my circle. I didn’t always use one, but this level of difficulty would require one. I pulled out the potions and herbs as I sat cross-legged in the middle of the salt circle while trying to keep an eye on things. Proximity would be key for me and I was supremely glad Artemis had missed that last shot because it put Rerek in the perfect spot.

      Joziah clutched the octagon-shaped talisman as he watched the gods closely. I worked smoothly through each layer of the spell until I got to the next-to-last section when Joziah finally noticed me.

      “What are you doing, witch?” Joziah called out.

      I thought my heart was going to give out, and I was going to throw up. Ignoring him, I finished that layer and started on the last. Rerek must have been alerted by his priest because his roar shook the walls. Rocks rained down on me, spurring me to continue. I persisted to the final layer and chanted while reaching out for the source of Rerek’s magic.

      “You can’t beat me, witch,” Rerek yelled.

      “You’re as clueless today as you were thousands of years ago,” Artemis said as she charged the God of Chaos.

      I recited the spell a second time, then a third, and wanted to curse when I didn’t feel the magic lock in place. I prayed for anything and continued pouring power into the enchantment. Joziah rushed me and tackled me to the ground. My head bounced off the ground as the portal kicked into gear behind Rerek. Artemis kicked Rerek in the chest and he flew backward. Joziah screamed for his god while Artemis shouted, “Now!”

      I chanted the spell to seal the veil, wondering what effect it would have on Artemis when the realm was sealed shut. I shouldn’t have because the goddess shot a powerful bolt at Rerek, then disappeared after I said it a second time. My breath left me and my head started pounding when something latched onto the dark elements within my blood. They pulled me, so that I was sliding toward the veil.

      I erected my personal protections against my body to keep from being shredded as the god yanked on the elements that belonged to him. Black shit flew out of my arms as I gritted my teeth and chanted the spell for the final time. All holds on me disappeared a second later. The last view I had of the God of Chaos was of him hammering his fists against the veil keeping him inside his prison realm.

      Joziah staggered and growled at me. I lunged for the talisman, but the priest smashed it against the rock wall. It shattered into a million pieces. His bloody hand waved at me before he took off out of the exit. I winced when I tried to sit up. I was dizzy and my vision wavered. Why had Joziah destroyed the talisman? All he got out of it was an ugly wound. There had to be pieces embedded in his hand.

      Mina! I searched my crossbody bag for my phone and dialed my daughter’s number. “Mom! What happened? Where are you?”

      I ached all over and was wrung out. It felt like I’d run a marathon while casting spells the entire time. But I had never felt better at the same time. Relief was a beautiful thing. “Oh, thank the gods you’re okay. It’s a long story; I will fill you in when I get home. I have to go make sure the hybrids are all dead now.”

      “Your life is dangerous, Mom. I’ll see you soon,” Mina said.

      I hung up and tried to get up to go help, but my legs refused to hold me. I landed on my ass and tried to pull myself over to the exit. Hunter came running inside before I made it there and picked me up in his arms. “Don’t let me go,” I whispered and proceeded to pass the hell out.
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      Butterflies were swarming my stomach as I looked at myself in the mirror. I was wearing a green dress that matched my eyes and hugged my curves. Nishi and Mina had convinced me to buy the dress from a store in Roanoke. I spent more on it than I would have normally, but it seemed to be made for me. I’d dreamed of wearing the big white fluffy dress and having a mundane wedding, but I was more than happy with what we’d planned. And the dress was fantastic with silky soft fabric and lines that highlighted my best assets.

      “You look gorgeous, Mom. I’ve never seen you happier. I’m sorry I was such a bitch when you and Dad separated. I see now how he never treated you right. Seeing how Hunter looks at you, stands up for you, and respects you, makes me want the same thing,” Mina said as she watched me fix my lip gloss.

      My heart skipped a beat and started racing. Children learned how life should be from their parents. I never wanted Mina to be treated like Caton treated me and up until now, I hadn’t been able to show her how she should be treated. It was yet another priceless gift that Hunter had given me.

      Tears filled my eyes as I turned and hugged Mina. “I want you to have a man that thinks the world of you and treats you like a queen.”

      Faith came forward in her long, black skirt and form-fitting black top. “And you will have that. But right now, we need to get your mother outside before the shifters break down this door.”

      Nishi met my gaze as Mina stood up. “Are you ready?” Nishi was wearing a traditional kimono, in reds and blues. She was stunning, with her black hair in a low bun on the back of her head.

      Nodding, I turned and wobbled a little on the three-inch heels I splurged on to go with the dress. “The shoes might have been a mistake.”

      Faith made a face as she looked down at them. “I hate deathtraps like those, but they make your legs look even longer and your ass pops in that dress. You just have to make it fifteen feet to Hunter’s side, then he can carry you.”

      That made me laugh as we paused by Hunter’s front door. I would be moving some of my stuff in here over the weekend. Those butterflies in my stomach fluttered even faster, making my insides squirm. My life was undergoing another huge change. Unaware of the freak-out happening inside my head, Faith opened the door to the gathering happening twenty feet away.

      My gaze landed on my mate. He was wearing a blue silk button-down with black dress pants and no shoes. He’d made an exception for me since I would be wearing a nice dress rather than a loose-fitting one so I could sit. This was only one gesture from Hunter to recognize and include me in the process. His gray eyes held so much passion and love as he looked at me that it made my heart swell.

      Given Hunter’s shifter nature, the ceremony needed to take place in a natural setting. Because he was the alpha, we were doing it in the middle of pack lands where we were surrounded by homes and a serene forest. My eyes widened as I noticed all the vibrant flowers, lush greenery, and softly glowing lanterns covering the entire area.

      A stone altar acted as the centerpiece, which to me symbolized stability and strength. It was even more so with Hunter standing next to it. The setting reflected the deep connection shifters had with nature, along with their spiritual ties to the world around them. There was a moment when my heart ached from the absence of anything identifying me and my magical powers in the setting. You’re as connected to nature, if not more so. I wasn’t being overlooked in this process. Hunter saw me and loved me.

      Hunter had explained they would modify the ritual slightly because the Shifter Union was a sacred and profound ceremony that celebrated the union of two individuals with the ability to transform into animal forms. He told me that no matter what was different, the heart of the process would still hold true. Our joining would mark the beginning of a lifelong bond between our souls and our commitment to love, loyalty, and harmony.

      My friends and daughter stopped next to Greyson while Eilie was behind the stone altar wearing her typical clothes. The healer smiled as I approached. The gathering of shifters was loose around the center point where Hunter was standing. His two boys were standing next to him and I couldn’t help notice how much they looked like him. All of my focus was on Hunter. He extended his hands to me. I clasped what was offered and immediately the butterflies evaporated.

      Suddenly, nothing else mattered but joining with this man. We were meant for each other. Life had taken a long, often painful path to get us here. In some ways, I was grateful for what I had experienced. Life wasn’t a fairy tale where all of our days would be filled with love and laughter. When we got into fights, I wouldn’t see it as the end of our relationship.

      Eilie lifted a ceremonial staff adorned with feathers, symbolizing the interconnectedness of the spiritual and animal. All eyes shifted to the healer. “We are gathered to join Hunter and Eve. The Shifter Union is rooted in ancient traditions and infused with modern symbolism. Today we are adding new elements that will make their bond stronger than any that came before them.”

      Mina moved around the altar and stood with her hands on the stone. Her dress was a similar color to mine but stopped at her knees. She smiled at the two of us. “I am going to start the ceremony by calling the elements.” She lifted her gaze and scanned the crowd. My daughter was impressive and didn’t show the fear I knew she had to be feeling. “Spirits of the Earth, Air, Fire, and Water, we gather here today to celebrate the union of these two souls. Let your presence be known and bless this union with your eternal essence.”

      Wind blew through the clearing, making the front of my dress fly up thanks to the slit in the side that ran up to mid-thigh. Next, the flames in the lanterns flared three feet high like they’d been given a shot of natural gas. Rain sprinkled down, dousing the fire, and wetting the earth.

      Mina stepped back to our side, and Eilie waved the staff above her head. “Hunter and Eve have each created a sacred symbol to exchange and have chosen to combine that with their unity necklaces. These tokens of their love for one another will act as a conduit through which their bond will strengthen.” Eilie lifted a thick leather cord from the altar and held it aloft. “Created from Eve’s magic. This beautifully crafted pendant reflects the essence of both partners and their deep connection to each other. This pendant is designed to evoke the spirit of a tribal wolf, symbolizing loyalty, unity, and wisdom.

      “The pendant is made of a polished, deep brown wood, carefully carved into the shape of a wolf’s head. The wood carries an earthy fragrance, reminiscent of the forest, grounding the wearer in their natural instincts. The wolf’s features are intricately detailed, capturing the majesty and strength of the creature.

      “The tribal design of the pendant incorporates flowing lines and patterns, inspired by Eve’s magic and its ancient ties. The lines, etched into the wood, intertwine and create a sense of movement, representing the ever-changing nature of life and the interconnectedness of all beings.

      “The wolf’s eyes are crafted with shimmering pieces of amethyst and radiate a gentle purple hue. These gemstones symbolize spiritual insight, protection, and intuition. The amethysts capture and reflect light, mirroring the shifting energy of the pendant’s wearer.

      “Attached to the pendant is a sturdy leather cord, braided with strands of various colors, representing the diverse aspects of each of their identities and the unique qualities each brings to their relationship. The braiding technique symbolizes the interweaving of their lives and the strength that comes from unity.

      “The tribal wolf pendant serves as a tangible reminder of the deep connection between the couple, their shared journey, and the wisdom of the animal spirits that guide and protect them.”

      Tears filled my eyes from the way Eilie captured more than I intended when I created it for Hunter. The way she saw what I’d done was beautiful and moving. She extended it to me and Hunter bent his head so I could clasp it around his neck. I infused my magic into the clasp, making it grow when he shifted and be impossible to be ripped off. I wanted him to have it with him always.

      Eilie was smiling from ear to ear when she lifted a delicate silver chain. “Hunter crafted this pendant from sterling silver. Its shape takes the form of a tribal wolf’s head, capturing the captivating essence of the creature while adding a touch of femininity and delicacy to the design.

      “The wolf’s features are finely sculpted, reflecting the strength and wisdom associated with his majestic animal. The eyes of the wolf are adorned with sparkling blue sapphire gemstones, representing clarity of vision, intuition, and inner strength. Delicate silver filigree work decorates the surface of the pendant, intricately weaving together patterns inspired by magic and nature. The filigree detailing adds a touch of intricacy and refinement, symbolizing Eve’s own unique qualities and the depth of her connection to the natural world.

      “A small moonstone, known for its ethereal glow, is set at the center of the pendant, representing femininity, intuition, and the cyclical nature of life. The moonstone’s soft, iridescent hues create a captivating play of colors, adding a touch of mysticism to the pendant.

      “This silver pendant is a symbol of Eve’s inner strength, intuition, and connection to the transformative power of Hunter’s wolf spirit. It serves as a reminder of her unique journey and the profound unity she shares with Hunter as they embark on a lifelong bond during the Shifter Union ceremony.”

      A tear escaped and ran down my cheek as Hunter took the necklace and secured the chain around my neck. A tingle ran from the clasp and traveled throughout my body. I felt like a live wire as a part of my soul left my body in a thin line and moved to Hunter’s like it was drawn there by magnetic forces.

      Eilie gestured for us to move back. I looked to Hunter who grabbed my hand and stepped away from the altar. He stopped when we were several feet away. He took my other hand, so we formed a circle. “Family and friends join around the couple,” Eilie instructed. “As this circle represents the infinite cycle of life, let it also symbolize the unwavering support and love this community offers to this union. May this love surround and uplift the couple on their shared journey.”

      The butterflies were back. Hunter looked into my eyes and sent me calming comfort through our bond. I felt it more than ever before. “Eve, as we intertwine our lives, I promise to honor your true nature and cherish the magical soul within you. I vow to support you, embrace your growth, and stand by your side, through all forms and seasons of life.”

      My hands were shaking as I recited what I was supposed to say in my head. I didn’t want to mess this up. “Hunter, I pledge to hold your heart gently, knowing the strength and beauty it possesses. I promise to walk this path with you, embracing the wildness of your spirit, and nurturing the love that binds us.”

      Hunter’s smile was everything at that moment. It turned wicked as he winked and removed his shirt. My cheeks heated. My daughter and best friends were going to see him naked. Hunter was smooth. He bent to discard his pants and transformed into his wolf before anyone saw anything. I was trying to replay the shifting process in my mind but couldn’t. It had happened too fast for me to track.

      Eilie lifted her staff as Hunter’s animal wound around my legs. “Witness the true essence of their spirits, as Hunter transforms and his soul merges with Eve as one. Through this transformation, they embrace their uniqueness, finding strength and unity in their diversity.”

      This was where we solidified our bond. I crouched and placed my forehead to Hunter’s wolf, sharing a moment of profound connection with him. Our minds and souls intertwined. I knew it was a symbol of the blending of our lives and the beginning of a lifetime partnership, but I wasn’t prepared for the sensations of being outside my body and merging with Hunter’s wild side. I couldn’t feel where he ended, and I began. One perk I wasn’t expecting was the energy.

      “In this sacred moment, their spirits unite, forming an unbreakable bond that transcends time and space. May this connection guide them through the labyrinth of life, intertwining their destinies with love, loyalty, and harmony for all the days that lie ahead,” Eilie said.

      A noise from the back of the circles interrupted the intensity of the moment. I turned to see what it was when one of the women in the pack screamed. Faith pulled a dagger from the gods only know where, and Nishi stepped in front of Mina. Hunter bounded through the crowd. As I moved to follow Hunter, I was surprised to see the shifters had gone on alert and were ready to fight, but mass panic had not ensued. It was a testament to how shifters operated as a pack.

      I was barely able to keep up as Hunter raced through bodies that parted for him. My stomach twisted into a knot when I caught sight of the priests standing next to a woman that was bleeding out.

      “Get Eilie back here,” I called out.

      Nishi and Faith surged ahead when I dropped and put pressure on the wounds covering the woman’s torso. One of the priests smiled at me. “You might have stopped Rerek this time, but he will be back and will be prepared.”

      I glared at the priest, who happened to be holding a blade dripping blood. Between one blink and the next, the weapon flew through the air when another shifter barreled into him. The two hit the dirt and tussled with each other. I cast a pack-wide protection spell, barring any magic from reaching them. With my bond to Hunter solidified, it was easy to cover every last one of them. I didn’t even need to feel for them. I knew I had them covered.

      Eilie dropped down beside me, and I let her take over. Kicking off my heels, I searched for a weapon but there was none. Mina joined me then and asked, “What should we do?”

      “We need to help them. Or maybe not,” I said as the fight ended before it had even really begun. There were a few dead priests and over a dozen hybrids when the dust settled.

      Hunter, Nishi, Faith, and Greyson looked at each other, then stepped over bodies and crossed the space. Hunter pressed a kiss to my forehead, then bent and pressed his lips to my ear. “We will still be finishing this with the blood exchange later.”

      I tried to muster an enthusiastic smile and was grateful for Nishi’s distraction. Hunter continued through the space while Nishi held something up. “Seems like that talisman wasn’t actually destroyed in the cave. “

      “What?” I moved closer to her and looked at the small octagonal-shaped object in her hand. It had one symbol etched into the center. “I thought it shattered into a million pieces.”

      Nishi picked up the small silver piece and held it aloft. “This marking represents the angels. I hadn’t gotten a look at the larger talisman before to pick up on that fact.”

      Faith scowled as she took the piece from Nishi. “Why does he invoke the angels?”

      Nishi lifted a shoulder. “Likely to invoke their powers. The angels haven’t been seen or heard from for millennia. There might be a reason.”

      Next to Faith, Greyson grimaced. “That power needs to be shrouded. For something so small, it’s giving off an awful lot. It could act like a beacon for other priests. We can’t let them rebuild the whole and let Rerek loose again.”

      Faith put the piece in Greyson’s hand and wiped hers off on her skirt. “Can you create a mobile prison for it?”

      Hunter returned a second later dressed and carrying a reusable stainless-steel water bottle. “You can use this.”

      Greyson traded items with Hunter and dropped to his knees. The entire pack surrounded him as he set to work. It was fascinating to watch him use the earth in his magic. He asked for some old headphones and an old cell phone if they were available so he could make it more secure. Within ten minutes, Greyson had a mobile prison, and Hunter dropped the piece into the bottle.

      I wrapped my arms around Hunter. “Is it time for food yet? I’m hungry and want to eat while I can.”

      Hunter waggled his eyebrows at me. “That’s right, because I have plans for you very soon.”

      I snorted and smacked his stomach. “I was thinking along the lines of how we’re going to have to track down the other pieces before the priests find a way to access the power they possess and create more chaos that fuels Rerek.”

      

      Download the next book in the Shrouded Nation series, Kill Two Demons With One Stone HERE! Then turn the page for a preview.
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      I never thought I would see the day I went through a door with the name Sprinkles on the front, but I was still twenty minutes from the city of Ravenholde and I needed a caffeine fix. There was a chiming sound as I opened the door with a logo of a donut with an array of colorful dots adorning the icing.

      As I closed the door, the warm aroma of freshly brewed coffee made my mouth water. The familiar sound of chatter and clinking cups filled the air. The small shop was filled to capacity, creating a cozy and inviting atmosphere. Soft jazz music played in the background, adding to the ambiance, and providing a soothing backdrop to the bustle of activity. It was a pleasant surprise given the name.

      The decor in the interior of the small café was a blend of modern and rustic elements. Soft lighting cast a warm glow throughout the space, highlighting the wooden furniture and exposed brick walls that were adorned with art and shelves of coffee beans. In addition to the music, the air was filled with a mix of conversations, laughter, and the rhythmic sounds of the baristas working their magic behind the counter.

      The girl in a green apron handed a latte to the customer in front of me before entering his order in the till. I glanced at the menu boards above with a wide variety of options, even though I knew I would end up ordering the same thing I usually did.

      I approached the counter where the friendly barista greeted me with a warm smile. “What can I get you?”

      “Extra large dark roast. Black,” I said. While I was adventurous in many aspects of my life, my caffeine wasn’t one of them.

      She typed into the screen. “That will be four dollars. Do you want that to go?” 

      “Yes, please.” I swiped Carnell’s credit card through the machine as the girl grabbed a cardboard cup and filled it. She put a lid on it and handed it to me.

      As I was leaving, my phone beeped, and I moved to the side bar where customers stood to add sugars or creamers and have a quick drink. I pulled my cell from my pocket to see Greyson had texted me, asking if I could swing by the prison. He said it was important and my sexy warlock was not one to pull me off one of my hunts unless it was important, so I texted him back and said I would be about twenty minutes. 

      The sound of a grinder behind me made me turn around as the sound of a machine hissing joined in. This hadn’t been a place I would have chosen at first, but as I glanced at the cozy tables and plush armchairs in the corner, I decided to make time for my next visit. I would be heading to Knoxville, Tennessee often until a demon criminal showed up to perform the next ritual and create another shard of the mysterious artifact.

      I secured the plastic lid on my cup and took a sip as I exited the café. While I appreciated the sense of community that the coffee shop provided, enhancing the feel of its small-town location, the savory, rich flavor danced on my taste buds and made me moan. The dark roast flavoured caffeine energized my blood and I was thankful for the simple pleasure. But as good as my drink was, my warlock was waiting, and he had the ability to create more enjoyable sensations.

      I slipped back into the Mercedes and started the vehicle as two teenagers stared at my license plate. They had to be the same age as my son and I felt like a total heel when one called out to me.

      “Me too,” he yelled as his friend laughed.

      Yeah, LIKE2FUK was an amusing plate the first twenty times you got hit on, but that shit was getting as old as my grandfather. Still, Carnell was on a rare outing with the Corvette, and I wasn’t ready to graduate to his BMW. I wanted the car. To drive it anyway. That sporty little coupe looked like it could go from zero to a hundred in seconds, but it had the ‘FUCKME’ plate and this car got enough attention. Not to mention it was an SUV.

      The café was conveniently located on the side of the highway, and I pulled back onto the road. It was early and there wasn’t a lot of traffic and I was doing twenty miles over the speed limit with my coffee in one hand in no time. Since the Prison Realm skirted Ravenholde, I took the side roads to connect to Scorchwood Lane.

      There was a familiar feeling of nausea as I passed the barrier that protected the pocket realm, as well as my favorite dragon. My life had become something I didn’t recognize since my grandfather roped me into working for him in my old hometown and, while it was difficult to admit, I loved it here. My new friends, my boyfriend and the two-ton dragon that looked at me with puppy dog eyes were just a few of the reasons I had made peace with my teenage past.

      Sure, there were still a few thorns in the proverbial rosebush, but Lucinda and Caton were becoming less powerful and more inconsequential by the minute. I wish they realized that, though.

      I rolled to a stop in front of the plankway that led to the prison as the fountain in the roundabout continued to spray water in four directions. The sound was soothing, and I pulled my kubaton keychain from my pocket and swung it around my fingers as Greyson exited the Scottish-looking castle and walked towards me.

      His smile was kind and comforting, and my demon purred like a kitten as he approached. He always smelled good, and it was downright delicious as he got close to me. His hand slipped to my waist, then he gave me a quick kiss. He always wore casual clothing. I was confident his white cotton dress shirt and blue khaki pants would look much better on my bedroom floor. Oh, hello sex kitten. I wondered where you had scampered off to. 

      “Hey, sweetheart. Thanks for coming.” His smile spoke of affection and desire.

      “No problem. I was just on my way to town, anyway. What is the emergency? You need me to give Glinda another smackdown?” I asked with genuine hopefulness. I really hated that witch.

      Greyson chuckled, and his grey eyes flickered with power. “As much as I would enjoy that, the warden has not gotten over your last… interaction with Glinda. He prides himself on the care of his subjects regardless of the circumstances that brought them to him. Most fae are reticent to endanger others or cause bodily harm.”

      I grunted. “Tell that to Ayesha. She did more than pull a few hairs out.”

      “I know. I meant the fae as a whole. Most avoid violence, but they will protect themselves in times of need.”

      “Well, I needed Glinda’s hair, so there is that. If it isn’t to accost Glinda, what do you need me for?” I was sure the images of me riding Greyson in the backseat of my Mercedes were not what he had in mind, but a girl could always hope.

      Greyson glanced out over the acres of property that appeared to go for miles. The countryside was dotted with trees and the occasional craggy boulder. “It’s Brutus. He hasn’t eaten in three days and we are becoming concerned. The warden has tried all of his favorites. He even turned down sauerkraut.”

      I inadvertently plugged my nose for a moment, recalling the last time I brought Brutus’s favorite snack. “Sounds serious. Any idea why? Does he have the flu? Do dragons get sick like that?”

      “Dragons are impervious to human disease. We have no idea why he is acting so out of character. He has only approached the main entrance once in the last seventy-two hours and he typically looks for… incoming food sources.”

      “I hope you mean beef jerky and not demon on a stick.”

      Greyson grunted. “He prefers human food. Or he did until recently. I was hoping you would call him. You have been away for four days and you usually stop by every couple of days.”

      I cupped my mouth in my hands. “Brutus! Auntie Faith is here to see you. Where is that beautiful, enormous body of yours?” I grabbed Greyson when the ground began to shake.

      “Dammit Brutus. You are too big to run,” Greyson yelled.

      The shaking stopped and Brutus shimmered in front of us as the fountain was effectively launched thirty feet in the air by Brutus’ tail. I tried not to laugh. I really did, but Greyson covered his eyes with his hand as the red-scaled tail decimated what was left of the turnabout. Man, I was glad I didn’t bring the Corvette as he bumped the side of the vehicle and the alarm went off.

      Brutus extended his head, and I reached up and rubbed my hand over his scales. They felt like warm steel and his attention to me always made me feel like a princess when I was anything but. I had no idea why he had taken a liking to me, but I was forever thankful. “Hey, babe. You want some of my salmon jerky? I was in Knoxville and they have a spectacular little butcher shop.”

      Brutus stomped his feet a little, and I clicked off the alarm to my SUV before I popped the rear hatch and took a package of brown-wrapped meat from the cooler I kept in the trunk. I began to unfasten the string that held the teriyaki salmon sticks inside, but Brutus snapped it from my hand and flipped it into his mouth before angling his massive black pupils in my direction, looking for more.

      “Hey, I wanted one of those.” My tone was amused, so I doubted it would deter Brutus from doing the same thing in the future.

      His tail rose in the air and wagged like a puppy, making me laugh at his ridiculousness. Greyson was quiet through our exchange, and I turned to him as he glanced between me and Brutus. 

      “It’s you. He was depressed because you didn't visit. He has had many caretakers over the years and he has never acted so… childish with anyone else.”

      I smiled at my boyfriend. “Hey now. Let a dragon have a little fun. Carnell will pay for the fountain.”

      Greyson glanced at the decimated center of the turnaround. “That fountain has been replaced at least twenty times, according to the warden. I am more concerned with his connection to you.”

      I tried not to be offended. Why would Greyson care if Brutus liked me? It was nice to feel special and right now my boyfriend was making me feel anything but. “Thanks a lot. I didn’t realize I was that bad.”

      Greyson froze. “I am sorry, Faith. I didn’t mean it like that. Dragons have had little contact with humans. In ancient times, we would have been a food source. His attachment to you is… unusual.”

      I shrugged. “Maybe he knows a good thing when he sees it.”

      Greyson cursed under his breath. “I’m sure he does. My concern is with your… lifespan. Faith, we are mortal. He is not. If his attachment to you grows… it makes caring for him difficult when you pass on.”

      It was hard to contemplate the fact that my two-ton, scaled puppy would live till the earth turned to dust as long as a rival demon did not murder him. “Yeah, I never thought of that. What should we do?”

      “Honestly, I don’t know. Once a bond is formed, it is for life. Dragons never forget. There are even rumors that they pass knowledge from one generation to the next.”

      “I love him.” It was something I had never said to Greyson, and it was difficult for me to admit. Hell, I had only referred to my grandfather with the L-word once, and that had been a passing comment about the Goddess Artemis. Sometimes my lips moved before my brain kicked in. That was one of those times, but it had made my grandfather so happy I had kept my mouth shut after.

      Greyson turned me toward him. “We all do. He is very special to us. I know you have his best interests at heart, but there is still a lot about dragons we don’t know. The doppelgangers, Gargoyles and dragons all relied on each other, so perhaps we can ask Cal or Drin and Dran if they have any ideas about Brutus’s fixation with you.”

      I nodded. “I have been meaning to talk to Cal about the fall of the dragons, but the errant God and the rising king of hell keep getting in the way.”

      Greyson pointed to my saber in the back of my car. It was in its scabbard as I had placed it there when I went into the butcher shop to grab the meat. “How is the blade since you infused it with Artemis’…sprinkles?”

      “Eve calls it goddess glitter, but Nishi calls it dandruff. I call it awesome. It cuts through almost anything. Like the blade is three times sharper and stronger. Can’t wait for Artemis to return so I can get some more.”

      Greyson lifted one sexy brow. “You realize that means another god has to escape. Eve went to a lot of trouble to put the last one back in the box.”

      My shoulders slumped. “Does it have to be a god? Can’t she show up for a hunter bar mitzvah or something?”

      Greyson laughed. “I don’t think so.”

      I petted Brutus for a few more minutes. “The other box is for Mrs. Hariett. She asked me to pick up a lamb shank. I get to sample it when she cooks it later, so I should get this back to her. Call me if you need any more help with Brutus.”

      Greyson shook his head as Brutus launched into the air. “He is going hunting. There is a venison steak at the end of that flight.”

      “Well, I feel sorry for Bambi, but I suppose that’s Mother Nature for you.”

      “He will only hunt mature game. Even we aren’t sure how he knows the difference.”

      “Interesting.“ I went up on my tiptoe toes and gave him a quick kiss before shutting my tailgate. 

      The rear corner panel had a significant dent thanks to excited dragon tails. Despite his destruction, Brutus’s enthusiasm continued to make me smile. I glanced in my rearview before starting the engine as Brutus tucked his wings and dove into the treeline in the distance.

      I followed the road until the barrier made my stomach flip and grabbed my phone when it beeped. The prison realm was beautiful, but it didn’t allow for cell service. I hit the contact of my grandfather when I saw his text. He picked up on the first ring.

      “Fath, where are you?” he asked.

      “I just left Scorchwood. Brutus was having a moment. He needed his human mommy.”

      “Greyson is concerned about Brutus’s attachment to you. It could be detrimental later on when…”

      I huffed. “Yeah, when I die. I get it. But excuse me for not planning my death just yet. Can’t you let a girl reach like forty-five before you start that shit?”

      “It’s not that… nevermind. Brutus isn’t why I have been trying to call you. Come to the penthouse right away. Someone has kidnapped a djinn. The report only came in twenty minutes ago, and I’m waiting to get some more information.”

      “On my way.” I hung up the phone and placed it back in my jacket. It was still early and while many shops had opened on the main street in Ravenholde, there were still a few without their interior lights on.

      I pulled into the alley beside the building and parked my vehicle in front of the steps. Dran came out immediately and took my keys with a questioning look. “Are you alright?” His eyes roamed over the dent in the Mercedes.

      “Yeah, sorry about that. Brutus got excited. The Mercedes fared better than the fountain, though.”

      Dran sighed. “Another one? If he keeps it up, we’re going to have to buy a cement factory.” 

      He led me up the stairs and opened the door. His wrist bore the bracelet I had purchased for him and his brother so I could tell them apart. They wore them proudly and my heart burst a little. 

      I touched his arm. “I can head up alone. Do you mind switching vehicles for me? My saber is in the back. Since I won’t make it home right away, do you mind dropping the box of meat off to Mrs. Hariett?”

      Dran’s face brightened. “I would love to visit your landlord.”

      My eyes narrowed on him. “You sampled her cookies, didn’t you?”

      He touched his chest in mock shock. “I have no idea what you are talking about. But if you see my brother, make sure to tell him where you sent me.”

      I laughed as I entered the building and passed the door to the basement. It was comforting to know sibling rivalry still applied to twin demons. The ride up to my grandfather’s suite was uneventful. But as I exited the elevator and made my way to his office, careful to keep my eyes off his orgy wall, I began to worry about Brutus. Why would he take a shine to me? It wasn’t the tribred thing, was it? Was I that much of a freak?

      Carnell tossed a file on his desk as I walked in a flopped onto one of the seats. “Thank god you are here.”

      “That’s funny coming from a demon. Tell me about the abduction. What kind of demon was it, and do you know who took him?” I asked.

      Carnell sighed. “He is a djinn, but he’s only a child. At nine years of age, a djinn is like a mundane child. He is helpless and cannot defend himself. “

      I sat forward quickly. “What?”

      “He can be killed as easily as a human child. Djinn are powerful and become more so as they age..”

      “Was the abduction in Knoxville?” I asked. This had to be part of the ritual and the king of hell I was hunting.

      “No. Indianapolis, Indiana. I don’t have all the information yet. The parents have taken to looking for their son and I haven’t gotten a full report from them yet.”

      “This could be a human trafficker then. The child appears human so…”

      “Yes, that is a possibility,” Carnell said.

      I pulled my cell from my pocket and hit Detective Bracken’s phone number. He picked up on the fourth ring. “Faith. I was just thinking that things had been a little too quiet. What can I do for you?”

      “There may have been a child abduction. Have you heard of any unsavory types in the Indianapolis area?”

      “No, and I have no report of a child going missing. Are you sure your source is reliable?” he asked.

      That was a loaded question, and I almost said I could rely on him to have a menage by the end of the night, but decided my detective friend didn’t need a full jammer today. Heart attacks were so last year. 

      “Yes. He is usually pretty reliable,” I replied. Carnell shot me a dirty look as I explained it was in Indianapolis and asked for him to look into it.

      I listened to Detective Bracken, then hung up when he was finished. “He is sending me a list of contacts in Indiana. He will make some calls and get back to me. Looks like I am going on another road rip.”
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