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Chapter 1
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Tansy


The large, Gothic Revival building towered overhead, blocking out the early afternoon sun. It might not be the tallest building in the city, but with its steepled roofs, pointed arch elements, and excess of decorative trim, it was the most imposing. The sounds of Darlington’s streets seemed to disappear as I stepped into the shadow of the building. 
I looked down at the address I’d scrawled on the lipstick-smudged café napkin. Yup. This was the place. It was a far cry from the dingy motel room I’d left this morning.
This was a horrible idea. This place looked expensive, and I’d probably be laughed out of the office. I fingered the strap around my neck. The pouch held all the pieces of expensive jewelry I owned; they were the only things of value I had. They had to be enough. 
I could always offer to work off my debt—that was my backup plan—but I’d probably be working it off forever, considering how ridiculously swanky this place looked. If they could afford an office here, they must charge an arm and a leg. I probably wasn’t the type of client they usually took on. I’d bet they normally worked with the rich and famous. 
But what other choice did I have? I was fresh out of options, and if I didn’t do this, I might as well kiss my very existence goodbye. 
“Here goes nothing.”
I stepped through the revolving doors to an ornately decorated foyer. There were offices on the lower floors and luxury condos above. I checked the map on the plaque set against the dark granite wall, looking for Redrock Protective Services. They were on the ground floor. 
I headed down the corridor to the office, pulling my wheeled luggage that held my entire life behind me. I needed to be mobile, so I couldn’t bring much, but this wasn’t my first rodeo. I’d had a lot less the first time I found myself with no hope and no home. Life had taught me to keep everything essential on my body, so if I had to ditch and run, I could. 
Turning the corner, I came face-to-face with a huge mirror in a gold filigree frame, and I stopped to check myself out. I looked out of place here in my jeans and comfy, oversized hoodie, and I tried to ignore the feeling of being woefully underdressed.
The woman in the mirror looked tired, like she hadn’t slept well in days. Because she hadn’t. 
“Hi, I’m Danie,” I said to her. There wasn’t anyone else in this part of the building to witness me talking to myself. “I need your help.” That wasn’t hard. “I’m Danie. I’m Danie. My name is Danie,” I repeated. I’d gone by Danie for several months now, and it came out almost as naturally as my real name. Almost.
“Squawk!”
“Shh!” I hushed, placing my hand over the lump in my hoodie. “Not now, Nugget.” Chicken Nugget was my sun conure. I unzipped the top a fraction to look down at the small yellow, orange, and green parrot. “Can you be sneaky for me? Real sneaky. Shh.”
She looked up at me with intelligent eyes. “Shhh,” she mimicked softly.
Nugget knew it meant I wanted her to be quiet, but whether she chose to be or not was a total crapshoot. She was adorable but naughty. Lucky for me, she decided not to fight me on it today. She’d been such a good girl through all this. 
Nugget was part of the reason I’d chosen this outfit. I’d trained her to stay in my hoodies, and she wouldn’t stay in anything else. She’d happily hang out in my hoodie all day if I let her. A good thing, too, since I wasn’t able to bring her cage along. The other reason to dress casually and in dark colors was to make sure I blended in with everyone else on the streets. 
The door to the Redrock office was just as outrageously opulent as the rest of the building. The words Redrock Protective Services were written in gold above a heavy-looking, dark wood door. The door frame was equally ornate and stood out against the granite walls. 
I almost chickened out again. But no, I had to do this.
The man on the phone, Eamon, had sounded nice enough. And most importantly, I knew he was who he said he was. At least for now. He had a low, rumbly voice that I’d felt down to my toes. I wondered if he was as sexy as he sounded. 
I tried the door, but it was locked. There was a panel with a button next to the door, so I pressed it, not seeing anything else to do. Moments later, a camera I hadn’t noticed before turned to face me. I smiled and waved at it, and the same sultry, masculine voice from the phone answered. 
“Come on in.”
There was a click, and the heavy door to the office opened.
I stepped into a waiting room with a few leather chairs lined up against the wall and a side table with a statue of a gargoyle on it. Of course. The Redrock brothers were gargoyles. I wondered if Eamon was one of them or just someone who worked here. 
There were several closed doors, and when I stepped toward the closest one, it opened. I found myself staring up at a tall, muscular man with a dusky complexion. His eyes sparkled as he looked me up and down, the corners of his mouth lifted in a smile.
“Hello, beautiful,” he rumbled. “I’m Eamon. Come on in.” He ushered me into the office.  
As the door closed behind us, a thrill of excitement shot through me at his closeness. With our bodies only inches apart, his heat radiated to warm my skin, and his spicy masculine scent filled my nose. Oh yeah, he was most definitely as sexy in real life as he sounded on the phone.
I tried not to be obvious as I inhaled his enticing scent of earth and spice. They needed to bottle that shit; I’d slather it all over my body and roll around in it like a kitty on catnip. I kept my face neutral as I met a pair of gorgeous green eyes. They glowed with otherworldly magic and seemed to see right into my soul.
Eamon wasn’t a gargoyle, but he wasn’t human either. His dusky aura surrounded me, and I knew exactly what he was. He was a demon!





Chapter 2
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Eamon


Danie wasn’t anything like I expected. 
On the phone, she’d sounded scatterbrained and scared, almost paranoid. I’d expected a mousy young woman, plain and unsophisticated. This woman was anything but plain. I sat a little straighter in my chair.
I had the most gorgeous woman I’d ever seen in my office. She’d tried to obscure her perfect form beneath a dark green, oversized hoodie, and hidden her blonde hair in a braid that hung down one side of her neck, but no amount of frumpy clothing could hide her perfection from me.
She’d explained a few things to me on the phone but had refused to go into detail until we were in private. She’d specifically asked for a warded room with soundproofing. Unsure if her requests were warranted or due to paranoia, I’d asked her to come down to the Redrock Protective Services offices for a chat.
“Hi, I’m Danie.” She held out a hand to me. “Thanks for meeting with me.” She smiled awkwardly, but it didn’t do anything to lessen her beauty.
Wanting to put her at ease, I stood and reached across the heavy cherry wood desk to shake her hand. “I’m Eamon. Nice to finally meet.” I gestured to the leather high back chair across from me. “Have a seat and tell me why you need our help.”  
She eyed the window warily, and I leaned over in my chair to close the blinds. The light in the office brightened to make up for the change as she sat down in the seat, her hands folded on the desk in front of her.
“It’s a long story and a strange one,” she warned, “but here goes nothing. It began a few years ago with the fall of The Wall. I found out that my mother wasn’t who I thought she was. She was much older than her proclaimed fifty-odd years. Much, much older. And she’d been using a spell to hide it.”
I took two glasses from the cabinet as she spoke and set them down on the coasters on the desk. 
“I should have questioned how she managed to have me at her advanced age, but I didn’t.” She rolled her eyes. “I tried to deny all the bits that didn’t make sense. I pushed it back until I couldn’t anymore.”
“Water or whiskey?” I asked when she paused. 
“Wa— no, whiskey. The story needs it.” She smiled wryly, then continued her story as I dug out the ice from the mini fridge and poured her a glass. “A few months ago, I found out that not only is she not my mother, but she’s a powerful sorceress who steals the bodies of young women so she can live forever. The hag has been around for hundreds of years, and lucky me, I was her next victim.”
I grimaced, and not from the whiskey. “Beings who use magic to live indefinitely are few and far between. From what I know, there are two types. One uses magic to extend the use of their body, while the other is magic, their souls able to hop from body to body.”
She nodded as I spoke. “That’s her. The second one. She groomed me to be the perfect vessel.” She gestured to her body and her face.
I had to agree; she was perfect in every way. She sipped from her glass, leaving faint lipstick marks on the edge, which had me thinking about her leaving lipstick marks on me, which was totally unprofessional.
“Mother made sure I kept a perfect body and had a good education but no real-world experience. After the fall of The Wall, she had me practice magic but only taught me useless spells. It all makes sense now, but I was oblivious to it for years. I was so stupid and trusting.”
“She was your mother. Of course, you trusted her.”
“I found out just in time, too.” She took another sip, then leaned back in her chair and crossed her legs. “I left the first chance I got. I packed everything I could in my school bag, and when she dropped me off for classes, I ran.”
“School? How old are you?” I couldn’t possibly be lusting over a teenager. That would be totally wrong. She looked fully grown, a voluptuously gorgeous woman.
“Oh, I’m in college, not high school. But she treated me like I was a middle schooler. She dropped me off in the morning and picked me up every afternoon. I wasn’t even allowed to go to the library unless I told her. I’m not a child, though she tried to keep me as inexperienced as one. I’m 23.”
“I see.” Thank you! Wait. Why did I even care about that? She was a potential client, not a potential date.
“Anyway, she dropped me off for classes one day, and I took off. I went into our joint bank account, because I didn’t have my own, and I took out everything I could in a day. Then I bought a train ticket with cash and got as far away as I could.”
“And now you’re here,” I finished for her. I saw why she needed our protection. I also understood why she wanted a warded location; she didn’t know what she was up against. 
“Here in Darlington? Yes. Here in your office? No. That was a while ago.” She looked apologetic, then nervous.
“Go ahead; tell me everything. The more I know, the more I can help you.” I smiled, trying to get her comfortable. 
“Are you sure?” She wrung her hands, and the uncertainty and paranoia returned to her voice, reminding me of the way she’d been on the phone. “This—you probably think I’m crazy. I’m sorry. I should probably go.” She stood up.
“No, sit down,” I said, a little too roughly. I lowered my voice. “I don’t think you’re making it up.”
“You believe me?”
“Yes. Now, sit down, take another drink, and tell me everything.”
She chugged, not sipped, her next mouthful. “Okay. Mother found me almost immediately. Apparently, she put a tracking device in my school bag. So much for avoiding using the bank machine in my new city; she knew where I was the whole time. She didn’t come as herself, though. She came as her soul.” Terrified gray eyes met mine. “She tried to get in my brain.”
I reached over and placed my hands over hers, offering her support. “But you are here now and asking for help. So clearly not possessed.”
She nodded. “I managed to fight her off. After I ran, she jumped from our balcony in The Ivory Tower.” 
“The Sorceress Amrita.” The words tumbled out of my mouth. “You’re talking about the Sorceress Amrita. It was big news. They arrested her adopted daughter.” Even as I said it, I realized who I was looking at. The very same adopted daughter they’d arrested. She wasn’t Danie. “Your real name is Tansy.”
She seemed to relax now that I’d proven I believed her. 
“At your service.” She mimed a little curtsy, despite sitting. “I had to be careful. My ID says Danie, though. I got a fake one made.” She looked proud of herself. “They did arrest me, but video footage from the security camera clearly showed her launching herself off the roof. It was an open-and-shut case.
“When I kicked her out of my head, she tried to guilt trip me, telling me that I was an ungrateful daughter. When I still refused to give up my body, she told me I’d be sorry. It was so cliché. She wasn’t a very original villainess.”
“And you think you can do better?”
“Oh, I know I can do better. I have the best villain origin story of all time. Do you know any other villain who can boast about having their mother try to take over their body?”
That had me chuckling. I liked Tansy. Despite her situation, she hadn’t lost her sense of humor. 
“I thought it would be the last I saw of her, but I was wrong. She hadn’t given up yet.” She chugged the rest of her drink. “A few months ago, I met a guy.”
I clenched my teeth. A guy? The idea of her with anyone other than myself had me seeing red.
“He was what you’d call too good to be true, and I should have known it then, but I was so desperate. Mother locked our bank account before she jumped, so I’d been barely feeding myself and was lucky I found a shelter that took me in. So, when someone came by offering to take care of me and put me through school, only asking for my company in return, I took the bait.”
“Let me guess; it was her.”
“You got it.”
“But you’re here, so you got away. Again.” I crossed my arms. “But why find you again if she failed the first time?”
She shrugged. “Maybe she wanted one more try. But I suspect she needs to recover after every takeover to get strong again.
“I started to get suspicious because the rules Dean had for me were really similar to Mother’s. Things like not eating junk food, exercising at least five times a week, and taking my multivitamins every day. I transferred and started classes again, and he’d drop me off and pick me up from school. A bunch of little things started cropping up. I should have listened to Nugget. She never liked him.”
“Who’s Nugget?” I asked. That was a strange name for a person. 
As if summoned, a voice from her hoodie called out, “Peek-a-boo!”
“Nugget’s my pet bird. She’s hiding in my hoodie right now because we don’t have a cage. Easier to get into motels and shelters this way.”
I frowned. She should not be sleeping in a shelter or even a motel, not with everything she’d told me so far. Amrita would find her easily.
She unzipped the top of her hoodie, and a yellow and orange head poked out. The bird eyed me, then picked up the zipper pull with her beak and zipped herself back in.
That had me chuckling out loud. What an adorable pair!




Chapter 3
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Tansy


Eamon’s laugh was warm and rich, and it did funny things to my insides. I reminded myself I was here on a mission. One that didn’t include falling for a demon bodyguard. I’d known a demon in school, and he’d been a total womanizer. They were known to be that type, and it was a stereotype they embraced. Eamon had the looks for it, too. 
Despite his buttoned-up shirt, I could tell he was muscular. His biceps strained against the sleeves almost indecently. He had broad shoulders and a trim waist: the perfect V. I’d heard that demons could make themselves any shape they wanted, so of course he would have chosen one of masculine perfection.
He had an undeniable charm, especially when he smiled. Almost boyish, though I was sure he was much older than me. Demons didn’t need to steal bodies to live a very long time. This certain look made him feel approachable and honest, despite the bad reputation demons usually had.
“What happened to finally clue you in?” he asked. He seemed genuinely interested in my story, but of course, he probably saw me as a potential client and needed to know everything. I was glad someone believed me. 
“I did a test.” I hid a smile as I recalled the giddiness I’d had while coming up with this plan. “I made Dean a steak, done medium rare, with mashed potatoes with tons of butter and nothing green at all. And for dessert, I made an extra dense cheesecake with strawberry topping.”
“You cooked him food?” 
“Yeah. I did.” I remembered Dean’s face and tried not to smirk.
“That sounds like an amazing meal.” Did he look suddenly hungry?
“It was. A good steak with mashed potatoes is my favorite, but I was never allowed to eat it unless it was my birthday.”
“How was that a test?”
“I made him everything that Mother hated.” I beamed. 
Eamon’s rumbling laughter filled the room. This time, Nugget mimicked him, laughing from my hoodie. That was a good sign. It meant he’d passed the Chicken Nugget test. Dean had not passed the test. Nugget had always clammed up when he was around, and once she’d even attacked him, going straight for the eyes. She was my canary in the coal mine. I was sure she could sense Mother’s spirit a mile away.
Nugget poked her head out from the top of the zipper, right under my chin. “Hahaha! You’re a cutie!” Cutie was her favorite word. 
I gave her a scratch on the head. “Dean wouldn’t eat any of the cheesecake, so I ate an extra-large portion. That had him, or her—ugh, you know what I mean—furious about me ruining his body, like it belonged to him or something. You know, like he—she was going to take it over.”
It was hard to separate Dean and Mother, even though I knew he’d had a life before she took over. It was like that person was gone forever. And despite knowing it was Mother inside, it was hard to ignore the fact that the body was male. Not to mention, I had no idea if the original soul or spirit had a gender.
“That is quite suspicious. So he failed twice in one test.”
“Three times. He failed this test in three ways. When he yelled at me, Dean called me Tansy. He’d known me as Danie for months, and I never told him my real name. It was proof beyond doubt for me. As long as Amrita’s soul exists, I’ll never be able to trust anyone new that I meet, unless I know exactly where her soul is.” I looked Eamon in the eyes, trying not to get lost in their depths. “I can trust you, because I know that she is still inside Dean’s body.”
“And you want me to protect you.”
“Yes and no. I want you to protect me while I figure out a way to get rid of her once and for all. I don’t want to spend the rest of my life worrying. I don’t want to run.” I set my jaw. “I want to fight.”
“We provide both physical and magical protection. Protecting against bodily takeovers from a malignant spirit is right up our alley.”
“I don’t think she can take me over yet. Even if she had enough rest from taking over Dean, I don’t think she can. I think she has to wear me down first, weaken my will. Or else, she would have done it already. But I’ll be glad to have wards as well. Maybe I’ll finally have a good night’s rest.” 
Eamon hadn’t asked me how I planned to pay yet, so I saved myself the wait and brought it up. I hated waiting. “How much are your services for something like my case?” Before he could name a price, I added, “I don’t have much under my name, but I have some pieces of jewelry. I got them appraised; I just haven’t sold them yet.”
I took the pouch hanging around my neck out from my hoodie and removed the necklace Dean had bought me. Now that I knew who he really was, I realized the jewelry hadn’t been for me at all. They were Amrita’s future gifts to herself. Just like putting me through school had been enriching her future brain, especially since she got to retain all the information, when she took over a body, without ever doing the work. I’d never wanted to take business courses, anyway. 
I put the piece on the desk. The large diamond set in the pendant gleamed, every facet reflecting the lights from above. Eamon picked it up and dangled it in the air, but his face showed little interest. 
“There’s also matching earrings and a diamond ring.” My engagement ring. I reached for my wheeled luggage. “I have the appraisal papers.”
“No need. I believe you. I’m not sure I can take this knowing that Amrita cut you off from your savings. How are you living right now?”
I’m not. 
I was struggling. I had about a few hundred bucks I’d earned by skipping classes to do odd jobs around the campus, and that was it. That was what the fake ID had been used for: to open a bank account. I had no credit, though. Lucky for me, I’d never told Dean about the bank account and he’d never asked, so Mother didn’t know about it.
“Don’t worry about me. I’m not starving.” 
He frowned. “You are not a good liar.”
I let out an unladylike guffaw. “Yeah, I know. But I need to do this, or else I’ll be stuck hiding for the rest of my life. I can’t live like that.”
“I still can’t take this or your money.” He handed the necklace back to me. “I wouldn’t be able to sleep at night, knowing they are all you have.”
“What about if I work off the debt?” That was my backup option. If he didn’t agree to this, I didn’t know what else I could offer.
“I’ll have to ask the others. I’m not the only one running this company. This is an unusual case, and I agree that you need all the protection you can get.”
I’d done my research on Redrock Protective Services. It was owned by three gargoyles and a demon; a strange combination. Eamon was the demon. Through my research, I’d found out that gargoyles were often created in sets of four—one to guard each corner of a building.
Of course, that was only true of those created in stone and spelled to life. Technically, they could crossbreed with regular human women, but that was rare. Brave women! So most gargoyles were made through magic.
Had Eamon once served on the fourth corner of a medieval castle? Demons were able to take any form they wanted. I tried to imagine him in the form of a gargoyle. Naked. With wings. And his junk hanging out the side of a building. I giggled.
I wasn’t sure if it was the drink, Eamon’s presence, or both, but I felt relaxed. This might work out after all.
“What’s so funny?”
Since I wasn’t sure I’d survive trying to destroy Mother Dearest so I might not be around long anyway, I decided I didn’t need a filter. I told him exactly what I was thinking. Yup, complete with all the dangly details.
He laughed, the sound deep and rich. “There is a fourth brother. He just isn’t part of the business. I did guard the building with them though, for a long time. And gargoyles don’t show dangly bits until they are needed.”
“They don’t?” That wasn’t something I’d come across in my research.
“They don’t.” His eyes flashed with mischief. “But I was fully clothed. I’m too much to handle naked.”
Heat rose to my cheeks. I changed the topic quickly, getting back to business. “Give me a call when they have a decision. And thank you for listening to my story.”
“Do you have somewhere to be?”
“I need to find a cheap motel for the night.” I didn’t want to get stuck with no place to stay.
Dean was probably looking for me by now. I’d left the cell phone he’d given me at the campus library on purpose. That thing was probably tagged. I’d gotten myself a burner phone and had used that to contact Redrock. But he had hired goons he could send all over the city to look for me. I needed to stay hidden.  
“We have a spare room here in the office, as well as rooms upstairs in our penthouse. Stay here instead. You shouldn’t be alone.”
He stood, and I stood with him. 
“Are you sure? I don’t want to impo—” 
A large hand landed gently on my shoulder. He reached for my suitcase with the other hand, pushed down the luggage pull, and picked the luggage up by the handle. “I insist. Come, I’ll take you upstairs now,” he said, ushering me toward the door.




Chapter 4
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Eamon


Everything in my being screamed for me to get Tansy inside my home. The magical ward on the Redrock office was decent, but the one on the penthouse was much stronger. Ever since we had it strengthened to protect Grayson’s mate, Shelby, even the rooftop patio was protected. 
As we stepped into the private elevator that went straight up to my abode, I imagined Tansy in a swimsuit, lounging by the pool. I kept my hand on her shoulder the entire ride up the elevator, not wanting to let her go until she was safely behind the penthouse doors. 
“Wow! Even Mother didn’t have her own private elevator.” Her hand was cupped over her pet bird on her chest, and Nugget’s head poked out from the top of her zipper.
The little creature eyed me with more intelligence than most people probably gave her credit for. Nugget didn’t know what to think of me yet, but at least she didn’t straight up hate me. Tansy had mentioned Nugget recognizing Dean for what he was. Animals had a way of detecting souls and magic the rest of us did not. 
“I still can’t believe Amrita raised you in a building called The Ivory Tower. She wasn’t trying to hide things at all.”
She chuckled softly. “Yeah, the irony isn’t lost on me. I guess she thought I’d never find out. And I wouldn’t have if it weren’t for The Wall failing. I’d thought she was just an overly protective parent. All my life, she told me my father died from a freak accident when I was young, and she didn’t want something bad happening to me.”
“We knew Amrita as a witch who had lived a long time and used magic to keep herself young-looking. But we didn’t know she had the ability to take over bodies and use them. If we’d known, her adoption of you would’ve been suspicious. We thought she was infertile and wanted a child. She did hide you away from magic, but then, she was very secretive herself. Entities like her are very rare.”
“Are you sure they are rare though? Maybe they’re just hard to catch.”
She had a point. How would we know? 
Tansy hadn’t waited for a knight in shining armor to go rescue her from her tower; she’d done it herself. And now she wanted to slay the villain herself too. She was one tough cookie.
The elevator dinged and the door opened into our private foyer, and it wasn’t long before I had her inside the penthouse.
I shared the entire top floor with the three gargoyle brothers. We’d split the spacious penthouse into five sections. There was a shared recreational area as well as four fully-loaded wings. The common area was a single floor with high ceilings and guest bedrooms on the main floor, but our personal suites were loft-styled, with bedrooms on a second floor.
None of the others were in the common area. Grayson and Shelby were most likely hiding in their own private wing. They did that a lot now that they were mated. Graham was down at the range, practicing his shooting as he often did on days off. And Gunnar was guarding some rich guy on his yacht. I was glad I hadn’t been roped into doing that job, even if it did pay ridiculously well.
“Make yourself comfortable.” I gestured to the leather couches in the shared living room. We’d turned the place into a home theater and there were several reclining sofas in front of a giant screen. “I’ll get one of the spare rooms ready for you.”
I wanted to have her in my own wing, but that wasn’t a good idea; not with the way my body reacted to her very presence. Tansy had come here to find a way to claim and keep her body; she wasn’t here to get mauled by an unruly demon, because that was exactly what I wanted to do to her. 
I can claim her and protect her forever. I shoved the thought from my mind. I wasn’t ready to settle down. Was I? And even if I were, my demonly reputation preceded me. After being trapped and forced to work for a wizard for centuries, I’d done my share of sowing my wild oats when I finally found freedom.
I wasn’t proud of it though. I’d been lonely and had searched for company the only way I knew how. It took several decades before I realized that, despite all my bed partners, I was still just as lonely as before. 
Before the fall of The Wall that had hidden monsters and magic from the mundane world, I’d kept my dalliances with human women short-lived, lest they discover my secret.
I’d had people send their church after me several times. I ain’t afraid of no priest, but dealing with demon slayers was a nuisance. Most of them had no idea what they were doing. Don’t get me started on the last one who tried to banish me to hell with his cell phone.
Sowing my wild oats had been exciting at first, but after a while, the meaningless liaisons left me feeling more alone than when I started. That cured me of the habit fast. I hadn’t been tempted by women for a long time. 
So, what was this feeling I had with Tansy?
I grabbed a towel and new sheets from the linen closet and headed to the first room. These enclosed guest rooms lined one side of the main living room, and they were only half the height of the high ceiling. Above them were balconies from our personal suites. I chose the room directly under my balcony.
It was so I could get to her easily if she needed help. Or at least that was what I told myself. 
With her room set up, I stepped back out to see Tansy running around the penthouse, her arms outstretched as she tried to get hold of her pet bird. Little Nugget flew around the penthouse like it hadn’t been able to stretch out its wings in weeks. 
“Hey!” Tansy’s voice rang out through the penthouse. “You come back here this instant, Chicken Nugget!”
The little parrot landed atop one of the giant birds of paradises that stood on either side of the door to the patio, eyes darting around the open space mischievously. Then it took off, its wings flapping wildly as it did another lap around the penthouse. 
Tansy stood with her arm in the air, trying to get the bird to land on her, but Nugget wasn’t having any of it. Finally, Tansy gave up and dropped her arms to her sides. Nugget was having the time of her life, and she wasn’t going to come down until she was ready.
After a few more loops around the room, the conure landed back atop the bird of paradise plant. 
“Oh no! Don’t you dare, you little—” 
The little bird dropped a dropping into the soil. 
“Argh!” 
Laughter bubbled up from my belly.
“I’m sorry. This isn’t like her. She’s usually pretty shy and stays hidden until we’re alone.” Tansy glared at her pet. “I’ll clean up any messes. I promise.”
“She did it over the soil, so that’s just natural fertilizer.” As I spoke, Nugget flitted over to another plant. “She’s comfortable here. That’s a good sign. You said she didn’t like Dean.”
“She flew at his face a few times. He knocked her out of the air once, and now she just avoids him.” Tansy flopped down on one of the couches, her eyes still on Nugget. “You’re right. This is a good sign. She feels safe here.” She grinned at me. “Thank you for giving her a place to fly.”
I grinned right back. Suddenly, all I wanted to do was to make her feel safe enough to spread her wings. 
“The room’s ready. This kitchen isn’t stocked, except for tea, coffee, and beer. There might be a bag of chips from the last time we had a movie night. But we can order in for dinner in a bit.” I pointed two doors down from her room. “The full bathroom is over there.”
“That’s great, thank you. I probably need a shower anyway. The tub in the cheap motel last night was—”  She wrinkled her nose adorably. 
And now I was thinking of Tansy in the shower, naked. Her blonde hair loose and wet, cascading down her back, the water sluicing off her body. 
I cleared my throat and pointed at the door to my personal wing. “That’s my part of the penthouse. Feel free to come in if you need anything. No need to knock.” I turned to go before my mind could think about fulfilling all her needs. 
Fuck. Too late. 
“Wait. I might need some help.”
“Showering?” Did I sound too hopeful?
Her cheeks turned delightfully pink. “No. I mean.” She looked flustered. “I need to find a small cage for Nugget, something portable, temporary, so she has a place to sleep at night. I know it seems trivial, but birds get stressed out moving around.”
“Of course. I’ll take you to the pet store. It’s nearby. We can go in about an hour. Is that enough time for you to settle in?”
“Yes. Thank you!”
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“You heard me the first time,” I grumbled. 
All of them had. I was on a group call with everyone, Graham, Grayson, and even Gunnar, who’d joined us from the ritzy yacht. 
“I want to take Tansy pro bono. I don’t have anything else lined up, and it doesn’t affect anyone else.”
“Damn! This girl must be gorgeous,” Gunnar said, the sounds of gulls calling in the background coming through his microphone.
She is. But I kept my mouth shut. That wasn’t why I was doing this for free. “We can’t just let her go off on her own. She needs our help.”
“You’re right about that,” Grayson said, his mate nodding enthusiastically next to him. “But since when did you become Mother Theresa? And how would you know if you’re successful? Couldn’t Amrita take her over without us knowing? I don’t want to put Shelby at risk.”
“She hasn’t done it yet. Maybe because something is stopping her, and Tansy’s pet bird can tell. I think she’ll warn us. Even if she doesn’t, I’m a demon; I can sense spirits. Her spirit will have to get close to do its thing.”
“That’s assuming you’re next to Tansy 24/7,” Grayson countered.
“With the ward on our penthouse, she should be safe from bodily possession.” But maybe I could use that as an excuse to move her into my suite, right into my bedroom.
“She’ll need to leave the penthouse eventually. What about a personal ward for when she’s not at Redrock? We can get Sybil to craft one and put it in a charm,” Shelby suggested. 
“That might work,” Graham said pensively. “Expensive, though.”
“I’ll cover it.” The words tumbled out of my mouth.
“Oh yeah,” Gunnar piped in. “She must be smoking hot. I can’t wait to meet her.”
I growled at the thought of Gunnar turning on his charm for Tansy. She wasn’t mine, but that didn’t mean I wouldn’t tear off his hand for touching her. 
“But she’s gonna think you pity her if you offer to do it for free. No one wants to feel pitied,” Shelby said. “Especially since she offered her jewelry, and when you rejected that, she offered to work it off. Why don’t we just give her something easy to do around the penthouse? Like ordering groceries. Or watering the plants.”
Nugget already fertilized one. “We can do that. I’ll tell her we’ll take her on.”
“Just make sure you bring her up to the penthouse,” Graham said. “We have that senator coming in for the weekend. He’s been getting death threats, so I’m keeping him in the office quarters while he’s here.” 
Another case I’d hate to take. Unlike the gargoyle brothers, I didn’t have the need to guard something all the time. I’d joined them on their venture because they were my best friends, and they considered me an honorary gargoyle. But my instinct to guard and protect was flaring up hard with Tansy.
“She’s already up there. I put her in one of the guest rooms,” I said. “The first one.”
“Ooh! She is?” Shelby perked up. “I’ll go say hi.”
“Watch out for Nugget.”
“Nugget?”
She’d find out soon enough. “You’ll see.” 




Chapter 5
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Tansy


I wiped away the steam from the mirror and stared into the reflection. I looked much better than before, even though nothing much had happened, except for my talk with Eamon. I also had a place to stay for the night, as long as they accepted my offer to pay with work hours.  
I doubted Eamon would kick me out, even if they decided not to take me on. He didn’t seem the type. So even if my luck ran out, I’d still have somewhere to stay, at least for tonight.
Nugget played on the counter. I’d set up an area for her with some of her toys, her fold-out standing perch, and her favorite cuddly blanket. She’d flown from the top of the large tropical plant right into the bathroom when I first stepped in.
She loved taking showers with me, but I didn’t have my parrot-safe shampoo with me, and I didn’t trust the ones in there. So she’d hung out in the steamy bathroom instead. She liked that too.
The steam had done her good, though the flight around the large penthouse probably helped as well. She used to fly around my place at The Ivory Tower but avoided the places Mother inhabited. It had been a while since she had the chance to spread her wings like that.
We spent so much time on the road. The only reason why I’d been able to get into some of the shelters was because I’d taught her to stay quiet, and I’d lied about her. One of the shelter coordinators found out eventually, but she’d let me stay anyway because she had a parakeet of her own. It had been our little secret.
Then Dean had come along. Nugget was restricted to my room after. A much smaller room, where she basically hopped from place to place, only able to flap her wings once or twice in between.
The shower had done me well too. The crusty motel we’d been in last night hadn’t inspired me to step inside the tub. The whole place had smelled of mildew.
I quickly dried myself and wrapped the towel over my hair. I felt lighter too, as if my worries had been washed down the drain, even though I knew my battle had just begun. I still had to find a way to stop Mother, and I mean actually stop her, not just get her off my back. But it felt a little easier now that there was a chance I’d have someone at my side, even if I had to pay for the company and friendship.
I hadn’t realized how lonely I was until recently. I’d never had many close friends throughout my life. And the few I made, I was never allowed to go out with. There were a few classmates I’d been close to in high school, but they’d moved away for college, and we’d drifted apart. Mother had gotten a lot stricter once I hit college, and it was harder to make friends.
As for Dean, I’d known I didn’t love Dean from the start. The relationship had been one of convenience. There was an understanding: he was supposed to put me through school, and in return, I was supposed to marry him when I was done. And in the meantime, I got a place to stay.
So when I found out he wasn’t who he’d said he was, I wasn’t really heartbroken. If anything, I was relieved. I had a reason to leave and not feel bad about it.
I had Nugget. She was my bestie, but it wasn’t quite the same. 
Dressed in a fresh tank top and a comfy pair of sweatpants, I packed up Nugget’s area, gathered my dirty clothes, and opened the door. The fresh air of the penthouse rushed in, and I stepped out with Nugget on my shoulder. 
Yup. Definitely a far cry from the moldy motel room. The penthouse was somehow spacious and cozy at the same time. It must be the mix of natural wood, metal, granite, and leather combined with the tropical plants and plush cream-colored rugs that did the trick.
A woman with chestnut hair sat on one of the many couches. I didn’t know why they needed so many sofas, unless they routinely did private movie screenings in here. They did have a full theater system.
The moment she saw me, the woman popped up to her feet and hurried over. “You must be Tansy.” She stuck out her hand. “I’m Shelby.” Then, realizing I had my bird’s things in one hand and my clothes in the other, she said. “Let me help you with that.”
She took Nugget’s stuff. Nugget sidled down my arm, curious about the new person. That must mean she didn’t sense anything off with Shelby. Another good sign.
“Thank you. Just put that on one of the coffee tables.” They also had several of those. “I’ll set it up so Nugget has a place to hang out.”
She did, and I shook her hand and introduced myself. Then she greeted Nugget.
“She’s such a cutie!” 
Oh no! She used the word. 
Before I could warn her, Nugget started chanting. “Such a cutie.” Kissing sounds. “Oooooh. Such a cutie.” More kissing sounds. And repeat. She flew over to the table with her stuff and danced around it, bobbing her head. “Cutie, cutie, cutie.”
Conures weren’t good talkers, usually only mimicking sounds like ringtones or chimes. Such a cutie was one of the rare phrases Nugget knew and loved. 
“She’s going to be like that for a while,” I said apologetically. “It’s her favorite and only line.”
“Don’t worry about it.” Shelby tried not to wince as Nugget screamed the phrase as loud as she could. “She’s adorable.”
We went to join Nugget on the couch closest to her table. The dark brown leather was buttery-soft, and the cushion underneath supportive. Super comfy. 
“I can help you set up her cage and stuff if you want,” Shelby offered. 
“She doesn’t have a cage yet. We’ve been just making do. I’ve been setting up an area for her with her perch next to wherever I sleep,” I explained. “Eamon was supposed to take me to the pet store to grab one in a bit.”
As if the demon had been summoned, the door to Eamon’s suite opened, and he stepped out. He’d taken a shower too, and his still-damp hair hung in his face in pieces, somehow looking perfectly styled.
“Oops. I’m not ready yet.” I got up reluctantly from the softest leather couch I’d ever sat on. “Let me dry my hair really quick.”
“Change of plans.” Eamon stopped in front of me, his huge body towering over me as if to block me from all harm. “I’ve got some good news and some bad news.”
Oh no.
“The good news is that we’re taking you on, so you can stay here until it’s safe for you to be on your own.”
I breathed a sigh of relief. That was what I’d worried about most. Redrock was my last hope. I had to stop Mother, and I knew I couldn’t do it alone. “What’s the bad news?”
Eamon dug into his pocket for his phone and showed me two photos. “Is either of these two Dean?”
“No. But I know them. They’re his friends, Ned and Ted.” More like his druggie goons who’d do anything for their next hit. Mother probably kept Dean’s friends around since they were useful. 
“They’re scouring the streets of downtown Darlington looking for a woman with your description.” Eamon looked me up and down. 
I was suddenly very aware of how much skin my tank top showed. It went indecently low at the décolletage and had the thinnest spaghetti straps. He must have noticed the extra skin because his eyes brightened with interest, and his tongue darted out to lick his lips. I tried to ignore the tingling that started in my belly. 
Nugget took that moment to fly up and perch on my head. “Such a cutie. Ooooh.”
That broke the tension, and I flopped back down onto the couch. “I guess I’m not going anywhere.” I put my hand by my head, and Nugget hopped onto it. “Sorry, Little Nugget. I know you miss your safe space, but you’ll need to wait a little longer. Maybe they’ll give up soon.”
“I’ll pick something up for you,” Eamon offered. “Just tell me what type of cage you need. There’s a pet store nearby.”
“I need something small and portable.”
Eamon frowned. “Doesn’t she need something bigger? There’s room here for a bigger cage. We won’t mind.”
“I know it’s not ideal, but I don’t have a home base right now, and everything needs to be able to break down and fit in my suitcase.” I gestured to my tiny suitcase. “If we let her fly around the penthouse once in a while, she’ll be fine in something smaller at night. She just needs a place she can consider home.”
So did I. But that would have to wait. 
“I’ll take some photos of what’s available and send them to you when I’m there.”
“Thank you.” I stood, grabbing his arm before he could turn to leave. “And thank you for agreeing to let me work off the debt. Who are you assigning to protect me?”
“Me,” he said, reaching down to grip my chin and tilt my head up so our eyes met. “I will protect you.”




Chapter 6
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Eamon


Libraries were not my thing. They were stuffy and full of books: two things I didn’t enjoy, mainly because they reminded me of my years trapped by the wizard who’d forced me to work for him. He’d often conjured me in his library full of magical texts.  
It didn’t help that the books here were similar. We weren’t in a normal library; this one was curated by and for monsters and magical folks. It was one of only a handful in the entire world. 
Darlington might be a full-fledged, world-class city now, but before the fall of The Wall, it had been mostly a monster and shifter town. It hadn’t even shown up on most maps and definitely not on any digital ones online. As a result, our Library of Magic & Other Esoterica was one of the best in the world. If we were to find out anything about Amrita and her weaknesses, it would be here. 
Tansy sat across from me, poring over a giant tome. She’d insisted on starting her mission the very next morning after she’d arrived at Redrock, despite the two men still looking for her all over town.
“As long as we go straight to the library and stay there, we’ll be fine. Those two wouldn’t be caught dead in a library,” had been her reasoning.
And since the library was just around the corner and I wasn’t too worried about those two taking her from me, I’d agreed. The two men looked weak. I was more worried about Amrita showing up as a spirit and taking Tansy’s mind. We hadn’t picked up the ward from Sybil yet; we were seeing her this afternoon.
Since the two men were still looking for her, it must mean that Amrita didn’t know where Tansy was. And as long she was still set on finding a solution to her problem, I knew she was still herself. 
The librarian had first directed us over to the witches and wizards section, but when that had turned up nothing after a solid hour of searching, she’d moved us to the much quieter spiritual possession area. It was here that Tansy found a book describing spirits that matched Amrita’s description. 
Some called them eternal hags, as they often took over the bodies of beautiful young women and used them until they were old crones. Often the women also had strong magic. Tansy fit the bill perfectly. She was beautiful alright, the most beautiful woman I’d ever met.
A part of me wanted more than anything to own a piece of her beauty and hold it to my heart forever. That was, if I’d had a heart. Demons didn’t need such useless organs. 
She had magic too. Oodles of it. She didn’t use it though, not even on beautifying spells for her hair and makeup. She did those the old-fashioned way this morning. But magic poured from her body all the same. The librarian hadn’t even hesitated to let us up to the third floor, which was usually reserved only for those with strong magic. She probably saw us as a young witch and her demon consort.
I was surprised Tansy didn’t just protect herself with all the magic she had but realized she probably had no training. She hadn’t even known about magic and monsters until after the fall of The Wall, which was only a few short years ago.
Tansy furiously took notes and photos of the giant tome since we weren’t allowed to actually take the ancient thing out of the building. There was a notebook full of scrawled notes next to her.
There was nothing to do in this place except watch Tansy as she scoured the shelves looking for her answer. When she wanted something, she went for it hard. I’d never seen someone so dedicated. 
I especially loved it when she got frustrated; she made the cutest little face and grumbled to herself. It had happened often back when we were in the wrong section, and it made me want to pick her up and kiss her until she stopped grumbling and made other noises instead. 
She also chewed on the end of her pen while she concentrated, and that was cute too. Her shoulders looked tense though, and I wanted to rub them while she searched the magical tomes. How would she react if I tried?
She turned the page, scanned the text, and made that grumbling sound again. “Argh!” she exclaimed a bit too loudly before covering her mouth with the tips of her fingers and looking around the room. We were on the third floor of the large building and in an isolated part of the library, so no one was bothered. 
“What’s wrong?”
“This here—”  she gestured to the book in front of her “—tells of a witch who destroyed one of these body-stealing spirits. But it doesn’t tell me how. Just that she did. I feel like I’m so close to finding out something big, but I’m not quite getting it.”
I looked at the time on my phone. It was nearly lunchtime. “Why don’t we break for lunch and give you some time to process what you’ve learned? There is a great place close to the witch we’re visiting later that does all-day breakfast. The Starving Aardvark has awesome chicken and waffles.”
“Oh, I’ve heard of that place.” She brightened. “I always wanted to go.” Then her face dropped. “But I really shouldn’t be eating out so much. I—” 
“My treat,” I said quickly, remembering that she was low on funds.
“But—” 
“You’ve been living in the city for months but haven’t gotten the chance to explore it. Let me show you around.” I didn’t want her to feel pressured, so to take the onus off her I added, “Also, I’m hungry, and I’m craving waffles. You’re not going to keep me from my waffles, are you?”
She chuckled. “No, sir.” She looked toward the shelves and all the promising books she hadn’t gone through yet. “I guess those can wait.” 
I eyed her notebook. “You found a lot already.”
She flipped through her notes. “Yeah. I guess I did. I now know she can’t leave a body unless it dies. She’ll have to kill Dean to jump to me.” She poked her pen at the page. “And it takes a lot of energy to take over a body. They’re drained afterward and need to rebuild before doing it again, especially if they’re trying to take over someone strong-willed, like when I fought her the first time. She didn’t expect it. If they’re forced to jump bodies often, they need to take over lesser creatures.”
“Does that mean we can technically keep finding and killing her bodies until she’s forced to take over a gnat?” 
Tansy laughed softly. “She’d be one annoying gnat. But yeah, that’s how I understand it. There was a case where that’s exactly what happened. A wizard kept hunting one and destroying its body until it was forced to take over a mouse. But we can’t just keep killing people. I don’t think ‘but it’s my evil adoptive mother’s spirit’ is going to go over well in court.”
“I suppose not.” I did have contacts at both the EA and the police department who wouldn’t mind overlooking a few dead bodies. 
In the years since the fall of The Wall, human law enforcement around the world had learned to work hand-in-hand with their local branch of the Secret Enforcement Agency, now more commonly referred to as simply the EA. 
She closed the book, then climbed back up the ladder to return it to the shelf where she’d found it. The ladder wobbled as she made her way up, and despite the fact that it was attached to the shelf, I didn’t trust it. I got up and held the ladder still.
“Thank you, Eamon. This thing put the word rickety in the dictionary.”
As she headed down the ladder, I realized I was staring right at her ass. She was lowering herself right between my arms. I gritted my teeth, trying to resist the urge to just pick her off the ladder and slide her down my body.
Her foot landed on a particularly loose rung, and she made a soft squeak. The rung did not look like it’d hold. She must have skipped this one the last time she went up.
“Let me help you,” I grunted. “Turn around, and I’ll lower you down.”
She turned her body, and I reached up for her just in time to catch her as the slat rotated, dropping her. She let out a thin scream and flung her arms around my neck as I eased her off the dangerous ladder. 
“I got you.” I did have her, a lush armful of her I didn’t want to release. 
She slid slowly down my front, her luscious curves pressing against me in all the right places. I groaned as my hand went to her ass, supporting her weight as I slowly, torturously, let her down to her feet. It was a perfect handful, and I couldn’t help myself. I gave it a squeeze. Tansy gasped and looked up at me, her gray eyes filled with lust, and her lips parted. I wasn’t the only one affected by our closeness. 
Her soft pink lips beckoned me, and I hauled her back up my body to taste them as her lids fluttered closed. I worried she’d pull away, but she didn’t. Her arms tightened around my neck, and her legs wrapped around my hips. She moaned into my mouth and kissed me back. I was lost the moment our lips touched, and I knew I could kiss her forever and never be bored.
She melted against me, and a sense of victory filled my being. She was mine. All mine. 
The sound of the librarian’s clunky shoes clacking up the stairs had me reluctantly pulling away. I lowered her to the floor, and she grabbed the ladder for support as if kissing me had made her knees weak. The air around us shimmered with magic.
“What happened? I heard a scream,” the strict-looking older woman asked. 
I mentally thanked the librarian. Tansy had come to me for protection, not to get mauled by a demon the first chance I got. 
Tansy spoke before I could even formulate a response. “Did you know this ladder is broken?” She found the rung that had nearly dropped her to the ground and spun it, showing how loose it was. “This thing almost dropped me.”
“My goodness! I had no idea. Are you okay?”
“Eamon here caught me in time. No harm done.” She put her hand on my arm, and I tingled with awareness where we touched.
“I’ll make sure to get someone to fix that. Did you find the information you were looking for?”
“Almost. I made some leeway. Now I’m looking for information about a witch named Saoirse who lived about a hundred and fifty years ago. She trapped a body-snatching soul in a bottle after it tried to take over her daughter.”
“That sounds familiar.” The librarian concentrated. “If I remember correctly, there should be details about her in that big book up there.” She pointed to a massive leather-bound volume on the top shelf near the ceiling. “Let me go grab you another ladder.”
“No need,” I said. “I can get it. As long as you don’t have this place warded against demon magic.”
“Oh!” the woman exclaimed and took a step back. “You’re a demon. I thought your aura felt familiar. The head librarian told us to watch out for demons, but you haven’t caused any mischief yet. I suppose it’s okay. There’s no ward.”
I’d been wrong. The librarian hadn’t noticed my demonic nature at all, probably because I was hiding my natural form and dressed like a college kid. I’d thought it would help me fit in with Tansy’s casual outfit.
I couldn’t miss the change in how the librarian looked at me. I didn’t blame her, though. Trapped in bondage to evil wizards, many of my kind were forced to commit horrible atrocities in their names. Then, when freed, we’d each caused our own share of mischief.
“Good luck on your project.” The librarian left the room quickly, probably to get away from me. 
“Let’s check that last book before we go for lunch. We’re so close.”
I popped up to the shelf she’d indicated and picked up the heavy book.




Chapter 7
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Tansy


I gawked as Eamon slowly drifted down from the ceiling, book in hand. I’d known demons weren’t confined to our mode of locomotion, but Eamon hadn’t floated or popped off yet, and I’d spent most of yesterday with him.  
He’d returned from the pet store yesterday with not one but two cages. A large one for the penthouse and a smaller travel one. I’d protested, but he insisted the cage was a gift for Nugget, not me, and that Nugget could pay him back in snuggles. 
Then, in a more serious tone, he’d mentioned that he thought Nugget and I might be here for a while. I did offer to work off the debt when my quest to free myself was over. I guess that was his way of saying I’d be working there for a while.
Then we’d ordered pizza for the whole penthouse and pigged out. It was the first time I’d been allowed more than a single slice. And instead of the usual vegetarian slice with vegan cheese Mother ordered for me—while she ate whatever she wanted because she was “too old to watch my weight”—I got to put whatever I wanted on the pizza, even extra cheese and truffle oil. That had been a little slice of heaven. Several little slices. Okay, big slices.
Eamon cleared his throat, and I realized I was still staring at him while thinking about truffle pizza as he held out the book to me. 
“Thank you.” I took it and sat down to start my research. 
This book wasn’t like the others. It was a collection of handwritten notes copied from witches and wizards dating back hundreds of years. Some had English translations next to them. How they’d managed to make a photocopy before photocopiers had been invented was beyond me, but I wasn’t going to question a good thing, because when I searched for the witch Saoirse, I found several full journals. Her daughter had collected her notes after her death and recorded them.
“Bingo!” I sent Eamon a grin. “I think we’re in business.”
As I flipped to the right place in the book, a commotion carried from somewhere downstairs. Eamon stood with a frown.
“Stay here,” he said. “I’ll investigate.”
He left to check out the ruckus, and I went through the witch’s notes. She’d written meticulous records of all her experiments and spells. 
This was it! Saoirse had recorded exactly how she’d defeated the evil spirit. She’d tried several times and failed, but her final attempt had succeeded in locking the spirit away forever in a spelled bottle. 
I didn’t understand half of it though. She wrote in riddles, probably meant only for herself. Or maybe it was witch talk, and another witch would understand it. I grabbed my phone and scanned the notes from all her attempts. 
The commotion downstairs had settled, and Eamon stepped back into the room. 
“I found it, Eam…” A sinking feeling had me looking up.
Ted scowled at me from the door. “Where the hell have you been? Dean’s had us looking for you for two fucking days. And who’s this kid you’re hanging out with? The boss ain’t going to be happy about it.”
I thought quickly. “I left a message saying I was working on a school project. Didn’t he get it? And Eamon’s my partner for the project; we were randomly assigned.” I sure hoped I was a good enough liar to fool this idiot.
Said idiot looked around the library. “I guess you wouldn’t be in this boring place unless you had to. Well, Dean is pissed. He didn’t get your message, and he says you’re not answering his.”
I picked up my burner phone. “Strange, I didn’t get them.” I turned it around to show him my history, where I had Redrock’s number listed conveniently as School Office, just in case.
“Tell Dean I’ll be back when I’m done. It’s due in two days, and I need it to pass my course. That’s why his mom’s letting me stay over in the guest room and we’re pulling all-nighters. Dean will be pissed if I fail this course. He did pay for it.” Then, remembering I wasn’t the world’s best liar, I shut my mouth. I’d probably already given him way too much info. Luckily, Ted wasn’t the brightest.
“No fucking way I’m returning without you, Danie.” He stomped over and grabbed me by the arm. “It’s bad enough that Ned’s so drunk he fell down the stairs and almost got us kicked out.” 
I hissed and tried to pull away. “Let go of me!”
“Tell it to Dean.” He dragged me out of my seat and down the hall.
I struggled, grabbing the table to stop him, but he dug his fingers into my arm painfully. He hadn’t even let me take my purse; it sat hooked to the chair back. The only thing I had on me was my phone.
“Eamon!”
Eamon was there before I could even finish yelling his name. He tore Ted off me and shoved him against a wall. “Don’t touch her!” he roared.
Ted, too stupid to realize he was up against someone much more powerful than himself, took one look at Eamon’s college kid appearance and laughed. “What are you going to do, kid?”
The librarian who’d been helping me came up the stairs with a young blonde woman. 
“That’s the other guy!” the young woman exclaimed. “He grabbed my hair!”
“He’s not even allowed up here,” the librarian huffed indignantly.
Ted, belligerent as ever, threw a punch. Eamon avoided it easily and picked him up by the shirt. That didn’t stop Ted from kicking and punching the air in front of him uselessly. Eamon walked with him held in the air, the demon looking bigger and more muscular than he’d been just moments ago, and made as if to throw Ted down the stairs.
“Don’t you dare, demon!” the librarian exclaimed. “He’s full human, and the police will have to get involved if you do. I won’t have them poking around the library.”
“Fuck,” Eamon growled. “I hate paperwork too. I’ll throw him outside with the drunken one.”
“Yes, yes. Do that. Thank you. We’ll keep them out magically afterward.” The librarian’s gaze warmed on Eamon. “You’re not half-bad. For a demon.” 
Eamon and the librarian headed down the stairs, leaving me with the other blonde woman. She looked me up and down, noticing our similarities. We were similar height and had the same color of blonde hair. She was much better dressed than I was; closer to the clothes Dean had bought for me. Ted must have mistaken her for me. 
“I see that asshole had a type. Blonde witches. I almost turned his fingers into worms, but I didn’t want to get kicked out for using offensive magic.”
“Yeah, I guess.” I felt bad she was attacked because of me but didn’t tell her Ned and Ted had been looking for me. I didn’t want to draw more attention to myself than needed. “I’m not a witch, though.”
She frowned, then squinted at me. “No. You are. Magic is oozing from you.”
“It is?”
“Yeah. Did you find your magic after The Wall fell?”
“Yes. Someone taught me some basic beautifying spells, but that’s all I know.”
“Some magic users hide their magic, especially young witches. It makes us a target.” She walked over to my notebook, turned to a new page, and scribbled something on it. “Start with this book. It’s perfect for new magic users.” She handed me back my notebook.
“A Little Witch’s Guide to Witchcraft,“ I read out loud.
“It looks like a children’s book, but trust me, it has all the spells you’ll need to make your life a hundred times easier. This library has a few copies, so they’ll let you check it out.”
“Thank you,” I said as Eamon returned.
“And you might want to look into getting a familiar,” the witch added.
“She already has one,” Eamon said. “A parrot.”
“Oh good! And you have a demon around for protection.” She turned to Eamon. “Watch out for wizards, especially older ones. But I probably don’t need to tell you that.”
“You got that right.” A stormy look crossed Eamon’s face. He must’ve had a bad experience with one. 
The friendly witch left, and I started to pack up my stuff. “Thank you for protecting me and taking care of Ned and Ted.”
“It’s my job.”
“I know.” I closed the heavy book with the collection of past witches’ notes. “I found what I needed, but I don’t think I understand it. And now Dean knows I’m here.”
Eamon didn’t look concerned. “We know he can’t get you until he offs himself. The man thought I was your partner in a school project, so I played along. That’s what he’ll report to Dean. Until Amrita believes her disguise is ruined, she’ll stay in that body to conserve energy.”
“I hope you’re right.”
“Of course I am,” he said haughtily. “Now, how about lunch?”




Chapter 8
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Tansy


“You want me to get on that thing?” I asked incredulously.  
That thing was a motorcycle. Eamon wanted me to ride on the back of a bike, holding onto him. No way. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust the bike or his driving, but I didn’t trust my body. Absolutely not. Not after that kiss at the ladder. 
I didn’t know what had come over me. One moment I was falling, and the next, I was kissing him like some horny teenager. In the middle of a library! 
I was supposed to be focused on finding a solution to my evil spirit problem, not getting distracted by my demon protector. He probably thought of me as some annoying kid he needed to protect. He’d even asked how old I was yesterday in his office. I knew I looked young, but not illegally young. And he’d made himself look younger today, dressing in jeans and a t-shirt. 
“I thought you didn’t want me to go out until we got the ward for me,” I countered. “Being on that thing will draw attention to me. It’s the opposite of stealthy.” 
“No one will recognize you on it. Especially with a helmet on.”
“I don’t even have a helmet!” There. That was a good reason not to get on the death trap.
“I’ve got you covered, sweetheart.” Eamon went to the shelf in the private area in their building’s car park and returned with a helmet for me. “This one should fit you.”
I narrowed my eyes at it. Why did he have a helmet sized perfectly for a woman? Was it for all the ladies he brought home? He was a demon. They didn’t get their reputation for nothing. That was even more reason I shouldn’t be thinking about that toe-curling kiss again. 
I grabbed the helmet with a huff. “What about you?” I asked as Eamon was getting onto his bike without a helmet. 
He smirked, and suddenly a helmet formed on his head out of thin air, along with a leather motorcycle jacket. “I don’t really need one. I can just dematerialize at the first sign of a crash and pass right through the ground. But I do wear it so I don’t get pulled over. The police recognize me, though. I work with them a lot.”
I probably looked like an idiot with my jaw on the ground. Without thinking, I reached out to touch the helmet, rubbing my hand over the hard, smooth surface that had just a moment ago been a mop of dark hair.  Suddenly it was hair again, and I was rubbing his head, and Eamon had his eyes closed, leaning into my hand. 
I snatched it away, and the helmet appeared back on his head. He could feel me right through the helmet because he’d formed it out of his soul stuff or whatever. The fake helmet would do nothing to protect him in a crash; he was relying fully on being able to dematerialize on impact. In that way, demons were nearly invincible.
Ignoring the tingling where we touched, I climbed onto the back of the bike and wrapped my arms around him. 
“This is a bad idea,” I said. 
“I’ll get you some protective clothing,” he assured me. “For now, I’ll drive slow.”
That hadn’t been what I was worried about, but I stayed quiet. 
The ride was every bit as dangerous as I’d imagined. Not the being on a motorcycle part, but the pressed up against Eamon part. I also realized that none of his clothes were real. They were all formed from his own body, so in essence, I was pressed up against a naked demon. I supposed that meant all demons were naked all the time unless they chose to put on real clothes. 
The more I thought about it, the more naked the back I was pressed up against felt. He smelled so good too. I didn’t know what I’d been expecting; sulfur and brimstone? What I got instead was sexy, spicy man, through-and-through. By the end of the short ride, I wanted to jump his bones.
“Here we are.” Eamon helped me off the bike. “The Starving Aardvark.” 
The place was busy, but the host recognized Eamon and ushered us into a cozy spot in the corner. 
“Eamon! Is that a date?” asked the cheerful man with a colorful shirt covered in aardvarks. 
“Yes,” Eamon replied before I could tell the gentleman that we were just friends. 
Oh well. I guess that was as good a cover as any. 
“That’s new and exciting. You’ve never come in with a lady before.” He handed us two sets of menus.
“There’s a first time for everything. I’ll have my usual,” Eamon said.
A first time for everything? For some reason, I’d thought Eamon was taking me to all the places he usually took the girls he dated. Or was he the type to pick up women at clubs and bars and disappear before the morning?
“I’ll come back for your order,” the man said to me. 
“No, I already know I want to try your chicken and waffles. I’ve been hearing about it since I got into the city.” I handed the menu back. “And a diet cola, please.”
“Wonderful! Two chicken and waffles, a Buffalo Bomber, and a diet cola coming right up.” He headed to the back to fill the orders. 
“A Buffalo Bomber?” 
“It’s their version of a rum and cola,” Eamon explained. 
“So, you don’t usually bring your dates to this place?” I asked, deciding I was too curious to leave it alone.
“I don’t date.”
“Oh.”
Did that mean he only had one-night stands? Or did it mean he didn’t meet up with women? I didn’t know why I even wanted to dig into his dating history. It wasn’t like we were actually dating. 
“What did you find in that book?” he asked. 
I showed him the photos I’d taken of Saoirse’s notes. “But I don’t exactly know what everything means.”
“Good thing we’re visiting a witch next. Sybil will know what to make of them.”
I’d been hearing about this Sybil since yesterday. She was making a special charm for me that would make it even harder for Mother to take over my body. It was hard enough with me knowing about it and consciously fighting her, but the charm would make it almost impossible as long as I had it on.
Technically, I could hide this charm on my body and be free of her, but that wasn’t enough for me. I worried she’d come back as someone new and ruin my life for messing up her plans. Also, the charm didn’t protect against physical attacks, only magical ones, like bodily invasion from a wayward soul. And what if I needed to take it off?
Our food arrived, and it was every bit as good as I’d expected. The waffles were crisp on the outside, soft on the inside, and not too sweet. The fried chicken was done to perfection and not the slightest bit greasy. The dish came with a side of mixed greens and several pieces of fruit too.
Eamon and I talked as we ate. I told him about my boring life up until the fall of The Wall, growing up not knowing Mother wasn’t who I’d thought she was. And he told me about meeting the Redrock brothers while he’d been magically trapped by the wizard who’d employed them to guard his home. 
By the time my plate was half empty, I was grinning and laughing at his stories. Our legs were intertwined under the table, his long limbs trapping my feet between his. His playful grin had my breath hitching in my chest. If I weren’t careful, I’d believe this was some kind of a date. 
And boy, did I ever want to believe it was. I hadn’t gone on an actual date before, unless I counted the ones Dean had taken me on when we first met. But I knew now that it had been Amrita playing a role all along, so they didn’t count.
Before that, the only experience I had was with the boy I’d met that summer at the country club. There’d been no dating or wooing; just two horny teenagers hiding in the storage room. It had been awkward and a bit disappointing, but it had served to cure me of my curiosity. 
Then Mother had lost interest in socializing, probably because she’d only been there to gain influence. We’d stopped going, and I never saw Peter again. I doubted she ever found out about that; she probably thought I was still a virgin. She’d been too absorbed in her own life at the time.
That was how everything had gone in my life. I’d never had real friends outside of school. And I’d never gone on a real date. This technically wasn’t a real date with a demon, either, but that didn’t stop my heart from pretending.
“That was great.” Eamon pushed his plate away and leaned back in his chair.
I eyed the uneaten fruit on Eamon’s plate. “Are you going to eat that?”
“Nope.” He glanced over at the last quarter of the waffle I wasn’t able to finish. “Are you going to eat that?”
“Nope!” 
He grabbed the waffle from my plate, shoved the whole thing in his mouth, and chewed. “Mmm.” Then, still chewing, he picked up the strawberry from his plate by the leafy stem and held it to my lips. 
I took a bite, and as I did, my lips touched his fingers. That was all it took for my brain to imagine us kissing again, his hands all over my body. I wondered how his massively muscled body would feel stretched over mine. By the look on his face, Eamon had similar thoughts. His deep green eyes held mine prisoner from across the table.
Magic seemed to arc between us. What was happening to me?
I pulled away, forcing my eyes down to my plate and untangling our legs. I needed to get this wayward libido under control. I’d offered to work off my debt to Redrock, but sleeping with Eamon hadn’t been the plan.




Chapter 9
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Eamon


“Don’t touch that,” Sybil said, even though she wasn’t looking anywhere in my direction. Damn it. That witch had eyes in the back of her head. All witches did.  
I snatched my hands away from the neatly organized crystals on the low table. I knew better than to piss off a witch, but the crystal formation looked ridiculously phallic, and it called to the troublemaker in me. I might be hundreds of years old, but I still delighted in simple things, like a little lewd humor. 
I nudged Tansy and nodded my chin at the penis crystal, and Tansy held back a giggle. From our position, the arrangement looked like a shrine to a giant crystal cock. 
Sybil handed Tansy back her phone. “Send those to me. I’ll try to decipher what we don’t have yet.”
“Thanks for all your help.” Tansy practically glowed with excitement.
“Don’t thank me yet. We still don’t have the spell needed to trap the soul in the vessel.”
“Half a loaf is better than none. You’ve given me the next step in my quest. I need a special—” 
A loud sound coming from the apartment next door rattled the walls, and Sybil’s face turned from kind to murderous. She got up from her giant cushion on the floor, walked over to the adjoining wall, and banged on it as hard as she could.
“Sorry. That’s my new neighbor. It’s been like this since that blasted naga moved in last weekend. I don’t know what the hell he does all day, but I’m going to lose it if this continues.” She huffed and returned back to her seat across from us.
“I need a special weapon to excise the soul from the body.” Tansy started speaking again, counting the steps on her fingers. “Then, I need a specially warded vessel to contain the soul. And finally, with the right spell and enough magic, I can bind the spirit in the vessel, locking Amrita in forever.”
“You got it. The vessel needs to be enchanted. It’s a little beyond what I usually do, but I can cast it if you get me the right herbs.” Sybil looked around, spotting one of her two pet rats. “Hey, Salt, bring me a pen and paper.”
The little creature bounded away.
“You’ll need to cast the spell to bind the spirit inside the container on your own, though. I might not be there when it happens, and you must be ready to trap her the moment the soul is free.”
“Me?” Tansy chewed her lip. “I can barely cast anything.”
“You have enough magic for it,” Sybil assured her. “You just need practice. Start with the easier spells and work your way up.”
“A witch I met told me she could see my magic.”
“Yes, your magic is quite strong. Not trained, but strong. That’s why Amrita hid you from magical circles; anyone who could see magic would be able to see yours right away. That must have been why she chose you.”
We’d learned this morning that, while the soul itself was magical, it didn’t wield magic. It relied on the innate talent present in its host. Dean’s body had very little magic, so Amrita was stuck without magic until she found a better host. It explained why she was so set on Tansy, even though controlling her body now that she knew about Amrita would be a struggle.
Most likely, Amrita’s plan was to keep Tansy under control and catch her when she was weakened. What better way to weaken a strong woman’s soul than to put her through an emotionally abusive relationship?
But that would never happen now. Not on my watch. Tansy deserved so much more. Even a lowly demon like myself was better.
“It might be better if you can control your magic and hide it from anyone who might want to use it for personal gain. I can show you how, but I suggest taking some lessons from Seth. He’s a wizard. A nice one.”
I growled low at the name. “No. She won’t be learning from no stinking wizard.”
“Seth is different, and he knows more about things like this than I do. Controlling an immortal, body-stealing spirit is more like controlling a demon than building wards.”
That was precisely why neither Tansy nor I was going to be seeing him.
“No. She’s not going anywhere near Seth. I don’t care if he’s not part of the WEC anymore. Once a wizard, always a wizard.”
I knew I was lumping all wizards into one big group, but I had my reasons. 
Tansy cocked her head and studied me. “The WEC. That’s the wizard council I keep hearing about in the news.” Her eyes softened. “We don’t need to ask a wizard for help if you don’t want to. I’m sure I can find the spell if I keep digging. Besides, I need to start small.” Tansy pulled out a children’s book from her bag. “From the beginning.”
“That’s a great one. The spell to hide your magic is in there. It’s one of the first things mothers teach their daughters to prevent them from being targets.”
The white rat returned, pulling a bigger black rat with her.
Sybil rubbed her temples. “I said, bring me paper. Not Pepper.”
Salt pulled Pepper a little closer to the witch, still not hearing the difference. 
“Pepper.” She focused on the rat with the shiny black coat. “Bring me paper. Pa-per!” 
The chubby black rat ran off, and Salt, the white one, ran off behind him.
Tansy was grinning from ear to ear at the interaction. “The witch also mentioned getting a familiar. Eamon told her I have a parrot. Her name is Nugget.”
“Birds are great familiars. Practice the exercises from that book you borrowed with her around, and she’ll help just by being there. And remember to take lots of rest and eat heartily after you practice.”
The two rodents returned, this time with the right items: a pen and a notepad with little mice around the edges. 
“Thank you.” The witch gave the two some treats before scribbling a few words on the notepad. She ripped it off and handed it over to me. “You should stay close to her. You might not be able to stop the takeover, should it occur, but as a demon, you can detect spirits and stray souls. You can warn her.”
“I will try my best.” I looked down at the list. “Vervain, sage, rue, and tansy.” I glanced over at Tansy.
“It’s a flower,” Tansy explained. “More like a weed. I was named after a weed.”
“It’s an herb for longevity,” Sybil said wryly. “Amrita hid everything in plain sight. Iris will know more, and she should have all these growing in her garden.”
“Who’s Iris?” Tansy asked.
“Iris is Shelby’s grandmother. Shelby also didn’t know she was raised by a witch,” I explained. “Except Iris is nice and not controlled by an evil spirit. We’ll give her a visit.”
The sound from next door chose that moment to start up again. And again, Sybil got up to bang on the wall. The horrible noise continued unabated. The sound reminded me of those videos where people played music and sang next to their rhythmically pounding washing machines. 
“I’d invite you to stay for tea, but I don’t think you want to be here any longer than necessary with this in the background!” Sybil shouted over the racket. 
“You’re always welcome at the penthouse,” I offered. It would be extra protection for Tansy if the witch were around. 
“I might take you up on that if this sound doesn’t stop. Otherwise, I might murder a bitch.”




Chapter 10
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It was cold and dark, and the only light coming from the moon spilled in through the curtains. I lay in bed, the lingering feeling of dread and terror filling my chest. There was a strange presence in the room. 
I got up and turned on the lights. The woman in the mirror looked back at me with hollow eyes. She was tired. Exhausted. Then I saw it. The charmed talisman Sybil had given was gone, and Amrita stared back at me in the reflection. 
No!
This couldn’t be. I’d just started fighting back. I was supposed to defeat her. I was supposed to have more time. 
She cackled in my head. “Time? How silly! The only one with more time is me. And now I’m going to take my sweet time to kill all your new friends. Then, when all your friends are gone, I’ll use your body, forcing you to do unspeakable things until you’re an old, used-up crone. They all end up like that, every last body I’ve taken.”
I fought against her, my mind battling the numbness that was starting to take hold. But the evil soul had time to take hold while I slept. Amrita’s will overpowered my own, and I’d succumbed to her control.
I walked, though to where, I had no idea. It was like watching a movie from inside my own body. Except the movie was of myself, and it wasn’t a movie at all; it was real. I found myself standing in the kitchen of the penthouse, my eyes on the block of knives. 
“Tansy?” Eamon’s voice came from behind me. “It’s the middle of the night. Why are you up?”
I felt the spirit’s grip on me tighten, forcing me to pick up the largest kitchen knife.
“Are you hungry? I’ll make you some food if you want.” Eamon stepped up behind me. 
All I wanted to do was call out and warn him, tell him I wasn’t who he thought I was and to get away from me. I was the eternal hag now and a danger to everyone here. But no matter how hard I willed myself to speak, no sound came from my throat. 
My body moved of its own volition, turning me around to face the demon who had protected me the past two days, the one who’d offered me a place to stay. Tears streamed down my face, one droplet hanging at the tip of my chin.
“What’s wrong?” Eamon’s face was one of concern. He might not have known me long, but he actually cared about me. That was new in my life. 
And now I was going to kill him. 
I raised my arm, knife in hand, and plunged it into Eamon’s heart. 
I woke up screaming, my body drenched in sweat. It took me a moment to realize where I was. Nugget’s cage sat in the corner of the penthouse guest room. The lamp on the bedside table was still on, since I’d fallen asleep reading the spell book I’d borrowed. 
There was a flicker at the corner of the room next to Nugget’s cage, and Eamon popped into existence. You’d think a demon materializing in my room would freak me out, but after the dream I just had, I welcomed Eamon’s presence.
At least, I did, until I started doubting whether that dream meant anything. Was I still myself? I still felt like myself; there was no other presence in my mind, and I didn’t have the urge to kill anything. Nugget also hadn’t started to squawk at me, and the charm Sybil had given me was still around my neck. So it must be okay.
It was only a nightmare. But oh, what a nightmare!
Eamon hurried over and grabbed me by the shoulders and started patting me down, as if trying to see where I was hurt.
“What’s wrong? I heard a scream and came immediately.”
“I had a nightmare.” I took a shaky breath and reached out to touch him.
He was whole. As whole as a demon could be. I was still me, and I hadn’t hacked the only person who truly showed care for me into pieces. I hugged him, squeezing him tight and letting myself breathe in his scent.
“I’m sorry I woke you.” But I wasn’t sorry he was here.
Having him here made me feel stronger. Much of the interaction I’d had in the last few days had that effect. I’d been starved for real, lasting friendships my whole life, so every connection I made filled a void I didn’t know I had. It was the most obvious with Eamon. 
“Don’t be. I don’t need sleep; I do it out of habit.”
He started to move away, but I clung onto him, afraid that without the extra strength he lent me, I’d be unable to fight off any intruding souls. Hadn’t Sybil mentioned that demons could detect stray souls? Perhaps the warning would be enough.
I’d been having trouble sleeping since I found out Dean’s secret. It had taken a couple weeks to set up my escape, and that was a long time without decent sleep. When I did manage to fall asleep, nightmares often visited. I was terrified that Mother would come to me when I was asleep or in a dream and I’d accidentally give her control, not realizing it. 
I had Nugget to alert me. I was sure she could detect her, but my cutie needed sleep too. But if Eamon didn’t need sleep—
“Don’t go.” My hands tightened on his forearm. “Stay with me and warn me if anything comes.” I was afraid to refer to Mother or Amrita out loud, as if just mentioning her name would summon her. 
It was only then that I realized Eamon was naked. I gawked at his form—his perfectly muscled and very nude form. This must be his natural appearance. His tan skin looked a little more red than usual, and his hair was disheveled like he hadn’t had time to fix it. He also had horns on his head, horns he’d been hiding since we met. His features were sharper, more angular, and there was a dusky smokiness around him, giving away his demon nature. 
“I—”  I tried to form words, but I was too distracted, the terrifying dream pushed to the back of my mind.
And was that a tail? Holy crap. It was.
He didn’t seem to notice, though; he was still focused on me. I must look wretched right now. I didn’t have a lick of makeup on, and I was braless and in my cotton nightie. I was sweaty from my nightmare, and my hair was plastered to my head and neck.
“You are still afraid. I will stay here.” He reached over to the lamp and turned it off, plunging the room into darkness. 
I didn’t know if I was glad or disappointed the darkness hid his form. I moved over, making room on the bed for him, and he climbed on beside me.  
I lay there awkwardly for a moment, trying not to focus on the very hard body next to me. Would he take advantage of my vulnerable state? He was a demon, after all. But then, he’d been nothing but honorable in the short time I’d known him, throwing everything I thought I knew about demons out the window. 
The excitement of the day had worn me down, and I hadn’t had a good night of rest since who knew when. As big, strong arms pulled me back protectively into a big, burly chest, I yawned, my eyes closing. 
Then with my demon protector surrounding me, I slept.
Eamon was gone when I woke up the next morning. I’d slept through the whole night, though, and was well-rested for the first time in weeks.
I stretched in the oversized bed, then got up to start my day. Nugget sat on my shoulder as she usually did while I refilled her water silo and switched out her food. I left the room’s door open as I headed to the facilities to freshen up, so she could come out and fly around the penthouse for some exercise after she was done with breakfast. 
When I came out, Nugget was hanging out with Shelby on the nearest couch. Unlike yesterday, there was no coffee. I made a beeline toward the kitchen.
“Don’t make coffee,” Shelby said. “We’re stopping by my old haunt, The Witch’s Brew, on our way out of town later. Griselda makes the best coffee, and her pastries are amazing too.”
“Coffee and pastries sound great.” I plopped down on the couch next to her.
“You look well-rested.”
“I am. I finally got a decent night’s rest. Perhaps if I was at my best yesterday at the library, I’d have found more than I did.”
“You did better than I would have. I’m sure Grams will be able to figure some of it out for you. She’s excited to help and is spending the morning digging up and repotting those plants for you.”
Iris had explained on the phone yesterday after dinner that the plants would need to be fresh for the spell to work at full potential. “Dried herbs are okay in a pinch, but nothing beats fresh.”
I didn’t know how long I could keep them alive with my brown thumb. Eamon, on the other hand, had been excited to have some new plants coming for the rooftop patio. Apparently, all the houseplants in the penthouse were his, including the two giant birds of paradise that Nugget loved so much.
Mention of the patio had Eamon hinting we should take a rest day to recharge and hang out at the pool, but I didn’t have a swimsuit, and I doubted sweatpants and t-shirts were that great in the water. Maybe once I solved my evil spirit problem, paid off my debt, and found a paying job, I’d be able to afford one. For now, every bit of money I had was put into the Nugget fund. She was my best friend, after all.
“Are you bringing Nugget along? I think Grams would love to meet her.”
We were heading out of town to visit Shelby’s grandmother later. It was going to be a long car ride, but I’d already left Nugget alone for much of the day yesterday. It wouldn’t hurt to bring her along. Eamon had bought her a small travel cage. 
I held my hand out to my best friend. “Ready for a road trip, Nugget?”
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Why did women go to the bathroom in groups or pairs? I wondered if the two of them were talking about me, because Tansy was the only thing I’d thought of all morning.  
Lying with her in my arms all night had been both a gift and a punishment. As she’d fallen asleep, she’d cuddled back into me, her round little ass pressed against my front. But she was trusting me to keep her safe, not to molest her while she slept, so I’d lain there, cock aching, until she was soundly asleep. Then, because I must be a masochist, I stayed until dawn, just listening to her soft sounds. 
Tansy was a light sleeper, and every little thing threatened to wake her, so I’d slowly dematerialized out of her blankets to prevent interrupting her sleep and popped back up to my room to get ready for the day.
I hadn’t realized she was lacking sleep the last two days until I saw her well-rested this morning. It made me want to find an excuse to hold her again every night, even if it was torture for me. 
“Did you hear a single word I said?” Grayson waved his ham hands in front of my face. Wearing his glamor spell helped hide his gargoyle aspect, but it only reduced his size by a little; he was still huge in human guise. 
We sat at a table in The Witch’s Brew, a tiny coffee shop filled with kitschy esoteric décor. It was owned by the redheaded witch behind the counter who, according to the plaque, brewed better coffees than potions. 
He followed my eyes to the hallway where the two women had disappeared. “They’re safe. I checked the back, and there’s no entrance there.  We’ll see anyone who goes in.”
He thought I was worried about their safety instead of pining over a woman I didn’t deserve. No one took a demon seriously, especially not a witch with so much magic. She might not have much experience, but she had potential galore. When she realized she could protect herself just fine, she wouldn’t need me anymore. That might happen sooner rather than later with how dedicated she was to her quest.
I’d noticed her and Shelby going through that spell book in the back seat earlier. They’d tried a simple prettifying spell. Shelby’s magic was so slight it was barely perceptible. Tansy’s magic had filled the SUV. Everyone ended up with rosy cheeks, thick lashes, and glossy lips, me and Grayson included.
I wasn’t even angry. I was impressed, and I wore my makeup with pride. So what if that guy had laughed on our way into the coffee shop? Nothing my fist couldn’t fix. 
“I asked if you’ve figured out how Tansy can pay you back for your protection,” Grayson said. 
I shrugged and took a sip of macchiato from my to-go cup. “I hadn’t thought of it yet, but I’ll figure out something after we finish her quest.”
The coffee here was pretty good. No wonder Shelby had insisted we stop by. But I wasn’t sure if it was the coffee itself or if it had been infused with the slightest bit of magic. If it had been, was that cheating?
The two women came out from the hallway with terrified looks on their faces, and I sat a little bit taller looking for danger. They hurried over to us. 
“We need to go. Mother’s found us.” Tansy was pale.
I reached my awareness out around me but didn’t feel any wayward spirits around. From what I’d learned at the library yesterday, I should be able to sense when Amrita’s spirit was near. These souls were like demons, except without the ability to generate mass. They had to take over a body if they wanted to be solid.  
“I do not feel her spirit,” I said. “Is she trying to take over now?”
I felt a moment of vulnerability. If I couldn’t even detect her, how could I warn Tansy? I’d be useless to her. 
“No,” Tansy answered. “She was in the mirror.”
“I saw her too,” Shelby said, trembling in Grayson’s arms. “It was creepy.”
“That sounds like magic,” said Grayson.
“But I thought she wouldn’t be able to if she was still—”  Tansy paused. “You know; I’m afraid to talk. In case she’s listening in.” Her hand went to the chain around her neck, which held the magical charm. Then she froze again, her eyes wide and focused on something behind me. 
I turned, and there in the reflection on a brass lantern was a woman’s face. It looked young at first but quickly aged to that of an old hag. Then it was gone. I got up and walked to the counter where Griselda was cheerfully stocking the pies. 
According to the story of this place, she wasn’t a very good witch, but I didn’t believe it. She had more magic than she let on.
“Griselda, there is an evil spirit in your shop,” I said, cutting to the chase.
She narrowed her eyes at me. “ Yes, I see that. I could kick you out, demon.”
“No, not me.”
She concentrated, and suddenly her face turned stormy. “Not a spirit. Magic. Wizard magic.”
No wonder I hadn’t been able to detect the spirit; there was none to detect. It was a projection. 
She eyed our table. “They must be after that girl with Shelby. Shelby was targeted once by the Wizard’s Elder Council. Coming in with you, I’d thought the girl was an experienced magic user, not afraid to show off her magic. I see it’s the opposite.”
She walked over to a small altar behind the counter, complete with candles and crystals. It looked like part of the witchy decoration. She mumbled a few words, and the entire coffee shop brightened for a second.
“That should take care of it.” She went to talk to Tansy, and I followed behind her.
“Hey, Griselda.” Shelby still looked scared but brightened at Griselda’s approach.
“Hey, Shelby.” Griselda eyed the children’s spell book on the table, then turned her attention to Tansy. “You just started learning. No wonder. Girl, you have to hide your magic better. It’s broadcasting your location. And there are plenty of bad people out there you don’t want the attention of.”
She picked up the book and opened it to a page in the middle. “This one. Learn this one first and keep it on at all times. It won’t drain your energy. It only activates when someone tries to detect it.”
“Oh, I know that one,” Shelby said. “It compartmentalizes your magic. It’s like putting part of it in a box so no one can see it.”
“I’ve warded the place so whoever’s spying on you can’t get in.” She handed the book back to Tansy. “Volume Two has wards and potions. But don’t rush to get there like I did, and set your house on fire.”
“Thank you,” Tansy said. 
“Our vehicle is warded,” I said. “That must be why it didn’t find her until we left it.”
“Try to stay in warded areas until the wizard looking for you either gives up, or you learn enough magic to make yourself an unsuitable target. These wizards take advantage of the young and innocent. They don’t like controlling established magic users. Too much work.”
It was an evil spirit after her and not a wizard, but I didn’t offer the extra information. If Dean’s body didn’t have magic in it, that meant Amrita was working with a wizard to look for and spy on Tansy.
It was risky for any soul to work with a wizard. Amrita must be getting desperate. The wizard could turn on her, trapping her in soul form and siphoning her energy. That would get rid of Tansy’s problem. But now, Tansy was also a target for the wizards. I wondered what deal the spirit had made with the wizard. 
“We should head back to the car,” I said. The plan had been to come in for drinks and treats to go. “Nugget is waiting.”
“Nugget?” Griselda asked.
“Oh, she’s my pet bird.”
“Wonderful! I have an African Gray upstairs. What type of bird?”
“A sun conure. She’s adorable but has an attitude.” Tansy’s excitement showed when she talked about Nugget. 
The two exchanged naughty bird stories briefly, and then we were back on our way. 
I walked back to the car with my arm protectively around Tansy. She leaned on me and seemed to relax at my touch. The charm kept her safe from magical spells, but if anyone tried to take her physically, they’d have one angry demon in their face. 
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Shelby had grown up in a pretty little cottage-styled home covered in greenery. There were flower beds out front and an extensive garden in the back. There was even a small guest house back there hidden behind all the foliage.  
Iris and Alex welcomed us into their cozy living room. 
“Wow! Why would you ever give this up for city life?” Tansy asked.
“It wasn’t like this when I was growing up,” Shelby said, looking around at the houseplants filling every windowsill. “Grams and Gramps always had a big garden and some houseplants, but nothing like this.”
“Your grandmother went hog wild after realizing you had magic as well. She keeps me on my toes. That’s how I keep fit nowadays, trimming the hedges and pruning the plants. If I stopped, this place would be overrun.” Alex was a horticulturalist and a perfect match for his green witch wife.  
Nugget was lost somewhere in the houseplants, but Tansy didn’t seem to be worried. Occasionally, a fluttering of wings had me looking around just in time to see a flash of yellow and orange. She was in bird heaven, and I wondered if I should add to my houseplant collection at the penthouse for her. 
Iris bustled in from the kitchen carrying a tray laden with freshly baked cookies, a teapot, and a stack of teacups. I got up and took the tray from her.
“Thank you, dear.”
What she didn’t know was that I had ulterior motives. I’d been smelling those cookies since I’d stepped into the home and had been waiting for them to make their grand entrance. 
Green witches didn’t just have a way with plants and potions; they were also supposed to be masters of the hearth and were exceptional bakers and cooks. I’d spent the last few decades learning how to cook but hadn’t gotten much into baking yet. I didn’t really need to eat unless the soul stuff I was made of was injured and needed healing—an extremely rare occurrence—but I enjoyed eating immensely.
It was one of the only pleasures I’d kept after my decades of debauchery after being freed. I also still partook in alcohol consumption occasionally. Alcohol did affect demons despite the rumor that it did not. We just needed a lot more of it for the desired effect. 
I put the tray down on the table and took a cookie for myself. We’d driven right through lunch, and I was hungry. And yes, demons experienced hunger of a sort, though it might not be the same feeling as folks who required sustenance. We could just ignore it indefinitely.
“Mmm, these are delicious.” They were the perfect mix of soft and chewy with a bit of crispness at the edges. “Can I have the recipe?”
“You want the recipe?“ Iris looked at me in disbelief.
“Actually, Eamon’s the only one at the penthouse that really cooks. The rest of us just boil water and fry eggs.” Shelby reached for a cookie herself.
Iris eyed me critically. “I’d never have thought. I didn’t know demons needed to eat.”
Grayson and I had reverted to our natural forms the moment we stepped on the property. Iris and Alex knew what we were and didn’t mind one bit. They were just happy Shelby had found a devoted gargoyle to spend the rest of her life with.
“We don’t, but I enjoy it. And I enjoy cooking too. It’s a challenge to figure out what was in the meal and replicate it.” I sent her a droll look. “I fail more often than not.”
“Still very edible,” Grayson said with a grin. 
“Yeah, you’re a gargoyle,” I reminded him. “You’ll eat anything. No matter how bad I mess up, I know you three will eat it all.”
Tansy was quiet as she watched the exchange. I hadn’t cooked for her yet, but I wanted to. Maybe we’d have some time in the near future. She did mention that her favorite was steak and mashed potatoes. Those were easy, so I was sure I’d be able to make something she’d love.
That would have to wait until we had some time to relax. As long as Amrita was around, she’d always worry.
“I’ve dug and potted up the plants you need. I can’t help but notice a pattern in the plants.” Iris would notice. She raised a brow at Shelby and Tansy. 
Tansy touched the chain at her neck. “Is it safe to talk here? We had an incident on our way here.”
“My plants won’t let anything bad in,” Iris said.
We enjoyed the tea and cookies while Tansy told her story. Then I explained what had happened at the Witch’s Brew. 
“And this is why we need those plants,” Tansy concluded. “I’m done running.” 
“Good for you,” Iris said, nodding animatedly. “Show her who’s boss!”
Tansy showed her the images she’d taken of Saoirse’s notes. “Sybil said she could enchant the container for me, but I’ll need to cast the final spell on my own.”
Iris mumbled to herself as she read the notes. “Sybil’s right on the herbs needed for the spell. You’re hiding your magic. Do you mind showing it to me?”
Tansy scrunched her nose up and then took the spell book out of her bag. “I’m still a newbie.” Then flipping to the right page, she recited the spell.
The whole room seemed to brighten. Even Alex, who supposedly had no magic—though I doubted that as well—noticed. He sat a little straighter. The plants in the room seemed to grow.
Several new leaves popped on the vine dangling over Iris’s head. 
“Brilliant!” Iris exclaimed. “We never knew Shelby had magic, because it was so slight it barely showed, but she was able to defeat those nasty wizards. You’ll beat this unwanted soul with no problem.”
Shelby held both hands up and waved. “I had a lot of help. I sure didn’t do it on my own.”
Iris squinted at her granddaughter. “Your magic has grown too. It gets stronger the more you use it; it’s like a muscle. But just like our bodies, we can’t overuse our magic, or else we can get injured.”
“I’m going to get injured pruning all these plants,” Alex grumbled, as the vine continued growing, snaking into Iris’s hair. 
She furrowed her brows. “The stronger the magic, the harder it will be to learn to control.”
To my surprise, Tansy looked sad at her skills. “Is it bad that sometimes I wish I was just an ordinary girl? I feel like this untapped talent is the reason I have all these problems to begin with.”
“You’ll change your mind.” Iris slapped her palms on her legs. “Now come, let me show you around the garden.” She turned to Shelby. “Why don’t you and Grayson get settled in your old room?”
“Oh, we’re not staying the night, Grams,” Shelby said. “We all came up in one car.”
“Tansy and Eamon can stay too,” Alex said. “There’s room for them in the guest house.”
“Do I need to get you to your classes?” I asked Tansy. She hadn’t mentioned her classes all weekend. “Tomorrow’s a Monday.” Though I hadn’t quite figured out how to protect her at her school. Maybe I could pretend to be a student. 
Tansy scowled. “I’m not going. I didn’t get to choose which classes to attend. I have a bachelor’s in business already, and I don’t want to waste any more of my life doing things for someone else. I’ve wasted twenty-three years as it is.” She played with the hem of her shirt. “Besides, I skipped a lot of classes picking up odd jobs around the campus. And instead of reading my textbooks, I was looking up information about magic and monsters. I’m not sure I’ll pass.”
Iris clapped her hands together once. “Then it’s decided. You’ll stay for the night. You don’t need that stinking degree.”
Alex rolled his eyes. “She’s a horrible influence. I’ll go clean out the guest house. No one’s used it in years.”
“I say she’s a wonderful influence,” Tansy claimed. 
The two were already walking out the back door, arm in arm, with Nugget sitting on Tansy’s head. I hurried after them into the jungle that was a green witch’s backyard.
“I spent my whole life in the city, and the closest thing I had to a garden was that poor bean they had us grow in paper towels in grade school,” Tansy said as she took stock of the lush mass of green around her. “Mother didn’t even let me keep herbs on the window sill. According to her, they attracted pests.”
“Clearly, whatever magic her chosen body had, it wasn’t plant magic,” Iris said with a shake of her head. 
When I first saw the green witch in her home, her hair had appeared a plain brown, but here, in the sunlight, there was an almost iridescent green sheen to it. Iris had stopped practicing her magic for years because her daughter had none, and she’d blamed that difference for driving her daughter away. When she found out that Shelby had magic—the talent had simply skipped a generation—she’d started practicing again. I suspected that as she practiced more and more, her hair would turn greener and greener, especially now that The Wall was no longer around to hide such affectations.
“Vervain, sage, tansy, and rue.” Iris gestured to the plants on the patio table. “You can take cuttings, but I just dug those out from my raised beds.”
Tansy frowned at the golden clusters that were her namesake. “No wonder some people call it a weed.”
The yellow flowers weren’t exactly stunning. They were plain, nothing memorable. The complete opposite of Tansy herself. 
“They are strong growers and very hard to kill.” 
“Thank you. I’ve never had plants before. I hope I can keep them alive.”
“I’ll help you,” I said. “I already have a spot cleared out on the patio for them. These can all handle full sun.”
Both women turned to me as if they hadn’t realized I’d followed them out.
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I was so immersed in Iris’s wonderfully green world that I hadn’t noticed Eamon trailing behind us. Surrounded by the otherworldly lushness, he almost looked straight out of a fairytale. The green of the leaves contrasted against his now reddish skin. 
He’d let his disguise down when we got here. His skin wasn’t bright red like cartoon demons; instead it was more of a red-hued tan. It made the green of his eyes pop. Pointy horns jutted from his head, and a swirl of dusky smoke surrounded him. The horns gave him a sexy, rebellious look. Even though I knew he was trouble, I couldn’t help but be drawn to him. 
Eamon never failed to amaze me. The fact that he cooked had taken me by surprise. And now he was schooling me on gardening. I knew the houseplants were his, but he was a lot more knowledgeable than I gave him credit for.
Then there was the way he’d gone to Griselda about the reflections. Most men would never ask for help. Though, I wasn’t sure I’d ever trust a mirror again, or any reflection for that matter. I doubted I’d be able to sleep in a room with a mirror, or even an uncovered window, alone again. 
I wondered if I could convince Eamon to stay with me again tonight. This time, it wouldn’t just be to protect me from evil spirits, though the incident at the coffee shop had shaken me up.   
“A cook, and he knows about plants.“ Iris clutched at her heart. “My, my. You better keep this one under wraps. Men like that are hard to come by. I should know. I married Alex as soon as I could.”
Oops. Iris thought—
“Oh no, Eamon isn’t—” 
“Right. Eamon’s not a man. Demons are even rarer.”
“No, I mean Eamon and I aren’t a couple.”
Iris only brushed it off. “Don’t be silly; of course you are.” Then she turned and beckoned me to follow as she headed to the greenhouse. 
Eamon grinned and put an arm around me, a sparkle of mischief in his eyes. “Of course we are, honey. I’ll do all the cooking and all the gardening. You do all the thinking and the magic. It’s the perfect arrangement.”
I rolled my eyes at him. He was playful when he needed to be too. But did he know his playful touch was sending shivers down my spine?
Gah! Why couldn’t I have met him under normal circumstances?
Did it really matter? Shelby and Grayson had gotten together while he was protecting her. It wasn’t like Eamon would lose his job; he was the boss.
But what if Eamon wasn’t really interested? He did say he didn’t date. 
No. He had to be. I recalled the feel of his hard cock on my back last night and the passionate kiss we shared in the library. Things like that wouldn’t happen if he wasn’t interested, at least physically.
He was a demon though, and they weren’t interested in commitment. Was I okay with that? I could try to look at that as a pro and not a con. I’d spent my whole life under someone’s thumb; wouldn’t it be better if I spent some time learning to be myself?
In that case, a no-strings-attached liaison with a demon was just the thing I needed. I wasn’t sure if I truly believed that, or if my brain simply tried to rationalize it. Surely, having Eamon’s attention once or twice was better than never having it at all.
We finished our tour of the grounds, which included a greenhouse of tropical plants and seedlings, raised beds full of herbs and medicinal plants, an in-ground plot for veggies, and a wild-looking decorative garden full of flowers. By the end of it, all the plants looked the same to me: green.
I didn’t realize Eamon still had his arm around me until we met up with Grayson and Shelby back at the house. Grayson raised his brow but didn’t say anything. 
Shelby and I spent the rest of the afternoon before dinner learning spells from the spell book with Iris watching over and giving tips. Iris was ecstatic that Shelby was interested in learning magic at all.
The menfolk were out in the garage checking out the classic muscle car Alex was working on in his spare time. Iris’s husband was a man of many hobbies.  
There was a roast in the oven, and despite eating my fair share of cookies, my stomach was starting to complain about how empty it was. They hadn’t been kidding when they said magic used up a lot of energy, even the easy spells meant for kids. 
“So what happens if you don’t read or speak the right language?” I asked, remembering the pages after pages of notes in foreign languages I’d found at the library.
“Usually, it’s not the exact words that make the spell, but the intention,” Iris explained. “This is why some magic users don’t even need to open their mouths to do magic. Having the right words makes it easier and more predictable. Higher-level incantations are best done verbatim though. Magic is wily, and you can never tell how it will interpret your words, even if the intention is correct. Here, I’ll show you.”
She walked over to the laundry room, came back with a hamper of clean clothes, and dumped them on the table. She flipped to the page with the clothes-folding spell. Yes, there was a spell for that.
“See that towel? Use the spell exactly as it is on the page and fold it,” she said.
I studied the page. I hadn’t tried this one yet, but so far, I’d been able to do everything I’d tried from the book. After reading and re-reading the process, I gave it a try. I sent tendrils of my magic over—a strange feeling I still wasn’t used to—incanted the spell, and willed it to fold itself. The towel lifted into the air, folded itself neatly, and landed back on the table.
“Wonderful.” Iris picked out a second towel from the pile. “Now try it again, but this time, change up the words.”
I frowned. “Is that safe?”
“For something like this, yes. As long as your intention is still the same.”
I did it again, but instead of the cutesy rhyme on the page, I simply said, “Fold, bitch, fold,” which had Shelby and Iris both trying not to crack up.
The towel lifted into the air again, folded into an unrecognizable shape, and flopped back down onto the table as if it were mocking me for calling it a bitch. It took me a moment to realize what the magical origami had created. There were four bumps, the second one much taller than the rest. The towel was flipping me the bird! 
Iris lost it first, her cackle filling up the cottage. The Shelby burst out laughing too. 
“I don’t think it liked being called names,” Shelby said between guffaws.
“That’s the best example of magic being ornery I’ve ever seen!” Iris had tears in her eyes. 
When both finally stopped giggling, I asked, “Why is it so much easier to do things like dishes and laundry than it is to lift a random object? Shouldn’t it be harder? I mean, I’m lifting it and folding it. It’s more intricate.”
I already knew that the energy used to lift an object depended on the object’s weight. In that way, magic didn’t operate independently of physics but rather in harmony with it. But somehow, the spells used to do housework seemed to defy this logic.  
“I’m not really sure, and I’ve wondered that myself,” Iris admitted. “It could just be that these spells have been in use for a long time, and magic just expects to travel through those channels and is more efficient.”
“I guess if I found out I had magic as a woman back in the day, the first thing I’d try to do is make it do all my chores too.”
The timer for the oven dinged. 
Thank goodness. I was ravenous and felt as if I could eat the entire roast by myself.
“Go grab the boys, and I’ll get dinner on the table.”
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Entering through a quaint wooden door with a round window, I took in the homey simplicity of the guest house. Perhaps house was a bit generous. It was more like a guest hut. 
The place was small but well-made, with cedar logs on the outside. The inside was charmingly rustic, with wooden plank floors and a stone fireplace. It was a one-room affair if you didn’t count the door to the bathroom. There was a small kitchen area next to it with a sink and a hotplate—but no fridge—and a table just big enough for two, with two chairs. Chairs much too small to fit my larger frame. 
There was only one queen-sized bed, and it took up most of the room. There wasn’t even a couch. I grinned. I wouldn’t need an excuse to have Tansy in my bed tonight.
Other than that, there wasn’t much more to the cozy cabin except for a dresser for storage and a large mirror sitting on top of it. There were two oversized t-shirts on the bed for us to sleep in. Nothing in here got my hackles up. Still surrounded by Iris’s garden, it was safe. 
I put Nugget’s travel cage on the table and covered it with the cloth so she could sleep. The little bird was tired after an eventful day. She didn’t seem worried one bit about this place either. 
I couldn’t help but notice that Tansy didn’t feel the same. Her posture was stiff, and she looked ready to run. She eyed the mirror with suspicion, as if she expected Amrita to float through the reflective surface the moment her gaze strayed.
I strode over to the mirror and turned it around to face the wall. “Better?” I asked.
“Better,” she agreed, though her shoulders didn’t relax. She shook her head. “I’m being silly. I know this place is safe, like the main house.” 
“You’re not silly.” I’d be worried too, if some evil entity was trying to steal my body. 
“I’m less afraid of her now that I’ve started to train my magic. I know a dusting spell won’t do much, but I feel more in control.”
“You are in control.”
“Thanks for the vote of confidence.” She didn’t sound entirely convinced. 
I didn’t miss the fact that her eyes were now darting from window to window. It was dark outside, and with the lights on, the windows were reflective. I pulled the curtains closed, but that didn’t stop her from worrying.
“I have an idea.” I opened the dresser drawers and found extra blankets and sheets. Then I looked around the cabin for more things I could use.
“What are you doing?” Tansy looked at me, confused by my actions.
“I’m building a fort.” I wiggled my brows at her. “Everyone knows blanket forts are impenetrable to magic.”
She laughed. “You just made that up.”
“Me?” I clutched at my chest, pretending affront. “I’d never do that. I’m an honest demon.”
We spent the next little while building our Anti-Magic Blanket Bunker™. There were plenty of spare blankets, but finding the right structural support wasn’t as easy. I ended up moving the mattress, sheets and all, onto the floor and using the bed frame and chairs to hold up the blanket. Before long, we had ourselves the best blanket fort known to man and demon alike.
She didn’t look at the windows once during our build, which I considered a success. 
I held open the flap to our impenetrable fortress. “Ladies first.”
To my surprise, she started to strip, pulling off her clothes and tossing them over the far side bedpost, the side we didn’t use for our fort. She must have caught me staring because she shrugged and said, “Those are clean sheets,” as if that explained everything.
She didn’t put on the t-shirt Alex had left for us. Instead, she bent down, still in her bra and underwear, and crawled into the fort. Her round buttocks wiggled in the air, covered with nothing more than a thong. 
Fuck me. She was testing my patience. All I wanted to do was get behind her, grab her perfect ass in my hands, move aside that tiny scrap of fabric, and—
“Are you coming, or what?”
Coming? She was asking if I was coming? If it were up to me, I’d come all over her and claim her with my seed.
The object of my desire beckoned me into the blanket fort with a grin. “Come on in, Demon Prince. Your castle awaits.”
I concentrated and dissolved my clothing so that I was in nothing but a pair of briefs that did nothing to hide the massive erection her little stunt had given me. Two could play this game. 
“Come to ravish your fair maiden?” she asked, eyeing my cock, which strained behind the thin layer of substance that masqueraded as my bottoms.
“This is a dangerous game, little witch.” I grabbed her by the throat and pressed her onto the bed. “Are you sure you want to play it?” I expected her to be frightened by my sudden aggressiveness. If she wanted to play with a demon, she needed to understand what she was getting into.
Instead of showing fear, her lids dropped, and lust filled our little hideaway.
“I’m a demon,” I reminded her. I was giving her one more chance to push me away. “I’m not husband material. I can’t give you want you need.” I wasn’t ready to settle down, and even if I were, why would someone like her settle down with me anyway?
“How do you know what I need?” she asked defiantly. “What if I only want what you can give? What if, right now, I just need you to fuck me?”
I kneed her legs open and pressed my burgeoning cock against the front of her mound. A small needy sound left her lips. Growling low, I covered her mouth with mine, climbing over her nearly naked body. She moaned into my mouth, reaching up to tangle her dainty fingers into my hair. 
Unlike some demons who were bald, my natural form had thick dark hair that I kept short. Of course, demons could take any appearance we wanted, but right now, I was myself: the way I looked if I didn’t try. I trailed my kisses down her throat and neck, and her hands moved to hold onto my horns like handlebars.
Her bra stopped my explorations of her creamy skin. I formed a large, gleaming claw at the tip of a finger, and meeting her eyes, I slowly dragged the tip across her collarbone, then down across the swells of her breasts, carefully skipping over the chain of her magical talisman. She inhaled sharply and held her breath as I slid it through the center of the offending garment. One tiny movement and she was free; her breasts spilling out for me to feast on.
She hissed as I nibbled at the swollen peak adorning each full breast, lavishing attention on them until I was satisfied that each was well loved. I moved lower, and she urged me down faster, the demanding wench. 
Not wanting to stop my explorations of her with my hands, I sent out two smoky tendrils to wrap around her wrists. 
“Wha—”  Tansy looked with confusion as I moved her hands up and pinned them above her head. “Hey, that’s cheating.”
I chuckled. I could have as many hands as I wanted, and I planned on taking advantage of that. Then, just to show Tansy how much I was willing to cheat for her pleasure, I sent two more smoking appendages to wrap around her knees, pulling them open and pinning them in place. A final arm of smoke snaked up her throat and jaw. It prodded at her lips, forcing its way into her mouth to gag her. 
I sat down on my heels and admired my handiwork, feasting my eyes on her perfection as she writhed against my smoky bonds. “Beautiful.”
Keep her. Keep her forever. 
I shoved the pesky voice in my head aside. It didn’t know what it was talking about. A witch of her caliber would soon tire of a demon like me. She might not know her worth yet, but she’d learn it. Besides, she’d said she only wanted what I could give. So I’d give her everything I could while I had the chance. Worshipping her as she deserved. And nothing more. 




Chapter 15
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Tansy


I had bitten off more than I could chew. In a really, really awesome way.  
Eamon crawled over me and crushed his lips over mine again, the smoky gag disappearing. When he kissed me, I could almost believe he was The One. That was a dream, of course. As he’d made sure to remind me, he was a demon. He wasn’t someone to stay around. That didn’t mean I wouldn’t enjoy him while I could.
As his tongue dueled with mine, I lost myself in the kiss, my arms and legs magically restrained. Despite telling him I only wanted what he could give, I couldn’t help but pretend this was something more. I couldn’t stop myself. Because it sure felt like something more. Something special.
He’d wedged his thigh between my open legs, and I rolled my hips, grinding my sex against the hard muscles. I moaned into his mouth at the friction on my clit, and I was sure my panties were completely soaked.
He moved lower again, retracing his earlier path down my throat and across my collarbone, leaving a line of reverent kisses. Lower and lower he went, down the swells of my breasts, giving each peak of my nipples a nibble until they hardened almost painfully. Then he continued down my belly, taking his sweet time. 
“Please,” I whimpered. I needed him now. I was so needy I even tried using my magic to push him lower. 
That earned me a wicked-sounding chuckle, but he did move lower. He tore the panties from my hips, tossing them aside, before covering the swollen nub of my clit with his mouth. 
Magic streaked across my vision as he worked it expertly, rolling it between his lips and drawing tight circles over it with his tongue. I tossed my head from side to side on the pillow as he toyed with me, keeping me suspended on this side of sanity. Then he teased at my slit with a pair of fingers before pushing in. 
I moaned at the fullness and rolled my hips, silently begging him to move. He thrust into me as his magical mouth continued its assault on my clit. The pleasure grew, and my body wound tighter and tighter. Eamon curled his fingers inside me and beckoned in a come hither movement, and I screamed. My sex clenched around his fingers as pleasure flooded my body. 
Instead of covering me like I wanted him to, Eamon sat back on his heels instead, his monstrous cock jutting out in front of him. He could make himself any way he wanted, so of course he’d form a giant, veiny one with ridges. It was darker and redder than the rest of him. Maybe too big; I wasn’t sure if I could handle that.
It was, however, a beautiful cock. Licking my lips, I tried to reach for it, only to realize my hands were still pinned to the mattress. 
Eamon grinned evilly, looking just like the demon he was. “I’m not done yet.”
A smoky arm snaked up my inner thigh. Eamon watched it intently, his eyes glowing with lust as it teased at my opening, which was wet and ready from his fingers. It parted my lips and delved inside. 
Eamon licked his lips as he watched it fuck me. I wondered what he saw. The shadowy limbs were translucent. Was he watching it spread me open? The idea gave me a thrill. Then the limb grew, and I pulled against my restraints. 
“Oh god.” I inhaled sharply, not ready for how large it was. 
It fucked me slowly, growing a little larger with each stroke until it was almost painful. I panted and writhed on the mattress, unsure if I could take any more. Eamon watched intently, his lips pulled up on one side, enjoying the show as it twisted and pumped inside me. My whole body shook from the intense sensations. 
He crawled over me, and the limb holding my right wrist down to the mattress moved, guiding my hand to his bobbing erection. The skin was smooth and soft, like buttery leather stretched over a solid metal bar. It pulsed in my hand as I explored.
I wanted it. I needed it inside me. 
Eamon grunted as I jerked him off, my fingers gliding over the veiny shaft. Then my hands were pulled away and pinned to the pillow next to my head. His muscular body caged mine as he reached down and lined us up.
For a moment, I thought he was going to push in with his smoky limb still penetrating me. I struggled against him, but my fears were allayed when the ghostly appendage pulled out. 
“We can try that another time,” he murmured hoarsely into my ear. “We’ll try everything, and you’ll love all of it.”
He thrust in with his cock. Not a sound came from my lips, since he covered them and swallowed my scream. The fit was tight, but he moved anyway, forcing my body to take him. I felt every vein and ridge. He thrust into me with long firm strokes that took away my ability to think. 
The shadowy hands released mine, and I dug my fingers into his arms, holding on lest I lose myself forever. On the boundary between pleasure and pain, my body climbed higher and higher until I teetered on the precipice. 
When I fell, ecstasy had me screaming his name. The coils of pleasure that had wound so tightly around me broke, flooding my senses and the blanket fort with sparkling magic. I was in another world, one made only of bliss. The air shimmered and sparkled around us like a symphony of fireworks. 
Eamon roared his release and collapsed over me.  Even as he rolled to lie next to me on the mattress and pulled me into his arms, the magical display continued around us. 
I reached my hand to the bloom of light and colors, only to realize that I was glowing. I gasped. Eamon took my hand in his, and he was glowing too. 
“This is all you, little witch.”
I lay there in his arms and enjoyed the rest of the light show. When there were only a few sparks left, dancing like fireflies, I said, “I never thought I’d be getting frisky with a demon under a blanket fort. It was memorable. That’s for sure. The sex and the location.”
“I’m always memorable,” Eamon said with a rumbling chuckle.
Ugh. It was disgusting how sure he was of himself.
“The fort that lust built helped.”
“What?” I asked. 
“It’s one step before the house that love built.”
“I see.” Did I? Was it bad that, now that I’d had a taste of my dusky demon, I wanted the house and not just the fort? 
“Don’t take it too lightly. You’re the first woman I’ve ever built a blanket fort for,” he said, as if he were telling me something ultra-important. 
I gasped, feigning shock. “You don’t say! Well then, I’m flattered.” I said the words in jest, but I really was flattered. I guessed it didn’t take much to charm me after my shitty experience with the people who were supposed to care for me. 
I yawned. 
“Now, get some shut-eye, woman. I’ll be here protecting you.” 
He tucked me into his side. There, in the arms of my demon lover, I slept. And I didn’t once dream of Mother coming through the mirrors. 
I woke up in Eamon’s arms the next morning. Above us were the ceiling and walls of the blanket fort that lust built. The dark blue sheets with the tiny yellow stars on them were a little messed up from our ardor but still standing. This was one well-built blanket fort. 
“Morning, gorgeous.” 
“Would you look at that?” I said with a yawn. “I’ve been upgraded from ‘woman’ to ’gorgeous’ overnight.”
After a quick visit to the bathroom, which was windowless and had its one and only mirror turned around already, I returned to find Eamon putting the furniture back the way it was. I silently bid farewell to the magical structure. I’d probably remember it and everything that happened in it fondly for a long time. 
A quick mending spell had my bra and panties wearable again, though I didn’t know how long they’d last. I let Nugget fly around the small cabin while I packed up our stuff and refilled her water and food. Then we made our way back to the main house with Nugget perched on my head. 
Iris met us at the door and handed me a tiny, green, stoppered bottle on a thin leather cord. Before I could ask what it was, she said, “Next time that bitch shows up on any reflective surfaces, splash some of this—no, pour all of this on her. Then call me and let me know how it went.” She looked as if she were trying to hold back a laugh.
“Thank you.” I looked at the bottle with new eyes.
Now, I kind of wanted Mother to try spying on me again. I put the mini bottle around my neck, and it hung just below the warded charm. I was collecting an arsenal.
Shelby and Grayson joined us. Iris hugged everyone goodbye, Alex shoved paper bags full of cookies and sandwiches into our hands, and we were on our way.




Chapter 16
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Tansy


“Finally!” Sybil threw her hands up into the air. “Some peace and quiet!” 
We lounged on the comfy patio furniture out on the roof. It was another cloudless day, and I was glad for the large canopy that shielded us from the blazing sun. The plants Iris had given me the other day were settling into the raised bed off to the side, happily soaking up the rays.
Eamon had gotten called in by the Secret Enforcement Agency this morning, leaving me at the penthouse. I didn’t mind. The place was safe, and they had plenty of resources available for my research; Redrock had access to magical databases and online reference materials I’d have never gotten to on my own.
I hadn’t realized the demon worked with the EA at all. Didn’t that make him some sort of cop for monsters? I wondered if he wore a uniform.
My day of research and practice was cut short when Sybil announced she was coming over. Shelby had insisted I join them on the patio, noting that I’d been practicing and researching for days without a break. 
The saltwater pool tempted me for a swim, as did the hot tub, but I didn’t have a swimsuit, and the extra one Shelby had was too big for me. She’d suggested I just go skinny dipping. Maybe later when the sun wasn’t glaring down at us. I was still pasty from the lack of a base tan and would burn in minutes. 
“Is the naga next door still making all that noise?” I asked.
“I confronted him the other day. He claims his washer’s malfunctioning.” Sybil grabbed a corkscrew from the counter of the Tiki hut and settled down next to me on the couch, a bottle of chilled white wine in hand. “I don’t believe him. He was trying to hide something.”
“Didn’t you inherit your great granny’s place?” Shelby asked, as she put three wine glasses on the low table before us. “Can’t you hide out there until he gets it fixed?”
“Yeah, but it’s not exactly livable yet. Sylvana was a collector of all things eclectic. She recharged through her magical collection, but over the years, it started to remind me of an episode of Hoarders. I need to move all the crap out before I can live in it. I like my objects of power too, but that much clutter gums up my energy.“ She looked around the table. “Do you have a jug? I have the makings of a white wine sangria in my bag.”
“Ooooh, sangria!” Shelby ran inside the penthouse, returning with a jug and a small tub of ice cubes.
“Thanks.” Sybil reached into her tiny purse and brought out a Tupperware of sliced lemons and limes, a bottle of ginger ale, a bottle of brandy, another plastic container of sugar, and a large wooden muddler. 
I gawked. How the hell did she fit all that in there? There was clearly magic involved. 
She noticed me gaping and said, “It’s a magic purse.”
She opened the purse, and inside, there were only her pair of sunglasses, her phone, and a Chapstick. She closed the bag and opened it again. This time, it showed the inside of a cupboard. 
“It leads to the inside of a cupboard at home,” she explained. “I put all the things I needed in there before I left home.”
My mouth dropped. “I want a magic purse.”
“Me too!” Shelby exclaimed. 
Sybil laughed. “I’ll show you how to do it, but the spell is irreversible. Once the connection is made, it’s there forever. The only way to remove it is to either disassemble the purse or destroy the connected cabinet.”
“I guess that means I’ll need a place of my own first.” I wondered how long that would be. I was lucky Eamon and the Redrock brothers had let me stay here; very lucky. “I still want to learn it.”
Sybil finished muddling all the fruits with the liquor and poured the ice cubes and wine in. 
“I’m a lightweight,” I warned as she poured me a glass. “I was never allowed to drink. Except for the occasional champagne at New Year’s at those boring parties Moth—er, I mean Amrita, used to take me to.” It was freaking hard to stop calling her Mother.
“You poor thing. That just means we’ll have to help you catch up.” Sybil smiled warmly. When I still hesitated, she added, “This is very light; you’ll be fine.”
I took a sip, and it barely tasted alcoholic at all, just delicious and refreshing.
Nugget, who’d been sitting on her perch on the table preening, came over to sniff at my glass. Not knowing if it was safe for her, I moved it away. Sybil was not so strict with Salt and Pepper, who came out of their carrier for a small sip.
Nugget didn’t know how to react to the rats, so she had avoided them so far. I worried about having them together, but Salt and Pepper were very well-behaved. Or perhaps they were too sleepy, because the two crawled back into their adorable mouse-shaped carrier and curled up together for another snooze. 
Sybil hadn’t just come over to escape her noisy naga next door and share a drink though; she’d come for business. “I’m glad you got the right plants,” she said, leaning back on the cushion. “I did a bit more research on the container, and I don’t think it needs to be a special one. Saoirse caught her meddlesome soul in a container meant for potions, but there are records of wizards using just about anything to trap spirits and demons. I even read about a demon trapped in a jar of olives.”
I wrinkled my nose, thinking of Eamon being trapped by that wizard. What a horrible thing to do to anybody. But I reminded myself that Amrita was trying to steal my body and had done so to many before me. She didn’t deserve mercy.
“So we can use anything on hand?” I eyed the empty wine bottle, and Sybil followed my gaze.
“Sure. But something less breakable would be better.”
“True.” I went about thinking of a better coffin for Mother Dearest. 
“Now that we have the herbs, the container isn’t the problem. It’s the weapon. Her notes mentioned a special weapon needed to ‘free’ the spirit from the host body.” She put air quotes around the word free.
“And what do you mean by free?” I asked, taking the bait.
“It’s impossible to remove the spirit from the host once the fusion is complete. You have to kill the host. But if you use any old weapon, the spirit will just float away, untouchable, and you need to get the spirit into the container first before you can recite the spell to keep it there.”
“So this special weapon will make her touchable?” I wondered how it would feel to touch a soul.
“Kinda. It will make her perceivable to human eyes. But she will be tactile only to other insubstantial entities.”
“So, like Eamon? When he’s phased out?” I asked. “I’ve seen him phase right through walls.” 
“Yes. A demon is perfect.” Sybil took a sip of her sangria and grinned. “You chose the perfect partner for your mission.”
“I guess I did.” I thought of the other ways we’d been partnering up. 
I’d thought Eamon would lose interest in me after our blanket fort fornication in Iris’s guest house. After all, he’d gotten what he wanted. Instead, he’d moved me into his bedroom when we got back to the penthouse. That was Monday. It was now Thursday. We’d been going at it like rabbits between my research and practice. 
My face must have given up my thoughts, because Shelby and Sybil both raised eyebrows and exchanged knowing looks. Damn my fair skin and inclination to turn red at the slightest thought of anything suggestive!
“I noticed you moved your stuff out of the guest room.” Shelby wasn’t going to let this go.
“It’s just temporary,” I said. I wasn’t sure if I was trying to convince her, or if I was trying to remind myself not to get too attached. 
“Is it, though?” She turned serious. “These Redrock boys don’t bring women home. Like, ever.”
“But he’s not a Redrock; he’s a demon. It’s not like he’ll want anything more. He even reminded me of what he was before we…” I trailed off, my face heating up again. Damn it! Why was I such a prude?
“Tansy got laid,” Sybil sing-songed. Then more seriously, “Most demons are only interested in fun and games, but there are plenty who commit. There have been some very powerful witch-demon pairings in history. They say the witch who first made The Wall had a demon lover, and it was their half-demon kid they were trying to protect when they made it. Humans and monsters haven’t always gotten along.”
It had taken me a while after the fall of The Wall to get used to the fact that monster was a term that encompassed everything that wasn’t human. It had once been a derogatory term, but they’d since reclaimed the word and used it proudly.
I considered asking Sybil about the intense magic I felt when having sex with Eamon, but decided against it. Instead, I said, “But it’s rare.”
“It is,” she agreed. “But not as rare as people think.”
“I’m not going to hold out for rare.” I gulped down more of my summery drink. 
“Eamon’s different,” Shelby said. “I haven’t known him for very long, but I’ve never seen him pay any woman attention. I heard he was the typical demon before, but that was decades ago.”
“Living a long time can do that.” Then Sybil noticed the tiny bottle from Iris. “What’s around your neck?” 
I repeated the green witch’s instruction to her.
“Can I?” she asked, reaching for the bottle. 
“Sure.” I trusted she knew what she was doing.
She moved a little farther away from the two of us and carefully uncorked the bottle. She waved her hand over the open top and sniffed. Then she started laughing. She put the stopper back on tightly and handed it back to me, still giggling.
“What is it?” Now I was curious.
“The old witch has a sense of humor,” she said. “She knows Amrita will be warded against magical threats, so she created the potion to help Amrita instead.”
I frowned. “Help her?”
“You’ll see. It’s potent, alright. She aimed it both at the person doing the spying and the one doing the scrying. It’s a twofer. And you can’t accidentally set it off on yourself.”
Now I was curious to see the potion’s effects. I almost wanted Mother to spy on me. But then I remembered that she had to have help in order to spy on me magically. “We don’t even know who’s helping her. The lady at the coffee shop said it might be a wizard.”
Sybil looked confused, so Shelby said, “Griselda.” 
“Yeah, she’s probably right. The old pricks from the WEC would make such an alliance.”
“Do you think she knows what we’re planning?” I needed this to be a surprise. If she knew I planned on trapping her, I’d lose the upper hand. “I mean; she knows Dean’s cover is blown.”
“You sure?” Shelby asked. “Maybe Amrita thinks you just ran off with another guy. And she only got a quick glance of us at a coffee shop.”
“If she stayed in Dean’s body, she probably doesn’t realize you know,” Sybil said. She reached into her purse again and retrieved a long platter of cheese and crackers. Everything she pulled out was shaped to fit through the opening of her purse. Smart. “She could only see what the mirror saw.”
“I really need you to teach me how to make a magic purse,” I said. Then, back on topic, I added, “She also sent Dean’s friends after me at the library. She knows I’ve been researching.”
“You’re a student,” Shelby countered. “You could have been researching for school.”
Sybil narrowed her eyes at me. “Isn’t today a school day?”
“I quit,” I said. “I know it’s the end of the semester, but I’ve got another year, so it’s not like I’m close to getting my MBA. And I hated it anyway.”
“What are you going to do now?” she asked. 
“I don’t know. Eamon will have me work here at Redrock for a bit to pay for his help. I’ll figure out what I want to do after.” 
“You have time. And you know you have magic now, which opens up more options,” Sybil added. She finished the rest of her drink and poured herself another. “But first things first: I’ve located one of these special weapons right here in Darlington. That’s the good news.”
“And what’s the bad news?” I asked.
“It belongs to a possessive dragon.”




Chapter 17
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“What seems to be the matter?” I approached Cooley and Hayes, the two officers the local human police often sent to the EA when they ran into something magical. 
The EA used the services of Redrock Protective Services often, calling on us to protect victims. It was how Shelby and Grayson had gotten together. But they also called on me for other work, as I’d spent several years on their force before realizing I preferred working with the Redrock brothers.
I was, after all, an honorary Redrock. I considered them family, if a demon could have such a thing. 
I wasn’t on the EA’s payroll, but they brought me in when they needed extra personnel, especially in cases where they had to liaise with the police. There were quite a few demons on the police force, and before the fall of The Wall, when monsters and magic hadn’t been accepted, they’d worked to keep things under wraps.
Officer Cooley, the slim brunette with her hair in a braid, who’d been rubbing at her temples, huffed as she motioned for me to follow her down the hall. Her partner, Hayes, walked next to her. As always, the blonde man with a cop ‘stache looked a lot more relaxed than his partner. The two worked well together. They had to, considering the police tended to throw the pair at anything even remotely magical.
For a pair of magic-less humans, they’d dealt with more than their share of monsters and magic. They’d known about wizards, witches, demons, gargoyles, shifters, you name it, for a long time. Nothing fazed them anymore. 
“We’ve never run into much trouble with the vagrants in our city before,” Cooley began.
Like most cities, Darlington had her share of less fortunate people. Those issues didn’t disappear just because the original inhabitants had been magical. 
“But starting last weekend,” she continued, “we’ve had an army of homeless and druggies attacking women on the street.”
I frowned. “Okay. And why bring the EA into this?”
She stopped at a door and opened it. “You’ll see.” She gestured for me to step in first. 
Inside, sitting on a chair, was a scruffy-looking man in ratty clothing. He didn’t look particularly dangerous and didn’t have that wild look in his eyes that some desperate druggies had. 
“Go ahead. Ask him why he attacked the woman,” Cooley prompted.
“Okay.” I turned back to the bum. “You heard the lady. Explain.”
He opened his mouth, but the words that spilled out were not English. They weren’t any language that I knew of. He looked frustrated and confused at the nonsense tumbling from his lips. 
“This is what happened the last time those wizard pricks from the Wizard Elder Council sent men after women with magic,” Hayes said. “We’re worried they’re up to something again.”
“Have you tried asking him to write it out?”
Before I could even finish my sentence, Cooley laid out a page of indecipherable scribbles. Many of the scribbles were identical, as if someone had tried to write the same thing several times. The last repeat had angry lines crossing out everything. I could feel the writer’s frustration emanating from the page. So much for that idea. 
“I can’t control my hands and mouth,” the man said in perfect English.
“So you can talk. It’s only gibberish when you try to tell us anything useful,” I said musingly. This was magical, indeed. But I didn’t think the WEC was a part of this, though perhaps a single wizard. If the WEC were trying to gather magical sources to attempt to rebuild The Wall, we would’ve gotten wind of it over at Redrock.
“What else do you know?” I asked the two cops.
“All the victims were young women with blonde hair,” Cooley said. “A passer-by mentioned that one of the attackers was asking around for a woman named Dana. Or Danie. Or Diana. Something with D.”
I froze. Danie was the name Tansy had gone by when she’d met Dean. It was how she’d introduced herself that first day in the Redrock office. I kept the information to myself, maintaining a neutral expression.
“So far, they’ve let everyone go. Which is why we’re getting so many reports at once,” Hayes finished for his partner. “It’s all quite baffling to me. We thought we should locate this Danie person ourselves and put her under protection just in case. If the WEC is interested in her, it can’t be a good thing.”
I didn’t want to link Tansy into any of this, even though I was sure this was about her, but if I refused to take this on, the EA would just send someone else. Meanwhile, if Tansy and I were successful in her mission to rid the world of an extra foul spirit, this case would solve itself. 
“I will look into it,” I said, mostly to stop anyone from looking into it themselves. I turned to Cooley. “If there are any new developments, let me know.” Then I turned back to the bum and scanned him from head to toe, committing every detail to memory. 
We headed back to the duo’s office. The prime real estate was a bonus this pair got for dealing with all the magical shit the other cops didn’t want to deal with. They were also given a lot more leeway. When magic was involved, rules and procedures often went out the window. 
“Did you get any usable information from the victims? Where did the attacks take place?” I asked. 
“No.” Hayes shook his head. “If we hadn’t gotten all the reports at once, it would’ve looked like just some random attacks. They were all over the city. Some at the college campus. Some downtown. Others, outside the mall. I’ll send you a map.”
“That would help. Anything else?”
“None of the women were related. They were just all blonde,” Hayes continued. “We’d put the first few cases on the back burner because no one was harmed, but then more and more rolled in, and we couldn’t ignore them. It’s almost like they keep getting the wrong girl. Then everyone we questioned was like that guy, incomprehensible.”
“The whole speaking in tongues thing is definitely reminiscent of the council’s work,” I said, “but it isn’t like them to leave so many loose ends. They’re efficient and effective and hate when things lead back to them.”
“That’s what I said.” Hayes threw his hands into the air.
“What’s your take on this?”
“I think this is the work of a lone wizard.” When I didn’t immediately tell him he was wrong, he continued, “Maybe something domestic. A lover’s quarrel. Or nasty break up.”
“That does seem like a likely scenario,” I agreed. We stopped at the door to their office. “In which case, the woman wouldn’t want to be found. She’d be safer lost than under protection. The culprit could even be banking on the police helping him find the woman.”
“Shit. I didn’t think of that,” Cooley said. 
“I’ll look into it discreetly and keep you two updated. Do me a favor and keep this suspect—”  I gestured down the hallway “—locked up until tomorrow morning?”
“Sure thing, Eamon.” Cooley didn’t even ask why. Instead, she gave me a final nod before I turned and left the precinct.
I walked several blocks down the street and turned into a quiet alleyway. Then, making sure there were no cameras or witnesses, I morphed my physiology, turning into the man currently being detained. I wasn’t able to make myself smell like him but hoped that the people I planned on questioning would be too drunk or high to notice. 
Then, checking my phone for the locations of the attacks, I went out in search of answers.
[image: image-placeholder]I sent the report off to the EA and leaned back in my chair, cracking my knuckles. I’d classified the case as “low-threat” and left the name Danie out of it. I did include Hayes’ hypothesis as an avenue I was investigating. The EA often ignored domestic issues unless they spilled out to affect the general public.  
I’d learned a lot from my little excursion today. I’d gotten lucky and found the information I needed at the first place I checked. I kept most of it out of the report, though, offering just enough to keep the EA satisfied that I was working on the case. It was the last bit of work I’d needed to finish before joining Tansy, Shelby, and Sybil on the rooftop patio. 
The three were enjoying themselves at the Tiki bar, and I had a perfect view of them from my window. I hadn’t realized Sybil had invited herself over until I walked into the penthouse. Since she came with a six-pack for me, and wine for Tansy and Shelby, I didn’t mind.
I’d never understood the theory behind working magic while under the influence. With the number of times witches did it, I was surprised the EA didn’t get called in constantly for magical mishaps. Some witches even ingested psychedelics while they worked, claiming they helped open the channels to their minds. 
Drinks and substances never seemed to affect performing magic negatively the way they did operating heavy machinery. If anything, they made spells stronger and more accurate, as long as the witch was only tipsy and not rip-roaring drunk. 
I guessed it was the same as me phasing out or floating off the ground by accident when I was really drunk; a hard thing to do as a demon since we processed alcohol better than humans, but still very much achievable. Unlike human magic users like wizards and witches, though, my magic was inherent, a part of my nature. It wasn’t a separate force I could control.
Tansy’s tinkling laughter had me peering out my home-office window at the three ladies lounging by the thatch-covered bar next to the pool. The hut had been Gunnar’s idea at first, but it had grown on me over the years. 
She was laughing with her face in her hand, her cheeks flushing red. Next to her, Shelby was making a rude gesture at Sybil. Tansy was relaxed and happy, which in turn, made me happy.
From our conversations, I’d gathered that she didn’t have many friends. She hadn’t been allowed to spend much time with the ones she made at school. She’d lost touch with those, too, as they moved away. She was also relatively new to Darlington, having only been here for a few months, and she’d spent a lot of it with Dean, hidden away again.
I knew Dean was technically a victim of the old hag who inhabited his body, but I couldn’t help but hate him all the same, especially with everything I’d found out about him today. Tansy had tried to look up ways to separate Amrita’s spirit from Dean’s body but had found none. She was a good person, but I was no such thing. I didn’t care if the man lived or died, as long as Tansy was safe.
Just because I cared about my friends didn’t mean I cared about anyone else. The rest of the world could burn, as long as my friends and any potential mate were happy. A demon’s mate. Some would call that an oxymoron, but I knew better. There were plenty of mated demons. We just kept that on the down-low, so it wouldn’t destroy the ultimate bad boy reputation we so carefully crafted.
That reputation kept us safe. No one fucked with a demon. No one sane, anyway. Wizards were far from sane. They were the reason we had such horrible PR to begin with. 
Tansy swiveled around on her stool, and we made eye contact through the arched, floor-to-ceiling window. She grinned and waved at me, gesturing for me to go over. The three had a bunch of containers and bottles on the counter. 
Too lazy to go through my suite and out the back door, I dematerialized and walked right through the window.  
“I don’t think I’ll ever get used to that,” Shelby said, with a shake of her head. 
“Come help us choose a container,” Tansy said, holding up a pink antacid bottle and a jar of olives.
“For what?” I asked, thoroughly confused.
“For Mother. I was going to get a special container for this, but I decided she didn’t deserve one. I just ransacked your fridge and looked for anything expired.” Her face was flushed, and her words were slurring just a little. 
“I helped,” Shelby said. She pointed to the pink, triangular bottle. “I learned not to eat Grayson’s food, so I don’t need that anymore. That man likes it spicy.”
Tansy giggled. 
“Are you drunk already?” I asked, picking up her fruity drink and helping myself to a sip. There was no flavor of alcohol at all. 
“As I said, I’m a lightweight.”
The other two women nodded emphatically. 
I surveyed the choices of containers. “Doesn’t it have to be unbreakable?”
“Preferably, but we can just wrap the whole thing in layers of duct tape afterward to keep it from breaking.” Sybil held up a tape-covered jar, then tried to slam it on the concrete floor. The jar bounced.  
I shrugged. Whatever worked. I pointed to the bottle of expired pickles. “That one.”
“Great choice. Mother hates pickles. Done!” Tansy picked it up and handed it over to Sybil with a wide grin. “Do your magic, witch.”
The witch poured out the juice and dumped the two pickles still in the jar into the garbage.
“Don’t you have to rinse that out?” I asked.
“Nope,” Sybil said.
“Mother can smell like pickles for all of eternity,” Tansy said with a devilish smile. “See if I care. Oh, by the way. Can I borrow your cupboard?” 




Chapter 18
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Eamon


Tansy stopped at the next display and eyed the curved blade mounted on the wall behind the glass. “Yup, that’s a sword,” she said wryly, digging for her phone in her magical purse, which now held a portal to the wardrobe in my bedroom.  
Desmon, the dragon who watched over this entire city and the surrounding territories, owned the museum. Dragons didn’t give a damn about human-drawn lines on a map, though in times of old, many of the countries had been dragon territories to begin with. 
The museum was part of Desmon’s hoard. The part he didn’t mind putting on display. The objects he particularly coveted or cherished were hidden away from questing eyes, all except for his mate.
I gathered his mate wouldn’t have agreed to be hidden away from sight forever, though from what I knew of Carly, she wasn’t one to seek fame or fortune. Even at their wedding, she’d insisted on no media or paparazzi and had only invited close family and friends. Desmon warred with both the instinct to show off his prize, and to squirrel her away.
Shelby had made Carly’s wedding dress, and Redrock had played security at the event, so we weren’t strangers to the powerful dragon. If we found the weapon on display, we could ask to borrow it. But still, asking to borrow any part of a dragon’s hoard was risky business.
With any luck, we’d find the weapon in question here in the museum. If it wasn’t here, then it must mean it was in Desmon’s personal hoard, and it was near impossible to get an invitation for a viewing of that. And we could forget about asking to borrow anything from that precious collection. Not happening!
Sybil’s research had mentioned that the sword had been bought by a collector who matched Desmon’s description at about that time.  
Tansy took a photo of the sword in the case in front of us and sent it to Sybil. There wasn’t much detail to go on for our search. I’d picked up sword fighting just for the fun of it, much like I had most of the fighting disciplines, but I was no expert in weaponry. Tansy fared even worse. Every sword looked the same to her. We didn’t know when or where the sword had been made, only when it had come into the dragon’s hands. Or claws. 
We moved on to the next display, and Tansy leaned over to read the plaque. According to the inscription, it was a messer, which looked like a sword but was considered a knife.
She exhaled loudly. “Knife? But it looks like a sword to me. Does this one even count?” Then she glanced quickly at the reflection in the metal blade.
I looked over as well, but there was nothing there. She’d been doing that all day, and I couldn’t help but notice that the little stoppered bottle Iris had given her was conveniently worn around her neck—over her clothes. 
Was she worried about seeing the old hag? Or was she eager to try her weapon? When I’d first met her, I’d have wagered on the first. But now, I wasn’t so sure. She’d really blossomed and come out of her shell in the past week, as she spent more time honing her skills and making new friends. 
“No harm in sending it, too,” I said. It did look like a sword, though a tiny one. 
She snapped a photo quickly and sent it before a family of werewolves with school-aged boys, triplets, crowded to look at the weapon. I took her hand and led her over to the bench, away from the flustered mother of three rowdy boys, to wait for a reply.
It was Saturday again, exactly one week and one day since Tansy had arrived at Redrock. I’d chosen the busiest day to visit the museum to avoid drawing attention to ourselves; we looked like just a young couple on a date. A witch on a date with a demon. 
Moments later, Tansy’s phone dinged with Sybil’s message, and she opened it. “This is hopeless,” she huffed. 
She wore a silk headscarf to cover her hair, something I’d insisted on before we left this morning. Dean, I’d discovered, had been on the streets and down on his luck when Amrita found him originally. Taking over his mind must have been easy, especially with the promise of the good life he was living now. Tansy’s research into the matter had clarified that a host entity still retained some sort of presence. They were able to see, hear and feel, but unable to control the body unless the spirit temporarily relinquished control. 
Dean had mobilized everyone he knew from his old life and more. With Amrita’s wealth, he could control everyone on the streets with promises of food, alcohol, and drugs. 
I’d learned that they were also looking for a yellow and orange bird, a man of the description of the guise I’d used at the library, and a woman of Shelby’s description. There was no mention of Grayson or me from the encounter at The Witch’s Brew. Just to be safe, I’d made myself look like an older gentleman today, complete with salt-and-pepper hair. I did play the silver fox well. 
We headed quickly back to the SUV. With an army of random weirdos on the street looking for her, I’d decided my bike didn’t offer enough protection. My bike was warded as well, which extended to the riders while on the vehicle, but there was nothing preventing a staged accident from flinging her right off the back. All it took was one desperate druggie running out in front of us.
“None of them look right,” Tansy said when we were safely inside the vehicle. “Why can’t we just call the dragon up and ask?”
“You want to call up a dragon and ask him about his hoard?” I gawked at her. “What are you, suicidal?” The museum was one thing; the rest of his hoard was another. 
“People ask about things in a museum all the time. And you said you know him.”
“Yes. I’ve worked for him a few times. I’d call him a friend, almost, but it’s not like we’re buddies. He’s a lot closer to Gunnar, but it’s a big ask. And it might not be in this museum; it could be one of his favorites, in his home.”
“What if I ask for an audience? Not you, so you don’t strain your almost-friendship. I’m willing to face his wrath if he takes it the wrong way.”
“You will brave an angry dragon?” I almost wished she were less brave.
“The other choice is to live in a body I no longer own.”
Well, if she put it that way, it didn’t sound so crazy. 
“I’ll absolve you of your duty of protecting me while in the dragon’s presence. How’s that?” she bargained.
“No.” It was my duty to protect her whether she wanted me to or not.
I wasn’t going to stand by and let her get chomped or toasted. I’d never forgive myself, although it wasn’t like I could do anything anyway. I was no match against a pissed-off dragon, and dragon fire was magical, which meant it could burn a demon to a crisp. I couldn’t just dematerialize and walk through it. I’d be useless, unable to protect her. 
“What if I ask Shelby, and we go through his wife? If Shelby kept in touch with her.” 
“Grayson wouldn’t—” 
She rolled her eyes. “We haven’t even asked.” 
I grumbled, “Fine. We’ll ask Shelby. And maybe Gunnar. But if they agree with me, then we look for another weapon. There must be more than one sword in the entire world capable of this.”
“Deal,” she said. 
And we were on our way home.
Gunnar, the fucking imbecile, did not agree with me. We found him at the pool table in the common rec room, practicing his shot. The rec room was the only part of the shared area that was an eclectic mix of styles. It housed many of the oddities we’d collected over the years as a group. 
I fumed as he offered to take her to see the dragon and plead her case.
“If Eamon is too chicken-shit to face the dragon, I’ll bring you,” Gunnar said with a grin, as he chalked his pool cue. “Did you know Eamon had a run-in with a dragon once and never got over it?”
I glared at him, silently promising him a fate worse than death. I did once have a run-in with a dragon, but I was plenty over it. The skirt I’d been chasing had been part of a dragon’s harem. It was the thrill that had lured me to her. What I didn’t know was that the chit and the dragon were in cahoots; they were trying to trap a demon to add to the dragon’s collection. Dragons didn’t just collect physical treasure; some collected souls too.
But that demon-collecting dragon was gone, and I was still here. So there; I was over it. 
Pretending to ignore my stare, Gunnar struck the cue ball, putting a spin on it. It sent two balls home; a beautiful shot. The show-off.
“You will?” Tansy clapped her hands together, her eyes brightening. “Thank you.”
I loved how her excitement brightened the room but hated that it was directed at that confounded gargoyle.
“You don’t need to come along if you’re scared, Eamon.” The gargoyle was flirting with death. “You can handle the senator.”
I growled and stepped toward him. “You take the senator,” I said firmly. “I will take Tansy. She’s mine.”
Gunnar raised his brows, but before he could speak, Tansy threw her arms around me.
“Thanks, Eamon! When do we go?” She smiled at me with that dazzling smile, and I knew I was stuck for it. 
“I will contact Desmon and let you know,” I answered, still glaring at Gunnar over her head. That gargoyle had better not be coveting my female. Tansy was mine for as long as she was under my protection.
Mine. Keep her, urged the possessive voice in my head. Keep her forever.
Shelby and Grayson returned with pastries from The Witch’s Brew, and Tansy left to greet them and grab a pastry for herself, leaving me alone in the rec room with Gunnar. The motherfucker grinned at me, and it was everything I could do not to punch him in the face.
“Since when did you fear Desmon?” Gunnar asked. “That’s very unlike you. You know that, of all the dragons, he’s the mildest and most likely to listen. Especially now that he’s mated to a human.”
“Tansy hired me to protect her,” I said plainly. “I cannot protect her from a dragon.”
“Sure. That must be it. I guess you wouldn’t mind if I took over your job of protecting her then? She hired Redrock, not you specifically. And I can protect her from Desmon.” Gunnar eyed me with a single raised brow. 
“Fuck off.”
“No, I mean it,” Gunnar said. “She can move into my suite. Stay in my room. Sleep in my—”
I knew the second the menacing growl left my throat that I’d walked right into his trap. Gunnar laughed, his hearty chuckle filling the room. 
“You like the girl, Eamon. Like, really like her. Maybe even the other L-word. Just admit it.” The ass was too smug.
“I’m a demon,” I said, brushing him off. 
“So?” He eyed the balls on the pool table and moved to line up the shot. “Grayson and Griff are gargoyles. They found their mates.”
“Demons don’t have mates,” I lied. 
“Sure, and they don’t love, either. Right?” He hit the cue ball, and it made a beeline for the final ball on the table.




Chapter 19
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Tansy


Eamon found me outside on our bedroom balcony.  
After the initial excitement of getting his agreement to take me to meet a dragon had worn off, I found myself wondering what Mother was plotting. Surely the old hag would’ve figured out parts of my plan by now. Or did she think I’d just hide in fear?
“There you are.” Eamon stepped behind me, putting a hand on the railing on either side of my body. 
I hummed and leaned back against his wide, muscular chest. I had to admit I really enjoyed all the physical contact. I’d been starved of it my whole life. 
“Are you worried about meeting a dragon?” he asked. “I’m sorry I scared you. I wasn’t thinking straight. The thought of you being the target of a dragon’s ire—” He exhaled, the breath rushing by the shell of my ear. “Gunnar is right. Some dragons would burn you to a crisp for even mentioning their hoard, but Desmon isn’t one of them.”
“No, it’s not that. It’s just that—” I glanced down at the city below again “—it’s been days, and nothing has happened since the coffee shop. There are no attacks and no creepy reflections. It’s too quiet, and I don’t trust it. I want to know what Mother’s doing. I hate being in the dark.”
After a long moment, Eamon said, “That’s my fault.”
Confused, I asked, “How so?”
“I didn’t tell you what the EA called me in for. Or about the underground network of strays and stragglers causing mischief for every young, blonde woman, in their search for you.”
I hadn’t known. It sucked that other women were wrongly targeted in my stead, but I was relieved to hear Mother hadn’t stopped trying. It meant she was still in Dean’s body. One of my biggest fears was not knowing where she was. 
Eamon continued, telling me of the attacks on women all across town and everything he’d learned the other day when he’d gone undercover. According to the word on the street, Dean had run into a large sum of money just months ago, taking him from the streets to the good life. No one knew how it had happened, but they didn’t question a good thing, because he’d often provided drugs and drinks to his old friends.
“Mother always knew how to control people. She made herself an army.” She’d gone for the weakest and easiest to control. It was just like her.
“Yes. And that army is out looking for you.”
I shivered and rubbed my arms with my palms, even though it hadn’t gotten any cooler. “Why didn’t you tell me earlier?”
He turned me around to face him, my back on the railing. “I had it under control, and I didn’t want to worry you or distract you. You tend to hyper-focus on things, and I didn’t want to give you the wrong thing to fixate on.”
“I guess I do.” I’d been hyper-focused on controlling my magic; I needed to go from beginner to pro to cast that spell when I finally found the sword. “What else did you learn?” I wanted to know it all. I felt as if every unturned stone would contribute to my downfall.
“Dean recently made a powerful friend, someone everyone’s terrified of. They wouldn’t even mutter his name, but I can only assume it’s a wizard. A lone wizard, not part of the WEC.”
“All this time,” I said, “I never questioned Dean’s past. By the time we met, he lived in a nicely furnished mid-town apartment. He had a nice car too. I didn’t suspect anything for so long.”
“Let’s stop talking about your ex.” Eamon made a disgusted face.
“He’s not my ex!” I exclaimed hotly. “Not really. It was Mother in another body, so it doesn’t count.” I made an exaggerated gagging noise. “I’m glad I never slept with him.”
He frowned. “You didn’t? But you lived with him.”
I rolled my eyes. “Just because I lived with him doesn’t mean we did it. I guess I didn’t make this clear when I explained my situation. I thought Dean was just old-fashioned and wanted to wait for marriage. But—” I burst out laughing. 
“What’s so funny?”
“If Amrita had slept with me in Dean’s body, and she’d thought of me as her future body, does that make it anachronistic masturbation?” I dissolved into a fit of giggles before sobering suddenly. “I hope you don’t think I just end up in bed with every man who offers me a place to stay.”
“Of course not,” he said. “I’m just irresistible.” He waggled his brows. 
I snorted and hit him on the chest with my hand. Ugh, why couldn’t he be serious for more than a few minutes? “Irresistible? More like incorrigible.” 
“Same thing.” He pulled me up onto my tiptoes and kissed me, stealing the comeback I had on my lips.
The problems that had been plaguing me dissolved as he continued to turn my knees into jelly. The firm slide of his tongue on mine had me squeezing my legs together. My breath hitched, and I clung tightly to his shoulders. Eamon had this effect on me every time, making me squirm and ache for something only he could give.
I could barely stand by the time he finally released my lips. His large hands spanned my waist, holding me up.
When I finally caught my breath, I leaned into him and said, “See. It’s because I want you, not because I feel I have to.” God, I wanted him so much. I could never get enough of him, and it was important to me that he knew.
“Oh, I know.” He smirked. “You couldn’t resist the big demon D.”
“Ugh! You’re terrible.” I shoved at him. 
“Or,” he said with a lick of his lips, “maybe you want me because I can do this.” 
A tendril of smoke reached toward me, going right through my clothes and stroking the curve of my hip. It phased through my clothes but was extremely solid where it touched me.  
“Turn around, little witch, and put your hands on the railing,” he whispered hoarsely into my ear as he squeezed my ass with the smoky limb.
A shudder ran through me as I did what he’d instructed. I stared out at the city as his rough hand wrapped around me to hold me firmly by the throat, pulling me back against his steely body. His other hand landed on the railing, over mine. 
We were on the top floor, and though this building wasn’t the tallest building around, to anyone watching, it just looked like we were embracing on the balcony. Only we knew what was happening.
He touched me right through my clothes with his exploratory tendril of smoke as if my garments weren’t even there, cupping my breasts and tweaking my nipples until I gasped. I closed my eyes, my breathing getting shallower as he explored me with ghostly appendages.  
Another see-through tentacle slid up my inner thigh as Eamon kicked my knees apart and pulled my ass back so that my forearm rested on the bar, and we looked down over the city. I was glad these railings were tall and there was no threat of me tumbling over. The bustling metropolis below didn’t hold my attention for long, as he gave my nipples a pinch, bringing my attention back to him, and us.
“Good girl,” he rumbled, his breath hot on my ear. 
The tendril on my thigh slid up to cover my mound and parted my lips, questing and searching for my clit. It latched onto the little nub with something that felt like a sucker on a tentacle. I inhaled sharply, not expecting it. Suckers were new. 
“Just a couple enjoying the evening air on their balcony,” Eamon said quietly. “Nothing naughty happening at all.”
My breathing quickened as he continued searching lower, and something pressed in between the lips of my pussy, parting them. It wiggled, spreading my juices before plunging in. At first, it felt slim, like a finger, but as it moved inside me, it grew. It swelled as it fucked me, stretching me so wide it almost hurt.
I whimpered, unable to form words. 
“You can handle it, little witch.” Then Eamon turned my head and covered my mouth with his. His fingers tightened in my hair as he devoured me. 
The sucker over my clit vibrated hard, and I screamed. Eamon swallowed the sound as he continued to fuck me. He turned me around and gathered me into his arms, his demon appendage still moving inside me. It didn’t matter what position we were in, it reached me all the same. 
“That’s right, come for me,” he hissed into my hair. 
The large mass in my pussy thrust and twisted in deliciously inhuman ways. Light exploded in my vision as the barrier between pleasure and pain disappeared, and I was swept away by the waves of ecstasy that rolled over me. I clung desperately to Eamon, a boneless mass held up only by my demon lover and the balcony rail at my back. 
As the pulsing of my channel waned, Eamon pulled out of me, the ghostly tentacles absorbing back into his body as if they’d never existed. With a grin, he swept me into his arms and stepped back through the double doors into his bedroom. Unseen hands closed the doors behind us.
“Let’s get my dirty little girl all squeaky clean.” He carried me into the huge bathroom. 
No matter how many times I stepped into his bathroom, I was awed anew. Decked out in dark stone and light marble, with gold fixtures and decorated with several large palms, this room was pure luxury. Alone, the polished marble and intricately designed gold details would’ve been almost gaudy, but tempered by the natural stone texture and lush greenery under the skylights, it was gorgeous.
There was a large, freestanding tub on ornate brass legs and a matching faucet jutting from the floor next to it. I’d probably spent way too much time in here already in the week I’d been in the penthouse.
But that wasn’t where Eamon took me. He took me to the spacious, enclosed shower instead. He put me down in front of the entrance and started to strip me bare. When he got to my damp underwear, he grinned and brought them to his face, inhaling loudly.
Throwing my clothes into the laundry chute, he led me into the shower. The unique blend of natural and opulent followed us inside. There was no tiny showerhead with insufficient pressure here. When he turned on the water, it rained down from a large square plate in the ceiling. 
“How’s the temperature?”
I reached out to test the water, then stepped in. “It’s perfect.”
He stepped in with me, the clothing on his body disappearing in a puff of smoke. I was left facing a massive set of shoulders and a perfect six-pack. He corralled me with his arms and held me in the warm rain, our bodies swaying to some unheard beat. It was wonderful. 
I closed my eyes and leaned my cheek against his chest.
“This is nice,” he hummed. “We should do this more often.”
“What? Shower together?”
“No,” he said, a hint of mischief in his tone. “Fuck you on the balcony, then shower together.”
I giggled. “Well, if you put it that way. It is nice. And yes, we should do it more often.“ I wrapped my arms around his waist, and slow-danced with him to the sound of artificial rain, loving every moment of it.
Love. Oh no. And there was the kicker. I was falling in love with a demon. 
Why the hell did Eamon have to be so easy to love? Love wasn’t supposed to be a part of this. Demons didn’t love back. 
It was proving to be hard to stop myself from falling head over heels for the playful demon, especially since all I wanted was to stay in his arms every day and night until he got bored with me. I’d never felt so cared for; I was already addicted to him.  
Compared to that, asking to see a dragon’s hoard was starting to look like an easy task.   
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Tansy


“And why should I let you borrow a piece from my hoard, human?” Desmon’s golden eyes pierced into my soul. 
I struggled to find the right words. I was alone with a dragon, and I’d just asked if I, a complete stranger, could borrow a part of his treasure. Except, instead of a fantastical, giant fire-breathing lizard, I faced an intimidating middle-aged man in a perfectly tailored suit.
Now that I’d practiced with magic and could recognize it, I sensed it pouring from him in waves, threatening to drown me. I wished Eamon, or even Nugget, were here. Their presence would bolster my own magic, and I wouldn’t feel so ridiculously tiny.  
Eamon had mentioned once that he didn’t have magic the way humans did; instead, it was part of his being. I did magic while he was magic. The entity in front of me was very powerful magic indeed. I must have a death wish, because instead of backing down, I stood my ground, squared my shoulders, and explained what I needed the particular sword for. 
Somehow, the words came out crisp and clear, even though I was shaking like a leaf inside. But I wasn’t sure it made any sense. For all I knew, I could be babbling nonsense. Trying to explain that your stepmother was an immortal spirit who’d raised and groomed you to be her next body and that you were trying to stop her once and for all was hard enough, without having to do it in front of a powerful dragon who also happened to own half the city.
I didn’t even know if he had the sword I needed or if he even knew which weapon I spoke of. For all I knew, he could have hundreds of magical swords in his hoard. 
Desmon took it all in stride. “Fascinating. I know of these spirits, but they keep to themselves and are hard to detect once they are melded with their host. I know of someone who’d pay a small fortune to have one in her possession.” A calculating look crossed the dragon’s face. “And you plan on capturing such a spirit?”
“Yes. So it can no longer bother me or anyone else.”
“That is ambitious.” Desmon eyed me a little differently than before. 
“I have help. Eamon is protecting me, and two other witches have been helping me.”
“Ah, yes. I sense another layer of magic on top of your own.” He nodded approvingly.  
That must be from Sybil’s charm. 
“We will make a deal,” he said after a short consideration. “I will lend you the sword to capture this soul on the condition that when you capture it, you will hand it over to me.”
Which meant that one, he had the sword, and two, he knew which one it was. We were in business. I wanted to agree right away, but I instead asked, “How long do I have? What if I cannot capture it as planned?”
“I am patient.”
Of course, he was. Dragons lived for a long time. Many species of monsters outlived humans by decades, often centuries. Eamon was probably centuries old. I wondered how he’d react if I called him Granddaddy later. 
“But I doubt you will have to wait long. You are in your prime, and surely Amrita will want to take advantage of your youth. And should you fail, you will no longer be yourself.”
Great. “Thanks for the grim reminder,” I muttered under my breath.
The corner of his lips lifted ever so slightly, entertained. It was the first time he’d shown any emotion during our short meeting. At least I knew now he had emotions. That was a good sign, right? He had married a human. Brave woman. Carly looked like just another girl. 
“If you fail, I will retrieve your body, with the spirit inside, as payment.”
Did I hear that correctly? “Wait.” I held up a hand. “Are you saying that if I fail and Amrita takes over my body, you will hunt us down and lock us up?” That meant Mother would lose no matter what.
“That’s the idea, yes. I assume you don’t want to get anyone else involved.”
“Deal!” I held my hand out at the amused dragon. “But keep it between us. The fewer people who know about this, the better.” Especially since that scenario relied on Mother not realizing until was too late.
“Naturally.” He gave my hand a firm shake, sealing the deal.
I planned on succeeding in my mission, but the thought of Mother’s face when she realized she had a fire-breathing dragon on her ass was enough to console me should I fail. I’d be throwing it in her face every chance I got for the rest of our life together. I wouldn’t be trapped with her; she’d be trapped with me. 
With Desmon leading the way, we left his office and headed down the hall to the drawing room where Eamon waited. The dragon didn’t seem so scary now that the deal was made, and it almost felt as if I were walking back with a friend. Well, not quite, but we had an understanding now.
“Eamon.” Desmon nodded at my demon as he stepped into the tastefully decorated room filled with ancient artifacts. “How are things over at Redrock?” 
Eamon stood from the armchair and walked over. “Good. Quiet, but good. Gunnar’s stuck with a particularly spoiled senator today.”
Desmon made a face. “I’m glad I don’t have to deal with the type.” He guided me in front of him, and I walked the rest of the way to a relieved-looking Eamon. “Carly needs some new clothes for our upcoming trip. I’ll send the sword over when she goes to visit Shelby.”
“That’s perfect,” I said. “More discreet too. Thank you.” 
“Of course. The element of surprise is often underutilized.” 
“That’s it?” Eamon asked. “She asks you for the weapon, and you lend it to her? What am I missing here?”
Desmon looked at me, letting me choose how much I shared. 
“We made a deal. The use of the weapon in exchange for Amrita when I catch her.” I left out the what-ifs. Technically, Desmon got the spirit either way, whether I succeeded or not.
My partial explanation seemed to satisfy Eamon. “In that case, we better not use a pickle jar. I don’t think a duct tape-wrapped pickle jar displays well in a museum.”
“A pickle jar?” Desmon asked. “Duct tape?”
“Sybil is turning a pickle jar into a holding container for the spirit,” I explained. 
“I see. That is fine. I can put the whole thing in a decorative urn.” He brushed the issue aside and gave me a final nod. “Good luck, human.”
We left the mansion in Darlington’s suburbs and headed back into the city core. 
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We received the sword a few days later when Carly came by for a visit. It was quite a bit larger than Tansy could wield. Saoirse’s notes hadn’t mentioned anything about the one uttering the spell having to be the one to also wield the weapon, so we’d decided that when the time came, it would be my job. 
I didn’t mind. I’d missed swordplay, though I hadn’t been remarkably talented at it. 
Tansy had since searched for the final piece of the puzzle but made no headway in finding a way to craft the correct spell. And it wasn’t for lack of trying. We’d exhausted all of Sybil and Iris’s knowledge and their private collection of esoteric literature as well as Redrock’s access to online literature. In addition, Tansy had been spending the last few days in the library in her search for the elusive information. 
We were there now, and I tried to entertain myself as Tansy pored over the magical tomes. I was bored as fuck. I almost wished Amrita would send a few of her hobo army over so I had an excuse to crack some skulls.
Tansy slammed her book closed in frustration, but I heard nothing through the blanket of silence she’d cast around herself. She’d had several outbursts already today, and not wanting to get kicked out of the library, she’d cast the spell just in case.
Her lips moved, reciting something. The blanket lifted, and I could hear her again. “This is useless,” she whispered. She gestured to the pile of books in front of her. “We’ll be here forever.”
“Want to take a break?” I suggested hopefully. Anything to get out of the library.
“Yeah. I think I need it.”
I held out my elbow, and she hooked her arm through as we headed down the stairs to the exit. 
I felt it before I saw it as we walked by the row of mirrors lining the wall on the bottom floor. There it was, the hag’s face in the reflection. She wasn’t even trying to be discreet. The image was larger than life. 
From what I understood, it was the same face that had belonged to the woman who’d claimed to be Tansy’s mother, but much, much older. Ancient even. I wondered if every single body she took ended up looking the same by the time she was done with it, turning each woman into the same old crone. 
My hand tightened on Tansy’s arm in warning, but she’d already seen it. She acted quickly. Without a second thought, she grabbed the tiny bottle hanging from her neck, pulled out the cork, and splashed the entirety of the contents at the mirror.
I pulled her away from the mirror as the crone in it shrieked. Then the likeness in the mirror grabbed its belly. 
“What did you do?” Amrita hissed, looking out into the library. 
Everyone in earshot was staring now at the moaning hag who clutched her belly in the mirror, doubled over in pain.
“What the hell?!” exclaimed a young man who hadn’t been paying attention and had walked too close to the mirror. 
The woman next to him gasped, and the two backed away to stand next to us. Just in time, too, as the figure in the mirror suddenly let out a foul-sounding noise. Next to me, Tansy tittered, holding back a laugh as more horrendous farting noises came from Amrita in the mirror, some of them sounding rather wet. The hag’s face twisted up, her hands still on her stomach. 
The teenager who’d exclaimed before didn’t hold back; he bellowed a hearty laugh. So did the woman. Then, everyone who’d been trying to stay serious, including Tansy, failed, and the whole place erupted with laughter, even as the awful stench filled the room. 
The image in the mirror faded, but the smell did not, and everyone covered their noses and started moving away. A few people made retching sounds.  
A strict-looking older gentleman in a buttoned-up shirt and perfectly coiffed hair walked into the hallway looking pissed off. “What’s going on here?” He blanched at the stink, then followed everyone’s eyes to the mirror, then back to the small crowd the spectacle had gathered.
Everyone else looked confused, so we did the same, blending in. Neither of us was in the mood to explain the situation to anyone. Besides, I didn’t exactly know that had happened. What had been in that bottled brew?
Also, I just wanted to get Tansy out of here. Amrita knew where Tansy was now and would surely send an army to retrieve her. 
Seeing that the crowd was of little use to him, the uptight man touched the mirror. The surface was completely dry. There was nothing left of the solution on it; it had gone right through the glass, leaving not a trace.
“Wizardry,” the librarian snarled before looking around for the culprit. He looked right past us, not suspecting a thing. His eyes landed on the teenager, who was still half-choking and half-laughing. “You! I don’t appreciate pranks in my library. Get out.”
Feeling sorry for him, Tansy said, “It’s not him. That thing was already in the mirror when we walked by.” She kept her hand over her nose and face. 
Everyone else gave the same report, much to the head librarian’s frustration. By now, most people just wanted to get far away from the foul smell.
Left with no one else to scold, the man left and returned to his office, mumbling under his breath about disrespectful young wizards being just as bad as the old ones. In that, I agreed with him. Wizards were the worst.
We left the library and made a beeline for the coffee shop across the street.
“Iris. Explain!” Tansy demanded into her phone.
Iris’s cackling laughter came through the speaker loud and clear; I would’ve heard it even without my phenomenal hearing. “I guess you used my potion.”
“Yeah, I did,” she whispered-screamed into the phone. “And it gave her gas.” 
More whooping laughter had Tansy holding the phone away from her ear and exchanging a look with me. Shelby’s grandmother had a childish streak. 
“I thought you aren’t able to harm her if she was protected,” Tansy said.
“Harm her? Oh no, my dear,” Iris said when she finally stopped laughing. “I’d never do such a thing. I had her best interest at heart when I crafted that potion. Constipation is a horrible thing to suffer.”
“So you magically metamuciled her.”
“Magically metamuciled. I like it. I’m stealing that term. That’s the gist of it, but ultra-strength.”
For some reason, I wasn’t one bit surprised. Iris would totally do that. Alex was right; she was a horrible influence.
“If you want to replenish it, I can send you the recipe,” Iris offered. “But you have to be very careful and make sure to tell it only to work on the person behind the mirror.”
“Uh, I think it’s best if I leave this to you for now,” Tansy said. “I’m getting used to spells, but I know for a fact that I’m horrible at following recipes. When I cook, I eyeball everything and throw it in.”
“Well, if you change your mind, let me know. I’ll get a few ready in case you need them and send them over with Shelby next time she comes by.”
“Thanks, Iris.” Tansy didn’t sound very convincing. “Bye.”
“Well, that was an adventure,” I said. “Now that we’ve cleared the air—” I paused to waggle my brows, which earned me a snort from my lovely witch “—what do you say about a stroll through the park before we head out for lunch? I know a great place on the other side of the park.”
She grinned. “The park is perfect.”
Too bad trouble came for us at the opposite edge of the park. 




Chapter 22

[image: image-placeholder]
Tansy


The mob went straight for Eamon, ignoring me completely. The men and women looked destitute and had crowbars, pipes, and bats as weapons. The first man took a swing, and Eamon stopped the bat mid-strike, ripping it out of the man’s hand. He tossed it to the ground. 
Two more attacked, and my demon protector did the same to their weapons. A woman shrieked and smashed her crowbar down at him, but Eamon dematerialized, and the weapon went right through his body. The women looked shocked, but now, they were coming in waves, surrounding him and pushing me aside. 
Someone grabbed my arm, pulling me away. This man didn’t look like the rest; he was better dressed and didn’t stink. There was something otherworldly about him; he reminded me of a wolf shifter I’d known briefly, but I couldn’t tell in his human guise.  
“Hey!” I cried, trying to pull my arm away. It was the only sound I was able to make as a large hand covered my mouth. 
Another man that looked like his twin threw something onto the ground. The round ball broke, and smoke drifted out of it to cover the mass of people attacking Eamon.
“Come on,” he said. “Let’s get her out of here before that spell dissipates. It won’t hold a demon long.”
They dragged me over to a van and shoved me inside, closing the door behind me. I reached for the door but was pulled back by the hair. There was a third man already in the van.
“Oh no, you don’t. The boss wants to see you,” he said as the other two got in the front, then the van started moving. The man holding me was huge, and like the other two, he didn’t seem fully human. “And don’t you dare use any of your stupid magic tricks. It won’t work in this car, and you’ll only hurt yourself.” 
I struggled to get out of his hold, but he just sneered and said, “Keep doing that, and my wolf will think you want it to come out and play. And once he’s out, he always gets what he wants.” He snapped his teeth next to my ear.
I froze, not knowing what to do. I could try to use my magic anyway, but even if it didn’t work, I might accidentally crash the car, which would probably be worse for me than them. So, I forced myself to calm down and tried to memorize the route we followed. 
After a short drive, we arrived at an industrial area, and I was pushed out of the van. I looked around as Wolfman grabbed me by the arm and dragged me toward an abandoned building. 
Of course, Mother would choose a decrepit warehouse. So cliché. She followed the villain handbook to a tee. 
I wasn’t surprised when Dean met us in the building. He stood in front of me, wearing a cheap suit and a pair of shiny new shoes. He looked pale, as if he’d just run to the bathroom with magical shits. 
“Danie! You better explain yourself. You’ve had me looking all over for you. And for what? A fling with a demon?”
I didn’t miss the fact that he’d stuck to form and called me Danie. 
“Oh, stop beating around the bush,” I said, ignoring the not-quite-human thugs around me. I guessed exploiting the less fortunate hadn’t been enough, and Amrita had upgraded to better minions. “You and I both know I’ve figured out who you are.”
Even if I hadn’t, seeing Mother’s face in the reflection would’ve tipped me off, especially since it was followed not ten minutes later with kidnapping. Did Mother think I was stupid? Or Dean? Whatever. The mental gymnastics to think of Dean as Mother was tiring. 
“What are you talking about?” 
Did she seriously not know I knew? Or was it to keep her identity a secret from those who now worked for her? Realizing it didn’t make a difference so long as she didn’t realize I was actively trying to delete her forever, I called her out.
“Oh, come on, Mother.“ I damned nearly spat out that last word. “You’re Amrita, the body-stealing bitch. You’re only using Dean’s body.”
The goons around us looked confused. I guessed they didn’t know.   
Her brows drew together. “What gave it away?”
“Aside from the fact that your face showed up all over the reflection? Not this face, by the way, but your old one. How about you calling me Tansy when you got pissed?” I sent her a saccharine smile that just screamed I thought she was stupid. 
“My face? That wizard never said that would happen,” she fumed. 
“Too bad. So sad. How’s the explosive diarrhea?” I asked, deciding I wanted to be a bitch myself. 
Anger flashed on her face at the mention of Iris’s little bottle of fun. 
I wasn’t sure how I was going to get myself out of this, but for some reason, I couldn’t find it in me to cower. Tansy from last week would have, maybe, but I was a different person now. 
Damn it. I wished I’d learned some offensive spells rather than going through that book in order. No amount of cleaning magic would help me now. I just had to get creative, as Iris had. 
Then Mother tried another tactic. Dean’s face screwed up, and when it relaxed, it looked like a different person. The three werewolf goons backed away, sensing something wrong. 
“Danie, it’s me, Dean.” He didn’t sound like Mother anymore. This voice lacked the controlling tone Mother had. “We spent time together. You and me.” 
I shook my head. “You don’t exist anymore. It’s just Amrita in there now.”
“Sure, Amrita was here, but that didn’t stop me from caring about you. We were supposed to get married, remember?“ He eyed my hand and noticed I was no longer wearing his ring. “You lost the ring. That’s okay, honey. I’ll buy you another one. I don’t even care if you’ve been with that demon. I just want the future we planned. I just want us.”
“No.” I shook my head and backed away. “We don’t exist. There is no us.”
“Don’t you love me?” His voice cracked with emotion. 
Either Mother or Dean was very good at acting, or this really was the man underneath, because the pain he showed was real and visceral. If it was Dean, I felt sorry for him.
“I’m sorry she took over your body. I’m not rejecting you; I’m rejecting her.”
“She promised me everything if I gave her control, and she delivered,” Dean explained.  “I went from begging on the streets to living in a nice apartment. I went from lonely with no prospect of finding a date to being with the woman of my dreams.”
Crap. He was talking about me.
“AlI I had to do was share control of my body with her for a few years. It’s not that bad. It was great to enjoy all the nice things I’d never had before. And I didn’t even need to do all the hard work.”
Fine, I’d bite and treat this entity as if he were the real Dean. “You know she’s after my body in the end, not yours.”
“She already told me. When we get married, she’ll join with you. What’s so bad about sharing it with her for a few years like I’m doing?”
He didn’t know! He thought Amrita would leave him and join with me like some sort of spare soul hot potato, then he’d get to live happily ever after married to the woman of his dreams. Because that was what I was to him, just a dream. 
“That’s not how it works. I guess she didn’t tell you—” 
Dean’s face screwed up again, and Mother joined us again. “Enough!” she said. 
Oh-ho! She’d never told him. “In order to switch bodies, she has to kill you off, Dean!” I shouted out as quickly as I could before she could stop me.
“That is not true. That demon has been feeding you lies. It’s what they do. I only need your consent. Then I can jump bodies.”
I’d found that tidbit on my own. I hoped I’d planted a seed of doubt in the original Dean’s head, and he’d give her some hell now instead of playing along. He wouldn’t have much control now, but any distraction for Amrita was a bonus as far as I was concerned. 
I ignored her and continued speaking to the man underneath. “You won’t enjoy any of it. She’s using you.”
Snarling, Dean’s face almost looked like the old crone. “It doesn’t matter that you know, Dean. It changes nothing! After a few months locked away, you’ll agree to give me control just so you can see daylight again.” The cackle now sounded like her too. “And even if you don’t, my new wizard friend is coming up with a way to make sure you do. You won’t have a choice.”
Mother turned to the big guy. “You, lock her downstairs.” Then she turned and walked out a set of metal doors.  
Clearly confused by what he’d just witnessed, Wolfman hesitated but his two friends didn’t. They rounded on me, trapping me. 
“You saw what happened. Dean’s not who you think.” I had to try to sway them.
“I don’t care if he’s a rainbow unicorn, as long as I get paid,” one of them said.
He grabbed me, tugging me by the arm. I struggled, knowing that if they got me locked up below, I’d probably never see the light of day again. I slammed the heel of my hand hard on his nose and heard a crack. He screamed and let me go, but his look-alike seized me by the hair. 
I hissed, my hands going up to lessen the pull at my scalp as he dragged me along. I shrieked, screaming at the top of my lungs. I panicked, releasing the magic from my body in one big, uncontrolled burst. It rushed out from me, filling the warehouse with vibrations. The floor moved under our feet like an earthquake. 
The dipshit holding onto me let go as he tried to stay on his feet. I ducked low and scampered away just as a pipe above us burst open, showering us with cold water. Then the ceiling above us started to crumble, the pieces raining down to add more to the chaos. 
“What is going on here?” Mother shrieked from the doorway. 
A piece of the ceiling came down, nearly smashing into her. Another piece fell on the idiot trying to stop his nosebleed. 
I cast an umbrella spell, trying to recall the words the best I could. It was meant for rain, but hopefully, it would prevent me from being brained as I ran for the door. A heavy piece of concrete landed next to me with a crash. Dust filled the air, and I held my breath, pumping my legs as hard as I could.  
Behind me, Wolfman followed. Except he wasn’t quite human anymore. He wasn’t a wolf, either. He was stuck somewhere in between, looking terrifying.
Holy shit! That gave me extra impetus to run, but that release of magic had taken much of my energy, and it felt like running through a bog. By the time I made it to the door, I was winded. I flung it open, glad they’d been too stupid to lock it, and ran out into the sun.
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I sped through the street on my bike toward the industrial zone. I knew exactly the place they were taking her. I’d heard about it during my days of undercover investigation.  
There was a building that hadn’t been in use for several years now. It was run down and in disrepair but still standing. Several of the homeless had squatted in it, which was why Dean knew of it. He’d turned it into his hideout. 
The Earth under my wheels rumbled, and I dematerialized everything except for my hands and feet—which I needed to control the motorcycle—in case I lost control and crashed. Something was happening, something big and magical. It came from the building that was now in view. 
Tansy! I had to get to her. 
I turned onto the street and saw her tiny form running out of the crumbling building. She scanned the area and started toward me. Behind her, a wolf shifter stuck in half-shift—which was a painful condition—stalked toward her. 
We reached her simultaneously. I didn’t waste any time leaping off my bike already running. I formed my hand into a giant fist, putting extra substance into it, and made it as solid as I could. I punched the shifter in the face.
He was fast, though, and dodged my first attack. He growled and lunged at me, but I was still dematerialized everywhere but my fist. He charged right through me. I grabbed him by the arm and redirected his momentum, flinging him against the side of the van they’d used to bring Tansy here. The side of the van crumpled with the impact. 
It wasn’t enough to keep him down, though. The shifter sprang at me. I punched again, and this time, my massive fist didn’t miss. He went down hard. 
Shifters were tough motherfuckers, though, and he wouldn’t stay down. But I didn’t need to take him out. I only needed to distract him long enough to get Tansy out of here. Her safety came first.
I helped her onto my bike and got on behind her. I took one last look back as I sped away and saw Dean stumbling his way out from the collapsing structure. I flipped him the bird for good measure. 
Dean was alive, and that meant Amrita was still stuck in his body. I understood Tansy’s need to know where the spirit was now. If Amrita were free, we’d have had no idea where she’d strike next. As long as she was in Dean, she was predictable. 
I headed home and didn’t stop until we were back inside the penthouse’s underground garage. I helped Tansy off the bike and patted her down, looking for injuries, relieved when I found nothing out of place. “Are you hurt?”
She shook her head. “Just scared. I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t mean to bring down the building.” 
“It’s okay. You did good.” I pulled her into myself, thanking whatever god would listen that she’d escaped the building unharmed. 
Tansy had done most of the rescuing herself; I’d only shown up for the final getaway. My little witch was brave and capable, but now that the ordeal was over, she seemed to collapse in on herself. She clung to me as if she needed me to stand. 
I held her the entire ride up to the top, glad the penthouse had its own private elevator. I didn’t know how I’d react to anyone daring to lay eyes on her right now. Tansy seemed so small and vulnerable. And tired. She looked tired. She must’ve drained her magic bringing down the building. 
Once I got the door to the penthouse open, I swept her into my arms, carrying her inside and into our portion of the home. I put her down on my couch and let go to grab her a blanket and some water, but she held onto me. 
“I’m just grabbing you a blanket.”
“No, don’t go. I don’t need one.” Her eyes pleaded with mine. “Just stay.”
“Okay.” I sat down on the couch with her.
She climbed over onto my lap, straddling me and hiding her face on my neck. She nibbled lightly, and my cock sprang to attention. Not now. I gritted my teeth. She’d just survived an ordeal, and she didn’t need me mauling her.  
But she noticed the firmness rising between us, and she rolled her hips. 
“You don’t need to. Just ignore it.”
“But I want to,” was her husky reply.
“But you’ve just been attacked, and you’re hurt.”
“I don’t care. I just want you.” She dragged her teeth down my throat. “I need you to touch me. Make me forget. Don’t make me do it myself.”
Her hand slid down between our bodies to the V of her legs. “Please.” 
Fuck! The softly whimpered “please” was my undoing. That, combined with her needy fingers as she clawed at my clothes, trying to remove them. I grunted and dissolved my clothing.
“Yes,” she hissed.
Now she clawed at my skin, and her dull little nails felt divine. She kissed and tasted every part of me she could, and I kissed her back. I pushed her off myself onto the couch and tore off the wrapping that was her clothes. I loved doing that; ripping them off her like I was a rutting beast. 
She grinned. “I’m going to run out of clothes if you keep doing that.”
She reached for my cock, and I held my breath. Her hands felt so good wrapped around my turgid length. Her fingers played over the nubs and ridges that made my cock different from that of human men, and she licked her lips. 
I couldn’t stop the buck of my hips when she wrapped her lips around the swollen head. She jerked me off as her head bobbed up and down.
“More.” I grabbed her by the hair and pushed her down on my cock until I hit the back of her throat and she gagged. “Tilt your chin up.” I tilted her head back and angled to ease myself down her throat. 
She struggled against me, and tears squeezed out of her eyes. Fuck. She was perfect. 
I pulled her off me, and she gasped a breath. I covered her mouth with mine, plunging my tongue down her throat. It was slippery and thinner, and I could make it any length I wanted. Her eyes went wide.
I pinned her back down onto the couch and reached down to finger her cunt. She was dripping wet. All this turned her on. She loved being used, and I loved using her. I plunged two fingers into her, and her throat tightened around my tongue. I ended the kiss, letting her breathe.
“Tell me you’re mine, little witch,” I demanded. I made my fingers thicker and longer and thrust in hard. 
She screamed. 
“I didn’t catch that.” I sent a questing finger of smoke to play in the juices dripping from her cunt before moving it back to massage against the tight rosebud of her ass.
“Tell me you’re all mine.” I placed the hand that wasn’t fucking her around her throat and squeezed. “Say it.”
Her breath hitched, and she whimpered. “I’m all yours.”
I grinned, basking in her surrender. She brought this out in me. I wanted to own her—possess her—and it was glorious. Where the fuck had she been my entire life?
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What had I gotten myself into? It was like this every time with Eamon, and each time I enjoyed it more than I should. He brought this out in me, turned me into a slut that wanted him to do filthy, filthy things to me.  
He kissed me again as the demon-smoke finger pushed in through the tight ring. Oh god! I froze. It hurt. But his fingers in my pussy started moving again, fucking me slowly until the pain changed into something else. 
“Good girl,” he murmured into my mouth. 
There was more pressure, and the part of him in my ass pushed in more, then started to grow thicker. It moved, slowly thrusting in time opposite his fingers. But it didn’t stop growing, and when the pinch of pain had me struggling to get away, his thumb pressed down on my clit and rubbed in small circles. 
I wasn’t ready for the climax that hit me. I screamed, clawing my fingers down his back as white-hot pleasure blinded me. I was sure I was dying from the intensity.
Here lies Tansy, fucked to death by a demon. 
When I was aware of my surroundings again, I was empty. He’d draped me over the couch with my ass in the air, and was stuffing my pussy with his thick, red cock. My eyes rolled up as he rutted into me from behind.
And soon, he was roaring his own release, and I was panting, sweaty, and the happiest girl alive. 
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Iris did it all the time! And according to her, I’d done it accidentally just by releasing the hold on my magic in her home. But now that I actively wanted it to happen, the buds remained closed.
I huffed and sent all the magic I had at it. The poor plant burst into flames. I dropped it on the table, snatching my hands away. 
“Fuck!”
Nugget, who had been on my head, screamed and took to the air, flapping her wings. It only fanned the flames, making it worse. 
“Fuck. Fuck,” she repeated. Why did she always pick up the bad words? 
“Thanks, Nugget.” But she was already on top of a large dracaena in the living room. 
Before I could get up to grab a jug of water to put out the flames, a smoky presence glided in and smothered the fire. Then, the smoke coalesced into a male form. Eamon pushed aside the now-charred plant and settled on the table in front of me, his knees on either side of my chair.
He grabbed my hands and held them up, checking for burns. “Are you okay? Did you hurt yourself?” 
“I’m fine,” I said. “I promise; I’m not trying to burn down your home.”
His rumbling laughter filled the air. “I believe you.”
I frowned, realizing he’d smothered magical fire. “I thought demons couldn’t touch magical flames.”
“This was not a magic fire.”
“But I made it with magic.”
“Magical flames like dragon-fire are not just created by magic but also burn magic as fuel. In this case, the fire was from the plant’s molecules overheating. Magic was involved, but it didn’t make the spark. And the fuel was—” He glanced over at the poor charred plant.
“Oh. That makes sense.” I looked at the row of non-charred violets I’d bought for this practice session. I imagined they were all quaking in their pots. “Who’s next?”
“None of them, you plant killer!” Eamon hadn’t thought the botanical babies would be literally in the line of fire when we’d brought them home. He’d even reserved a spot on the windowsill for them. “Besides, you need rest. You’ve been practicing all afternoon. You need to recharge.”
“I’m fine. I just need another meal replacement drink.”
He eyed the empty bottles of high-protein meal replacement drinks already on the table. Sybil had suggested we keep those on hand, and I’d been going through them quickly as the spells I attempted got more complicated. 
“What you need is a real meal. Lucky for you, I have all the ingredients ready to whip up something really quick.” He brought my hand, which he still held, to wrap around his waist. “I remember you saying you like a good steak and really buttery mashed potatoes.”
I licked my lips, my hands on his hips. “I do indeed.”
“The grocery order arrived this morning, and everything’s ready to go.”
I eyed my spell book. I wanted to get a lot farther into the book than I had so far today. I figured if I was going to spell Mother into oblivion, I’d better get as strong as I could. “Let me try this one more time. I’m so close. I know it.”
“Alright.” He pulled me up to my feet so that I stood before him and wrapped his legs behind me so that I was trapped there. “But I want to kiss first.”
He bent, and his mouth found mine, claiming it in a softly seductive embrace. It wasn’t urgent as some of our kisses were. Instead, it was sensual and languid, as if he wanted to taste me forever. A kiss I could get lost in. 
My hands roamed the muscles of his arms and shoulders, gliding over the ripples of his firm biceps and delts. I slid my fingers up to tangle in his tousled hair, scratching erotically at his scalp. 
I wasn’t the only one touching.
Eamon explored as well, his hand sliding down the curve of my waist to cup my ass. A tail that hadn’t been there just a moment ago curled possessively around my leg. Then the kiss changed, infused with neediness, right before he released my lips.
I gazed hungrily up at Eamon, trying not to just climb up on top of him on the table and get it on right here. But if I did that, I’d be even farther behind in my practice. Besides, we could do that later, after the steak.
“I feel more recharged already. Maybe instead of meal replacement drinks, I can just have you fuck me on a regular schedule.”
He raised his brows. “Are you sure you’re not part succubus?”
“Who knows? I have no clue who my real parents are. But according to my research, the whole witches dancing naked under the moon is actually a thing and not just a myth.”
“I can attest to that,” he said in an amused tone. “Witches used to call demons to their sabbath. It wasn’t just dancing that occurred under the light of the moon.”
I narrowed my eyes at him, wondering how many witches he’d diddled at these moonlit extravaganzas. Then I stopped myself. Why was I getting jealous? What we had was supposed to be temporary. And until he made an effort to tell me he wanted more, that was all it would ever be.
“Maybe I’ll find myself a coven and join them the next full moon.” And then, just to fuck with him and also maybe to convince myself I wasn’t getting attached when I shouldn’t be, I added, “Maybe I can start collecting a harem of demons.” 
That earned me a snarl as his hands squeezed my ass. His nails dug in through the thin sundress I wore.
“I don’t think you can even handle all of me.” He leaned in close and growled hoarsely into my ear, “You watch yourself tonight.”
“Promises, promises.”
“But first.” He slid off the table, gave my ass a slap, and guided me back down onto my chair. “I have steak and potatoes I need to cook. You have half an hour.”
Then he floated casually over to the fridge as if he hadn’t just promised me another night full of orgasmic fun, like almost every night I’d been here. You’d think that after all the bedroom gymnastics, I’d be exhausted every morning. But instead, it gave me the best rest I’d ever had, and I woke every morning refreshed and ready to take on the day. 
I shook my head and looked back at the poor potted plant I’d destroyed. It wasn’t completely dead; Eamon had smothered the flames in time. It was still green at the very base. I pinched off the charred leaves and buds, leaving the green crown. 
“I’m sorry about the fire, little one,” I said. “Want to try again?”
I put the plant in front of me and concentrated, this time focusing on keeping things cool and calm. From the center of the plant, a tiny leaf started to grow. It got larger and larger, and as it did, another leaf sprouted across from it.  
By the time the smell of steak filled the air, the plant was almost whole. It even had a single flower stalk with a cluster of buds ready to bloom. But I was tired again, and this time, I recognized the feeling. 
I sure hoped Eamon had made me a huge steak, because I was ravenous.




Chapter 25
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Eamon


“Relinquish the witch to me, demon,” the asshole said over the phone.    
I gritted my teeth, silently fuming.
Desmon had called earlier asking for Tansy. After their talk, she’d asked to contact the wizard Seth using Redrock’s secure line, to which I’d made some excuse why she couldn’t and hid it in my office. When Tansy failed to contact him, Seth decided to contact me instead. Luckily, Desmon had given him Redrock’s number instead of hers.
“Like bloody hell, wizard.”
Seth grumbled something about demons being difficult just for the fun of it, then said more clearly, “You’ve done all you can. It was a valiant effort.”
I could hear his unspoken “for a lesser being” loud and clear.
“Now, let a professional finish the job,” he continued. “This is beyond what Redrock can offer. She needs my help.”
Tansy didn’t need this wizard; she didn’t need a professional. I was enough.
“The answer is still no. She trusted me with her safety. Now if you’re done—”
“She will be protected here. My home is well-guarded and warded. I’ll never let her out of my sight. I’ll even keep her in my room and throw myself on her to protect her if I need to.”
That did it. Just the thought of her sleeping next to the wizard had me growling. I wanted to chuck my phone across the room. Instead, I hung up and blocked the number so the call wouldn’t forward to Graham’s phone, then turned off my phone.
That would send him straight to the Redrock Protective Services voicemail. He could leave a fucking message. I’d check on them eventually. Maybe sometime in the next century.
Wasn’t that what they recommended we do for a healthy work-life balance? I wasn’t running from the situation; I was just trying to be healthy.  
I’d been willing to concede to meeting with Desmon, but not with Tansy leaving to stay with the wizard as he fast-tracked her to the right level to trap the soul. I ignored the fact that it had been Desmon who’d insisted the two meet up.
There had to be other ways. I tucked the phone back into my pocket and focused on the list of names on my screen. It was all the contacts the EA had available for their use. The answer was somewhere here. 
I entered the requirements and let the system run its search on the extensive database. Seth’s name stared back at me at the top of the list, and I quickly scrolled past it. The next name was worse. Another wizard, one I’d had a run-in with in the past. In fact, the first half-dozen names were all wizards.
I hadn’t realized so many powerful wizards had left the WEC and were now kept on retainer by the EA. I wondered how far the EA went to vet all the people they worked with. What were the chances of a WEC spy getting on this list? 
The EA might trust a wizard, but I didn’t. They were prone to befriending you, only to trap you into servitude forever. I knew this for a fact.
I narrowed the search to exclude wizards, marveling at modern technology. The first result was nearly as bad. A demon. One I knew chased every skirt on two legs, often even four. I scrolled down. The next few names looked promising, though I didn’t know them well. I copied them down and started my research into them.
It was going to be a long day. 
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I’d known my excuse wouldn’t keep her away for long. Tansy was nothing if not persistent when she wanted something. And she wanted a solution. A solution she thought the wizard could give her. 
Over my dead body.
I didn’t care how reformed and nice this wizard had managed to trick others into thinking he was; there was no way I’d let Tansy anywhere near him. Especially if he was truly as nice as they claimed he was. 
I loved how much more secure Tansy had become since finding her magic. She’d managed to mostly extricate herself from that group of pack-less shifters on her own with her newfound skills. If a nice, handsome wizard were to get involved, she wouldn’t need me anymore.
It wasn’t just my insecurity—and yes, I’d admit I was insecure to myself but not to anyone else—that made me refuse to work with the wizard. It was on principle. I’d never met a wizard I would trust not to backstab me, and even fewer I would trust to be around Tansy.
Tansy rolled her eyes at me. “Okay, I get that a wizard once trapped you and forced you to work for him, but—”
“Not trapped.” I slammed my hand down on the table a little harder than I intended. “Enslaved. He enslaved me. For centuries.”
“Enslaved. You’re right. He was a real douche rocket.” Tansy put a hand on my forearm.
Douche rocket was right. If he weren’t dead already, I’d delight in torturing and killing him over and over.
“The old geezers at the WEC are all twats too,” Tansy continued. “But that doesn’t mean there aren’t good wizards out there. Seth helped Grayson find Shelby when she was kidnapped by the WEC, and Sybil mentioned him when we first met. And now, even Desmon is suggesting I work with him.”
Seth and a few of his friends had left the WEC on bad terms. If you asked the WEC, they were excommunicated, but the younger wizards insisted it was their choice due to irreconcilable differences in worldview.
While the majority of the old geezers, as Tansy put it, at the WEC had enjoyed the freedom of pulling strings and basically controlling the world from behind the veil of The Wall, these younger wizards preferred the world as it was now. But that didn’t make them less evil, not in my eyes. Just more modern.
“You entrusted your safety to me, and I consider this wizard a threat. Find another way.”
“Mother is working with a wizard. We know that now. They are trying to find a way to force me to give up my body, even if I don’t want to.” She clenched her hands into fists at her sides. “I don’t think they have it yet, but every day I waste looking for that stupid spell is one day closer to them finding it.”
“That’s bullshit. They can’t do that,” I lied. “She only said that to scare you.”
I didn’t actually know if it was possible, but if it was, then I’d find a way to stop them. Maybe it was time to go on a wizard hunt. Or maybe I could find Dean and kill him, forcing Amrita to use the energy to take over a lesser body before the spell was ready. One that couldn’t talk. I should have killed him when I had the chance. It wasn’t like I didn’t know how to hide a body. No one would’ve found out. 
Tansy would know, and she would be angry. She’d also lose sleep, wondering what form the crone would take next. I didn’t want that. 
“You’re talking out of your ass.” Tansy was angry now. She knew I was lying. “Just admit it. The big bad demon is scared of the human wizard.”
“I am not.” I stood, pushing the chair back from the table with a screech.
“You are too. Everyone else involved is vouching for this guy, and you’re too chickenshit to take me to him.” She poked me so hard on the chest I worried she’d hurt her finger. 
“Seth could backstab us and sell you out. Why would he offer to help?” I asked. “What does he get out of this?”
“Desmon said he was calling in a favor. I don’t think he’d cross a dragon.”
And what if the suave, spell-slinging wizard was honorable and helped Tansy in her mission? She’d be grateful to him. Would she find him more charming and more attractive than a lowly demon? The two of them had magic spells and concoctions to talk about. He’d actually want to hang out with her at a library full of magical books, instead of being there just to be close to her. 
Fuck! Why was my brain even thinking about this? I was a demon. I wasn’t supposed to care about shit like this. I was supposed to love ’em and leave ’em. So why was the thought of Tansy asking anyone else, especially a wizard, for help like a punch in the gut? 
“You don’t need this wizard to finish your mission. I’m looking around at the EA for a witch who can help.” Too bad the first few promising candidates I’d researched had gotten less and less promising the more I’d learned about them.
The first name had belonged to a witch, but she had the habit of charging part of a soul for the work she did. I didn’t want Tansy to give up any part of her soul; it was what made her so beautiful, and I had no soul to give.
The second person on the list was a succubus who wanted payment in sex. Lots and lots of sex. For a moment, I’d imagined an extended threesome with her and Tansy, but that fantasy had been squashed when I’d realized I wasn’t interested in her, only in Tansy. I also didn’t want to share Tansy, not even with a succubus.
“What are you afraid of?” Tansy asked, her hands on her hips. “That I’ll jump into his bed to get him to teach me the spell?”
“Enough!” I roared. The very idea of her leaving me for a wizard had me seeing red. All rational thought left my brain. I grabbed her by the shoulders. “You are mine. Mine. And I forbid you to go.”
She looked shocked for a moment; then her face turned mean. “Yours? You forbid me?” Her sardonic laughter filled the air. “You don’t own me. I don’t belong to anyone other than myself. You’re fired. I asked Redrock for help, not you.”
She shoved me hard, but I didn’t release her.
“I didn’t mean it that way,” I said through gritted teeth.
This woman was making me feel emotions I’d never had to deal with before. Good ones and bad ones alike. She made me feel uncertain when I’d been so sure of myself for centuries. 
“What did you mean then?” She set her jaw.
I think I love you, and I don’t know what I’d do without you. But those words caught in my throat. What came out was, “You need me to protect you.” 
Fuck! Why was it so fucking hard to admit I cared? To admit that I loved her? It wasn’t like there was a wizard threatening to hold everything I cared about against me to make me do his bidding. 
She scowled. “I liked you better when you were just a demon who wanted to get into my pants.” 
Hurt by her words, I stumbled back and let her go. I’d fucked up. I’d fucked up bad. If I’d had a heart, it would have been dropping to the pit of my stomach as she stomped out of my suite. 




Chapter 26
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Tansy


“Argh!”  I screamed into the pillow. 
Who the hell did he think he was? The moment the words “I forbid you” came out of Eamon’s mouth, it was like I was transported back to my old home at The Ivory Tower. How many times had Mother said those words to me?
I’d decided the day I ran away that no one would own me except for me. No one would tell me what to do. And most definitely, no one would forbid me from anything again. Ever.
Somehow Eamon had said all the wrong words. There was no “I care about you,” no “we can do this together.” He’d gone straight to “you’re mine” and “I forbid you.” 
I screamed into the pillow again. 
“Argh!” Nugget repeated. “Argh. Argh.”
I grumbled. Great. Of all the things she decided to pick up, it had to be this instead of something cute.
If Desmon hadn’t warned me to use a secure line, I’d have called the wizard on my phone already. I wondered if one of the gargoyle brothers would lend me his phone. But I was too pissed off right now for that call. I needed to blow off some steam first. Maybe sleep on it for a night. 
I didn’t know why, but my first instinct was to call Sybil or Shelby, maybe even Iris, or all three at once. I’d never felt like I was able to call anyone before. I’d always been alone. I hadn’t known these women for very long, but I felt as if I could confide in them.
I wasn’t exactly socially adept, having been deprived most of my life. Would I be overreaching and straining new, budding friendships with my problems? 
“Nugget, what should I do?” I cuddled her to my chest. “I’d complain to you, but I don’t think you’d understand.”
I reached for my phone only to realize it was still in my purse, which was back in Eamon’s part of the penthouse. Deciding I wasn’t going to let something like awkwardness stop me, I girded my loins and headed back over, this time with Nugget in tow, hiding in the very same hoody I’d first arrived in. 
He wasn’t there. He must have left while I was letting off steam in the spare room. Instead of just grabbing my purse, I took all my things and stuffed them into my rolling luggage. Thankful that I still had very little, I took it out to the spare room in the shared area. 
It would be best for everyone if I stayed here tonight instead. I didn’t think I could handle sleeping in Eamon’s bed right now, though a part of me wanted to, so that I could kick him out of his own bed for what he’d said. 
Then, with my things taken care of, I knocked on the door to Shelby and Grayson’s suite. No one answered. I knew she was home, though. Grayson had gone out to run some business-related errands after breakfast today, and Shelby had gone back into their area to work on a project for the dragon’s wife.
I knocked again, and when no one answered, I tried the door. It opened, and I stuck my head in. 
“Shelby?” I said loudly.
Her upper body leaned out from the back office as she pulled the headphones from her ears. “Hey! I didn’t hear you.” Then she noticed my expression. “What’s wrong?” She hurried out toward me. “Come on in.”
We sat on her couch with diet sodas in hand, and I told her everything that had happened. Somewhere between explaining the short call from Desmon suggesting I look up a certain ex-WEC member to the moment Eamon told me he forbade me from going, a tub of Ben and Jerry’s had joined our table. Sybil also joined us on video call. 
“Ugh! Men. You can’t live with them; you can’t live without them.” Shelby slumped on the couch next to me. “These guys from Redrock try to modernize, but they still have antiquated views that sneak out sometimes.”
“Yeah. You’re telling me.” I dug into the tub of Half Baked aggressively. “Did you know, when I asked what he really meant, he said I needed him to protect me.“ I held up my spoon. “I know, I know. I came here for protection, but I specified that I needed protection while I completed my objective. I can’t do that if he won’t let me. I never wanted to be protected forever.”
“Of course not.” Shelby took the empty tub of ice cream from my hands and offered me a fresh one.
I hadn’t realized I’d finished the first tub. I took the new one and dug in without hesitation. “I came here so I can be free to be my own person, not to be owned by a possessive demon.”
Shelby and Sybil exchanged a look through the screen, and Sybil spoke. “A lot of monsters are very possessive. It’s just how they are. It’s kind of like their way of expressing love.”
I nearly spat out my ice cream. “I don’t think that’s the case here. He made it pretty clear that this was a temporary thing while I was here under his protection.”
“Right, and if you no longer need his protection, but he doesn’t want what you have to end? I’m not saying he’s purposely trying to stop you from achieving your goal or anything like that, but he might not even know he’s doing it. Especially if he’s in denial of what he feels for you.”
Could Sybil be right? Could Eamon secretly care for me more than he was letting on? But even if she was right, I still had to finish my mission. I owed it to myself, as well as to any of Mother’s potential future victims. I’d never forgive myself if I let her go now and she ruined someone else’s life.
“If that’s true, he has a shit-ass way of showing he cares. If he really did care for me, he’d help me get rid of this foul spirit once and for all. I’ll never be able to truly relax knowing she’s still around.”
“I understand,” Shelby said. “I don’t know how you sleep at night with that bitch on the loose.”
Eamon. Eamon was how I slept at night. Now, I’d need to find something else to distract me before night fell.
“You’re safe in the penthouse,” Sybil said with confidence. “I’ve got that place on lockdown.”
I’d almost forgotten. Sybil’s great-grandmother was the one who’d put the ward on the penthouse in the first place. She now kept the spell running along with a dozen others. 
“This place also draws energy from Shelby in the rare case my magical reserves are overtaxed. You’re as safe as houses.”
“Thanks.” I relaxed. “I needed that.”
It wasn’t just the assurance that I was safe, but our little talk. It was nice to have friends. If I failed to stop Mother, I wouldn’t just lose my body, but I’d lose all my friends too. I had much more to fight for now than ever before. 
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“Hey, what’s up?” I asked.
“I have a certain wizard over at my place, and he’d like an audience with you.”
“Seth? You didn’t have to—”
“He contacted me. Dragon’s orders,” Sybil said, stopping me mid-protest. “Apparently, a certain demon’s been ignoring Seth’s calls.”
“I see.” I gritted my teeth, a little more pissed-off at Eamon than before, if that was even possible. “We can talk now.” 
“No can do. This is better in person. The ward doesn’t extend to phone conversations. There were no cell phones when Grannie Syl first crafted that spell. Also, these things are best done live. If you mess up on a practice spell, he can do damage control and stop you from burning down the place.”
“I can get one of the gargoyle brothers to drive me over tomorrow morning.” I doubted Eamon would agree. 
“No can do. Time is of the essence. I didn’t even have time to get dressed. Somebody was pounding on my door.”
“You were ignoring the doorbell,” said a smooth masculine voice.
“I had headphones on!”
“When a dragon says jump, a sane man jumps,” the voice said.
“Sethy Boy here can open up a portal for you. Bring your notes and the sword over. And Nugget too. You’ll need her.”
“Are you sure?” I worried this was some sort of scam. And even if it weren’t, Eamon would be pretty pissed to see me gone in the morning. 
“The ward on the penthouse prevents anyone from opening a portal if they have malicious intent, even if they were given permission by someone living in the home,” Sybil said. Then, her voice sounded more distant. “You understand that, Sethy Boy?”
“Stop calling me that,” was the answering rumble.
“If you mean her or anyone in that penthouse any harm, you won’t be able to open the portal. The magic will backfire in your face, and you’ll have one fucking angry bitch of a witch on your hands.” Sybil was looking out for me.
“I will have no problems.”
“Wait,” I said. “Can I have ten minutes?”
“Yes,” Sybil said. “See; I’m not a spoiled wizard who insists on getting attention right away.” That last bit wasn’t for me.
“I’ll call you back,” I said and hung up.
The first thing I did was call Shelby, who picked up right away.
“I need you to ask Carly if Desmon sent Seth to look for me,” I blurted out without much fanfare. “Right now.”
She must have heard the seriousness in my voice because her reply was a simple, “Gotcha. I’ll call her now.”
I hadn’t gotten this far by trusting everything at face value. I’d done that for most of my life, and look where it got me. I was lucky I’d started questioning everything I knew.
Less than a minute later, I got her text confirming that Desmon had, in fact, sent Seth my way when I’d failed to contact him. Grayson didn’t believe meeting up with the wizard was a bad idea either.
Shit! I guessed there was only one thing to do. I changed back into my normal clothes and packed everything up, glad that despite having the large cage in the living room, I’d trained Nugget to sleep in the smaller one just in case we had to leave at a moment’s notice. 
A phone call later, there was a shimmering portal in my room. With an oversized sword strapped to my back, Nugget’s cage in one hand, and my luggage in the other, I eyed the portal warily. Deciding not to overthink it, I took a big breath and stepped through.




Chapter 27
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Tansy


I stepped into Sybil’s cozy parlor. The world spun around me as I recovered my footing. 
A haze of nothing had surrounded me when I’d stepped into the shimmering portal. I felt as if there was a large magnet on the other side, and I was wearing a suit of metal. Except instead of air, it pulled me through a pool of two-day-old half-congealed oatmeal—the real kind, not the sugary packaged ones that tasted like junk food.
I took a step and nearly tripped over a large floor pillow. A warm hand steadied me. 
Holding me by the arm was a suave-looking man in his thirties, broad-shouldered and fit, with a trim waist. I wondered if his impressive physique was from magic or repeat gym visits. He wore an ornate frock coat but somehow still made it look trendy with a pair of well-fitting jeans. His short hair was spiked up, the tips a platinum blonde, and he had a few visible piercings, including one in his eyebrow. 
Seth was giving strong Spike from Buffy the Vampire Slayer-meets-Lestat from Interview with a Vampire vibes. He wasn’t what I’d expected at all. I’d expected a stuffy old man, like the ones from the WEC they’d interviewed on the news.
“You must be Tansy.” He extended a hand. “I’m Seth.”
I released my luggage and took his hand, expecting to shake it, but he brought it to his lips and kissed the back instead. I held back a titter. I’d seen it in the movies but never had anyone do that before. 
Sybil, clearly having seen this before, rolled her eyes. 
Still dressed in a velvety black robe with kitty ears, her hair was messy under the hood, and she had a pet rat on each shoulder. She didn’t have her usual dark eye makeup on and looked almost sweet and innocent. She hadn’t been kidding when she’d said the wizard had rushed her. I doubted many people had ever seen her like this. 
“What?” the man asked with a gleam in his eyes. “The ladies appreciate it.”
Sybil scoffed.
“I said, the ladies. Not you.“ Then he turned to me. “Desmon has filled me in on your situation. It’s quite unique indeed. Often, the soul is successful in taking over their new host, and we never hear about it. Or the strong-willed individual who fought off the intrusion doesn’t tell anyone, thinking everyone would believe them crazy.”
“That would have been me if The Wall hadn’t fallen.”
“To be sure. But now you are going one step beyond. You wish to trap this spirit and prevent it from ever doing it again.”
“Yes, sir. Also, Mother—er, I mean, Amrita—hasn’t given up yet. She’s still trying to take me over.”
“Yes, yes. It is very peculiar. And I didn’t understand it until now.” Seth leaned in and closed his eyes. He inhaled and hummed softly. “Your magic is strong indeed, especially for someone who’s untrained. You called the spirit Mother, but she is not. Do you know your parentage?”
I shook my head. “I looked into it but only found that I was a kid left at an orphanage.”
Then, a loud bang rattled the wall, and Sybil threw her slipper at it in a fit. 
“Your neighbor’s still at it?”
“I’m going to murder that naga and have myself some snake soup,” she hissed. “It doesn’t matter what time of day it is. It sounds like he’s throwing bowling balls at the wall.”
Nugget, who had been quiet until now, squawked. I lifted up the fleece blanket covering her cage to check on her. She looked fine, considering we’d just gone through a portal.
“You have your familiar with you. Wonderful.” Seth made some quite adorable cooing sounds at Nugget, to which Nugget just stared back at him like he was stupid. “I never understood the other wizards’ disdain for familiars. I have one myself.”
“They hate anything they consider lowly witchcraft,” Sybil said. 
“Hopefully, that will cha—” More banging interrupted him. 
“We can continue this talk at my place.” He turned to Sybil. “Thank you for your help, witch. I’m eager to no longer be in a dragon’s debt.” Then, with a wave of his hand, another portal opened up in Sybil’s living room. He took my luggage and gestured for me to go first. 
Not sensing any reservation from Sybil and not detecting deceit of my own, I decided it was safe enough. Not to mention, Nugget seemed okay with him, which was a much better sign than if she’d started squawking up a storm. I thanked Sybil, gave her a hug, and followed the wizard through. 
I stepped out dizzy, disoriented, and wanting to throw up. I stumbled forward and held onto the first thing I could: a heavy chair. Moments later, a hand was on my shoulder, steadying me. Energy flowed from the hand, and my nausea ceased. 
“Portal travel takes some getting used to.” He took Nugget’s cage and placed it on the metal industrial-style coffee table and guided me to sit on the chair. “Let me grab you a drink and something with salt in it. Salt always helps.”
He headed over to the attached kitchen, and as he rummaged through his cupboards, I took note of my surroundings. I was in a loft with high ceilings, outfitted with industrial-grunge style décor. Somehow, this place made grunge look expensive.
Maybe it was the large screen TV, or his many electronics on display. Seth had put a lot of thought into this place, and it was definitely a man cave. 
There was a giant tropical enclosure on one side of the room. Seth had mentioned having a familiar of his own. What type of animal needed an enclosure that large? It looked like a home for a reptile. I made a note to keep Nugget safe in her cage while we were here. I didn’t want her to become her namesake.
Seth returned with an armful of drinks and a bag of chips. Not a diet cola in sight. I grabbed a normal cola instead. I hadn’t realized I was so thirsty until my first sip. Portal travel must dehydrate you. I checked, and sure enough, Nugget was drinking from her water silo.
“Just make yourself at home. There are always snacks in the cupboard, so help yourself. The bathroom is that door there, and your room is the one next to mine.” He pointed up to the lofted area where there were two doors. One of them had a skull on it; I assumed that was his. 
“Thank you.”
We talked over chips and soda, and Seth asked me how much magic I’d learned. He assured me that I was progressing quickly, faster than most, despite feeling like I was moving too slowly.
“You can’t rush these things. And you need rest. This is why Desmon thought it would be best for you to be here with me instead of with Eamon. He’s a demon; the magic he does is inherent. It’s part of who he is and doesn’t cost him energy. He can phase through walls all day and not get tired. That’s not the case for you and me.”
Sybil and Iris had mentioned eating more and resting between practices. I thought I was already doing enough.
“I’m surprised Eamon wasn’t more eager for my help, considering who Amrita has working for her.”
I perked up. “You know who it is?”
“Oh yes. Nastafar’s return has caused quite a stir among the wizards. He’d been so quiet everyone had believed him to be dead, his late grandson included. So when Nastafar showed up, looking a century or so younger, it was quite surprising.”
I didn’t recognize the name. Eamon had never said the name of the wizard who had wronged him. “This is the wizard who trapped him?”
“The very same.”
“I see. Eamon didn’t know.” Then remembering that Eamon had been ignoring his calls, I said, “I didn’t know you were trying to contact me. I’m sorry Eamon ignored you.”
“That might have been my fault; I might have egged him on.” He tried not to smile, but the corners of his lips tugged up. “You have a devoted demon, witch. If I wasn’t so eager to square up with the dragon, I wouldn’t be getting between the two of you. Are you sure you didn’t charm him?”
Devoted. More like hyper-protective. 
“I wouldn’t know how to. If you don’t mind me asking, how did you end up owing a dragon a favor?”
“He helped me hide someone I really care about from another wizard.” He didn’t go into detail and changed the topic. “Do you want to meet my python?”
I figured that the little he had told me was a lot already. “Your python? You have a snake?”
“Yup. You’ll have to wash your hands first though, to get the parrot smell off you.”
I eyed the large enclosure. Was I ready to meet a big snake? “How about tomorrow?” When Nugget was safe in another room. 
Seth chuckled. “Tomorrow. Ball pythons are very friendly, I promise. Get some rest tonight. We’ll get started in the morning when you’re fresh.”
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I knocked on her door again, but there was no response. I hadn’t seen Tansy all day, and it was well past noon now. She must be hungry. I’d made her a full English breakfast to make up for being a jerk yesterday. One night without her was enough.  
I was pretty proud of myself for not phasing into her room to check up on her all night, but now I was tempted to. Especially when no sound came from the locked room. Fuck it. She was already pissed off at me as it was; I’d make up for it with a grilled steak later.
I dematerialized and poked my head through the door. The room was empty. The barely-there scent of magic lingered in the air. Wizard magic. 
Red filled my vision. The asshole had snuck in and stolen my female. How had he done it? Surely Sybil’s ward prevented such a thing from happening. She was one of the best in the world, the most recent in a long line of ward builders. It couldn’t have failed unless—
I called Sybil. The witch picked up after several rings. 
“What do you want, Eamon?” 
“You’re alive!” I blurted.
“Um, yeah? Last I checked, I’m still breathing.”
“Something got through your ward last night.”
“No, he didn’t.” She sighed loudly. “My wards protect the inhabitant against unwanted magical intrusions from those with mischievous or malicious intent. Seth’s portal was wanted and cast with good intent. Three out of the six entities in your home knew about it and allowed it. Technically only one is needed. Is that all?” 
Is that all? IS THAT ALL?
“I’m glad it’s nothing else. Bye!” The bitch hung up on me.
I’d had the entire night to think about it, and I’d decided it would be okay for us to visit the wizard together to see what he had to say. Instead, he’d taken my female from right under my nose, and while she was upset with me too. It was the worst-case scenario.
Gunnar walked in from his suite, and I whirled on him. “Tansy’s gone.”
He looked back at me like I was stupid. “Yeah, we know.”
“What do you mean, we know?“ I demanded belligerently.
“Desmon called and settled her bill this morning. We gave him the usual daily fee for the days she’s been here.” Gunnar drank the last sip of his soda and crushed the can in his hands. 
“Why didn’t he call me?”
“He did. Your phone’s off,” he said, tossing the crumpled can at the recycle bin from across the room. It landed perfectly.
Fuck. It was. I’d never turned it back on.
When I just glared at him, he said, “You did your part, Eamon. You kept her safe. This next part she has to do on her own.”
“But the weapon. She can’t wield it.” It sounded stupid even to me. “And it’s right—” I looked to where the sword had been yesterday. It was gone too.
“I’m sure there are plenty of people who’d be happy to do it for her. She’s not without friends now. Thanks to you.” Gunnar’s face softened. “Let it be, Eamon. We know you don’t like the wizard, but it’s what needs to be done.”
I went back into her room, using the door this time, and looked for a note, anything. There was nothing. Nothing to prove that she’d even been here to begin with. The bed was neatly made. All of her stuff was gone. All except for the faintest scent of her.
Nugget’s large cage was still in the main room, but all her food, toys, and bowls were gone. There was no annoying parrot flying in my face declaring that she was a cutie. The penthouse felt suddenly too large and empty. 
I thought I’d be pissed that she’d chosen to leave with the wizard, but somehow I couldn’t get the anger to surface. Instead, I just felt like shit. 
I drifted up through the ceiling to our room above, the room where we’d spent hours and hours together, me worshipping her body and her making me the happiest I’d ever been in my centuries of life on this plane. But this was what I’d expected from the start, wasn’t it? She wasn’t really mine to lose because I’d never claimed her.
We’d agreed to a temporary dalliance. Nothing more. Just the way I liked it. I should be happy she hadn’t clung on, making it hard to part. 
So why the fuck did it hurt so much?
I looked around my home and realized everything in it now reminded me of her. The floor-length mirror in the living room still faced the wall. The window in my office looked out at the patio where the magical plants, including her namesake, now set down their roots. My dining table still had the scorch marks from her magical mishap. The phoenix violet that had literally risen from the ashes sat on the windowsill. 
I stomped up the stairs to lock myself in my room, but that was worse. The bed. Our bed. Every pillow, blanket, and sheet was a memory of her. I almost expected to look over to my bathroom to see her neck-deep in my tub, her eyes closed as the scent of lavender and roses drifted from an effervescent bath bomb in the water. Even the balcony had me remembering how I’d distracted her from her worries there, fully clothed.  
I grumbled in frustration. I had to get out of here. 
Stomping out of the penthouse, I headed down the elevator to my bike. It wasn’t long before I found myself down at The Howling Wolf.
“It’s 2:00 p.m., Eamon. What the hell are you doing here?” the surly wolf with a scar across his eye shouted from the back.
I didn’t answer Daryl’s question but ordered a Jack Daniel instead.  
I was glad I hadn’t brought Tansy here last weekend. This place was still safe. The Redrock brothers and I came here often since Griff, the fourth brother—the one I took the spot of at the penthouse—lived above the bar with his mate. With any luck, Griff wouldn’t be down at the bar anytime soon. It was a weekday, and as Daryl so nicely reminded me, it was only two o’clock in the afternoon.
“Trouble at the EA?” Daryl asked, wiping the already clean counter with his bar towel out of habit. Like me, the wolf shifter had worked for the EA once. But unlike me, he was smart and refused to be called back, no matter how important the case.
Shit. The EA. I never quite wrapped up the case for them, though no more kidnappings had occurred after the incident outside the library. I didn’t want to do any of the paperwork for that. I’d be thinking of Tansy the whole time.
Something heavy landed on the bar top next to me; Daryl had plunked down the entire bottle. “I don’t know what’s eating you, but you look like you need it.” Then he disappeared into the back.
I took my phone out of my pocket, the urge to dial Tansy’s number strong. But what would I even say? I’d probably just dig myself deeper. Knowing me, I’d ask her to come back, but it would come out as a command. I’d only end up pissing her off even more. As it was, I already hated that our last words had been angry ones. 
My phone buzzed on the counter, and I reached for it. Could it be her?
I growled at the name on the screen. How dare the asshole wizard contact me now? Did he just want to gloat? Angry, I threw my phone across the room. It slammed against the wall and broke. 
I grabbed the bottle, by-passing my glass completely, and chugged down the mind-numbing liquid. 
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I concentrated on the bottle, weaving the thread around it the best I could, even though I already knew how it would turn out. The spell I needed was wizard magic, which was why I’d had no luck finding it. I’d been looking in the wrong place the whole time. 
It felt different and new but not impossible. But I was tired, and I felt that drained feeling I’d gotten right before I’d set the plant on fire by accident, except many times worse. I didn’t feel like I even had enough magic in me to lift a feather, let alone start a fire. 
Liam, the demon who was supposed to be spelled into the bottle, drifted out easily without even popping the cork. “No dice, wench. I’m still free.”
He drifted over to Seth, who had been hovering around me like a mother hen, offering sips of sugary drinks and insisting I go take a nap. The wizard had assured me the demon was a friend and not a slave forced to work.
Liam had been a captive of Seth’s father, a high-ranking wizard in the WEC. The two had struck up a friendship through the years. Despite having watched Seth grow up, Liam treated him as an equal and contemporary. The bond had been transferred to Seth as a gift for finishing his training, and when Seth had turned his back on the council, he’d freed the demon as well.
Liam’s presence had me thinking about Eamon all morning. As if the practice wasn’t hard enough already. I had to actively focus on something just to prevent myself from wondering what Eamon was doing and if he missed me. 
I’d been tempted to call him since I found out who was helping Mother, but I’d managed not to. If he wanted to know, he only had to read the encrypted messages Seth had sent him. Besides, if Eamon wanted to talk to me, he would have called by now. He hadn’t.
I’d almost expected him to call me or at least leave angry messages on my phone when he found out I’d left, but the silence had been worse. I guessed I wasn’t on his mind anymore now that I was gone. It was my own damned fault for falling in love with a demon; he’d been clear about being unable to love me back. I was so stupid.
“I don’t get it.” I wiped my palms down my face. “I rested all night, and I’m eating you out of house and home, but I still feel completely drained.” 
“We should stop.” Concern was plain on the wizard’s face. “When your magic reserves run out, you’ll start tapping into your life force. It’s not worth the risk.”
I’d found out when I got here that I’d blazed right through the first two spell books on my own much faster than was usually recommended. Oops. I had no idea what was normal or expected. I only had one goal in mind: get good enough to win. And according to Seth, I had. 
We’d made so much progress on my first day here, and I was so sure of myself. But instead of waking up refreshed and ready the following day, I’d woken up a zombie with bags under my eyes, ruddy skin, and a headache that made me feel like I’d rather be dead. Nugget had been no better, and it had worried me. 
That was yesterday. Seth had insisted I rest after a very short practice, promising to finally teach me to work the spell the next day. He’d ordered us enough food to serve an army, and I’d spent the day eating and napping while he played video games.
This morning had been better, but my magic drained quickly, and by the time he’d summoned Liam for a live test of the spell, I’d already run through most of my reserves. Needless to say, I’d failed every attempt at trapping my willing subject. 
“Why is this happening? I never felt like this at the penthouse.” I felt like stomping my feet in frustration like a child. At this rate, I’d never be free of Mother. Could my magic just not be enough? Was I destined to fail?
“What’s different there?” Liam asked. “At the penthouse, I mean. What did you do to recharge?” 
“The usual. I ate a lot. Took naps.” I remembered fondly how Eamon would join me for those naps and how often I woke up with him going down on me.
“You’re doing that here.” Seth rubbed his chin. “What about plants? Or crystals? Magical objects? What makes you happy?”
Iris was a green witch and mostly worked with plants and potions; she recharged best surrounded by flora. Sybil was a general witch who focused on wards professionally; she recharged best with crystals and objects around her—hence, her shrines. I wasn’t sure what I was yet. I hadn’t shown a preference or particular aptitude for any type of magic and had picked up wizard magic with only a few false starts. 
I’d been using the same techniques to recharge as I had back at the penthouse. I had everything I needed here: lots of food, a place to sleep, a big bathtub, and time to spend with Nugget. The only thing I missed was Eamon.
Eamon. Could I have been drawing energy from him? No way. Just because I missed him didn’t mean he was helping me recharge this whole time.
I must have let my thoughts show because Seth said, “Spit it out.”
“I don’t think it’s anything important,” I said, brushing off the silly idea. 
“Tell me anyway.” And when I didn’t reply, he said, “You want to trap Amrita, don’t you?”
“Ugh, fine,” I grumbled. “Eamon. Eamon was there. Could a witch unknowingly draw magic from a demon?”
The two exchanged a look. 
“Oh-ho!” Liam said with a chortle. “Eamon’s been getting his dicky sticky.”
I grimaced at the horrible phrase. Ugh. No wonder the centuries-old demon had gotten along with Seth when he was a teenager; he wasn’t much more mature himself.
Seth jammed his hands into his pockets. “Other than the naturally-occurring recovery from interacting with people who care about you, that is one of the only ways.”
He said one of the only ways, which meant there were others. “Then what’s another way?”
“You can consume his life force,” Liam offered. “But that’s permanent. Wizards used to do that to demons to increase their magic.”
I scowled, disgusted. “They ate you? That’s barbaric.”
“They considered sex even more so,” Liam said. “And with sex magic so prevalent among the witches of old, they thought of witchcraft as equally barbaric. It’s said that witches who recharge with sex are descendants of succubi. Did you know the old witch hunts were started by the wizards who had their fingers in the church at the time? The WEC is an old order.”
“I believe it.” The more I learned about the Wizards’ Elder Council, the more I realized they’d pulled the strings behind the scenes for a long, long time. 
This new revelation that I’d been recharging my magic through sex with Eamon made sense. It was the only thing I could think of missing from the equation here. He’d been there since I started teaching myself magic in earnest. Whenever I worked too long, he’d come over, we’d mess around, and I’d feel as if I was ready for more.
Holy crap! I was one of those witches who would’ve danced under the full moon and fucked my demon lover. And to think that before the fall of The Wall, I’d thought I was just another normal girl with an overprotective mother. I wondered if there were another version of Earth out there, where I led a normal life, as a normal woman, in a monster and magic-free world.
Liam’s question “what makes you happy” repeated in my head, and I stumbled the few steps to the couch and sat my ass down. This was all a little too much for me. Funny how, despite all the crazy things I’d learned over the last few weeks, it was the realization that Eamon was the source of my happiness that had me too shocked to stand.
“The use of fornication, especially with demons, satyrs, and the like, to recharge magic has since been driven underground,” Seth said. “Christianity made sure of that.”
“No more dancing for the devil under the pale moonlight,” I mumbled, thinking of the conversation with Eamon about the witches’ sabbath.
“Ah, those were the days,” Liam said, which earned him a glare from Seth. 
I watched the interaction curiously. 
“The four F’s. Frolicking, Feasting, and Fornication.” Liam grinned, showing a row of sharp teeth. 
“That’s only three,” Seth said with a roll of his eyes. 
“Math was never my strong suit. Fucking is.” Liam made a lewd gesture with his hips, then eyed me with renewed interest. “Now would be a great time to restart that tradition, what with The Wall down and women’s lib well underway.” He slid in next to me and draped an arm over my shoulder. “It’s not quite a full moon, but we can start that tradition tonight.”
I stiffened when a tail snaked over my lap. Liam was very attractive—of course, he was; demons could make themselves look any way they wanted—but he didn’t make shivers run down my spine the way Eamon did. Even if he did replenish my magic stores, it wouldn’t be the same.
But before I could push him away, Seth let out an angry grunt. “You’re such a fucking slut.”
Curiously, those words weren’t aimed at me. They were aimed at Liam. Was there more to their relationship than they let on at first glance?
“Yes. Yes, I am. What? Jealous?” Liam said teasingly. “Maybe you can join us, Seth. The more, the merrier.”
I cleared my throat. “Thank you for the offer, but I’m not interested.”
“Suit yourself.” Liam shrugged and drifted away right through the table, not bothering to use his human legs and looking not one bit offended. He stopped next to Seth and threw a very solid arm over his shoulder. “But if she truly recharges with sexual energy, then this is very interesting. I mean, all the signs point to it.”
“How old are you?” the wizard asked.
“Twenty-three,” I replied, though why my age mattered, I didn’t know.
“She’s the right age and the right look,” Liam said. “And she prefers to recharge through one single demon, just like you. It could be her.”
Just like him? Seth was like me, and Liam was his Eamon! But who the hell were they talking about? Who could I be?
“Who is her?“ I demanded. I was exhausted from my magical failures and had no patience for riddles.
Seth closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and exhaled slowly. When he opened his eyes again, he looked as if he’d aged a few years. He met my gaze. “You might be my missing baby sister.”
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“What are you doing here, Liam?” I asked as I jabbed at the punching bag.  
Demons didn’t always get along, and I didn’t particularly like this one; mostly because he’d sold out and joined forces with a wizard. The very one who had taken Tansy from me, in fact. If he wasn’t careful, I’d miss the punching bag and hit him in the face. 
“Oh, nothing really,” he said, picking up a set of weights and sitting on the bench next to me. He tossed the dumbbells into the air and caught them as if they weighed nothing. 
As if I’d ever believe that. He’d never come just to visit for no reason. “Go away, Liam. Whatever you’re here for, I’m not interested.”
“Really? I guess I read it wrong. I’d thought maybe you’d like to know how a certain blonde little witch is doing.”
That caught my attention. But realizing Liam probably just came to gloat, I ignored him. 
“Tansy is quite a woman.”
I gritted my teeth, trying not to react. I knew he was only baiting me. “I don’t care.”
I lied. I cared too much. So much that I’d baked her favorite cookies and left them in the wardrobe in my room that led to her purse, hoping that she’d find them. I didn’t even know if she still had the purse. For all I knew, she’d destroyed it already. According to Shelby, the only way to nullify the spell was to destroy either the purse or my wardrobe.
What were the chances she’d continued to use a purse that was magically connected to my room?
That didn’t stop me from checking the cabinet eagerly every chance I got, hoping to see that something had been moved. So far, she hadn’t been in there; nothing had been touched. That was why I was working out at the gym, even though there was a home gym at the penthouse—to stop myself from checking that cabinet every fucking hour.
It had worked for that, but it hadn’t stopped me from thinking about Tansy. I kept thinking I saw her out of the corner of my eye, but it was never her.
“I’m surprised you’re not more involved, considering the identity of the wizard Amrita is working with.”
Liam knew who it was? But of course he did; he was in with the fucking wizards. I was curious, but I knew this was just a ploy to get me to react, and I wasn’t going to fall for it. I ignored him. 
The sly bastard drifted into my line of sight just next to the heavy, swinging bag. “Apparently, Nastafar the Second is back in town.”
That had me turning my head, but only for a second; not long enough for me to miss the punching bag as it shot back at me. Nastafar was dead. It was his father, Nastafar the First, who’d spelled me into subservience, but the son had been worse, and the one who came to mind when I thought of my time in bondage. He’d delighted in the misery of others. I hated that man. 
Back then, it was easy for someone to live a long time without anyone noticing. Each generation of villagers simply thought he must be the son of the last rich man who’d lived there. The EA hadn’t been around in its modern form, and neither had the rule against stealing the life force of other humans and monsters. He was dead now, but if you’d asked me, I’d say he should have been dead a long time ago.
“You got to do better than that. Nastafar is dead.” I refused to look at the other demon.
Nastafar Number Two had messed with the wrong phoenix. There’d been nothing but ashes at the end of the encounter. They’d waited for weeks to see if he’d show up, but he never did. The WEC had waited a whole month to pronounce him dead. 
“Not so. Somehow, he got his grandson’s death removed from human records and is now living under his identity. Tell me,” Liam continued smugly, “were you freed from the spell after his disappearance?”
I didn’t reply. He already knew the answer. All the creatures Nastafar had ensorcelled in his home had been trapped there. His son had come and tried to transfer the binding to himself but had failed. In the end, he’d sold the property, and we were finally released when the building was bulldozed to make room for a high rise. If Nastafar had been alive, surely, he would’ve returned to claim his home.
“You would have been freed immediately the moment he died,” Liam said smugly. “He’s been in hiding, waiting for a certain phoenix to expire.” That was several years ago, before the fall of The Wall.
“Why are you telling me this?”
“Don’t you find it strange that he’d return to help an eternal spirit acquire the body of a gorgeous young woman with strong magic after the death of the only male descendant in his line?” Now the demon was speaking in riddles like a wizard too. Fuck him.
Abbados, Nastafar’s grandson, had expired by Grayson’s hands, pounded into smithereens for daring to use Shelby’s magic to help power a machine meant to reinstate The Wall. 
“He’s looking to produce another heir,” Liam said.
This time I did miss the punching bag. He wanted to use Tansy as his womb.
“Now you’re getting it. But since you said you don’t care, I guess I’ll have to find someone else to take care of Tansy’s little problem.” He started to fade away.
“Wait. What do you mean?” Problem? Was Tansy in trouble?
“You know, to help her recharge her magical batteries.” He made lewd thrusting motions with his hips. “Considering that’s how she’s been able to progress so quickly without draining her magical well. Someone—” he waggled his brows at me “— has been filling it for her.”
The powerful swirls of magic that surrounded us whenever she climaxed. Her ability to work her magic all day long. My urge to go to her when she tired and kiss her, lick her, touch her, and fuck her. It was her talent all along, drawing us together.
“But you’re not interested, so I’ll have to go to her rescue myself. Maybe I’ll convince Seth to join us.”
I growled and threw a punch at the snide fuckface, but my fist met only air as he poofed out of existence.
“But her magical well is deep,” Liam’s voice rang out from behind me. “Maybe I’ll need to call some friends to help us fill it.”
Anger controlled me, and I whirled around, lunging at the sound. I grabbed hold of nothing. He was gone. The other demon had come to rile me up, and he’d done his job. 
“Fuck!” 
Tansy was mine. That much I knew. Maybe it was all those times I’d demanded she tell me she was mine when we fucked. Somewhere along the way, I’d started believing it. It wasn’t just an ownership thing though. I’d had a lot of time to think about it, and I’d decided that what I felt was that pesky thing called love. I’d fallen for her.  
I hoped Liam enjoyed his little teasing, because it was the last fun thing he’d ever do. I was going to find my little witch and bring her back. If Seth had touched her, he was going to be one wasted wizard. And Liam? That rat bastard was as good as dead. 
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I took another bite of my Chinese takeout, letting the greasy, carby goodness help me come to terms with the fact that I not only had a brother, but a mother too. A biological mother who really wanted to meet me.  
Seth had been a teenager when his mother, heavily pregnant, had run off, disappearing for almost a week. When they finally found her, she’d recently given birth, but the baby was gone. My birth mother had given me away; not because she didn’t want me, but because she wanted a better life for me.
Having grown up as a daughter of a wizard, and been made to marry another, she knew life for a woman born to a member of the WEC was an unhappy one. Women were considered chattel—property—and wombs for bringing forth heirs.
Elana had magic, very strong magic, but had never been allowed to explore it. Instead, her husband had stolen it, channeling it to himself for his own use. He’d stolen so much that it had never replenished, and her magic was lost to her forever. 
She’d been miserable, and when the time came, she’d run. After giving birth in a motel room, she’d left the infant with the first witch she found, begging her to take the child far away. She’d given the witch the money from selling her only piece of jewelry, a wedding ring she despised. Then, Elana had returned for her punishment. 
Seth, sent in search of his mother, had interfered. Instead of bringing her back to his father, he’d brought her to the only entity that he knew was stronger and more powerful: Darlington’s resident dragon. 
He hadn’t known what he was doing, only that he needed help. Desmon had been impressed by the budding wizard’s bravery—though perhaps it was desperation—and offered to hide Elana from the WEC for a price: a favor to be returned in the future. Then the dragon had erased young Seth’s memories, replacing them with a fruitless search for his dame. 
“So how did you find out again?” I asked. We’d ended the day’s practice so he could explain.
“The forget spell faded after a year or so, after the threat of father reading my mind or using a truth serum had passed,” Seth explained. “I’ve been looking for you since.” He’d also started visiting the dragon to see his mother again, once he was old enough and was given more autonomy. 
It was a lot to take in. It was strange to have a brother. And a mother too.
“How do we know I’m definitely her?”
“We wouldn’t. Not without a DNA test, but I’m not interested in giving our DNA samples to any of the companies available, especially not with our magical abilities. But I’m pretty sure it’s you. I suspected the moment we met, but now, I’m sure. Recharging the way we do is for witches, not wizards; it came from our mother. You’re the right age. And you look like Mother when she was young. I saw photos.”
Mother. I had a mother, and I looked like her. I couldn’t stop the silly, stupid tears that welled up in my eyes. 
“I—I think I’ll like to meet her. But not right now. Maybe after I lock Amrita up for good. I don’t want her to meet me only to lose me again.”
“Of course.” 
We ordered takeout then, and as we waited for the food to arrive, Liam popped out to take care of some demon business while Seth sat down to play some more video games. I didn’t know how he managed to pay for this nice loft when all I’d seen him do for the last few days was yell at fourteen-year-olds online. 
I took my noodles to my room to think things through.
Fishing the can of soda from the takeout bag, I grumbled when I saw it was still not a diet cola. Sigh.
My phone rang, and for a moment I perked up at the possibility that Eamon was finally calling. But the logical side of me knew it was probably Sybil or Shelby. I’d been talking to both the last few days—especially Sybil, who had a lot of questions about wizard magic. 
I looked over at the nightstand for my phone, but it wasn’t there. The ring had come from my purse. Shit! I’d left it in there yesterday and forgot to charge it last night. I grabbed the bag, which was hanging from the bedpost, and opened it.  
I gawked, confused for a moment before I realized what I was staring at. It was the inside of Eamon’s wardrobe. I’d opened my purse the wrong way without thinking. 
My phone was still ringing, but I was too distracted now to find it. 
The shelf dedicated to my magical handbag wasn’t how I’d left it. In one corner sat the violet that had survived spontaneous combustion. Eamon had installed an LED light over it. Lining the other side was a row of diet colas. Next to those was a Tupperware container with my name on it, followed by a smaller container labeled For Nugget. And finally, a note sat at the center, folded twice, with my name scrawled across it in masculine handwriting. 
The ringing had stopped now, but I didn’t care. I’d call back later.
I reached for the note, my hands shaking. 
I’m sorry. I love you. – Eamon.
I reread it several times, even though it was a grand total of six words.
He loved me. That couldn’t be right; demons didn’t love. This must be a joke. 
I picked up the container labeled with my name. Inside were the cookies I loved so much. The container for Nugget was filled with her favorite snacks. Tears welled in my eyes. This couldn’t be real, but I knew it was. Eamon had always been attentive. He might claim he didn’t care, but he did. This wasn’t a joke. He loved me just as I loved him. 
The door to my room crashed open.
“Are you okay?” Seth asked. He looked frazzled. 
“Yes, why?”
“There’s something trying to break through our wards. Come stand next to me.”
“It might be Eamon.” I held the note up. 
“Or it could be Amrita and Nastafar. We don’t know.”
Right. Couldn’t be too careful. I hurried over, but just as I got there, Liam popped into existence beside me.
“Let him in, Seth. But shield yourself from attack. Our little Tansy has a visitor.” He grinned, looking every bit the troublemaker he was.
“What did you do?” Seth demanded. 
“What had to be done,” Liam said cryptically. “You’ll thank me later. Try not to hurt our guest, would you?”
“Fine, but this better pan out.” Seth made a gesture with his hands, and the air around us shimmered. 
Seconds later, a very angry and shirtless Eamon appeared in the room. He glanced around, saw me behind Seth, and snarled. He lunged at Seth, looking ready to beat him to a pulp.
Fuck! Things were about to get ugly.
I darted out in front of the wizard, screaming, “Stop! Eamon, please!” I grabbed onto his arm, hoping he wouldn’t just phase right through me to get at his target. Just in case, I sent a soothing spell his way. Just like many of the spells I knew, it was meant for a more domestic chore, to soothe a crying baby. I hoped it worked for angry demons, and I hoped I had enough energy to maintain it.
It did. Eamon stopped and seemed to calm. 
“Eamon, so good of you to finally join us,” Liam said.
Eamon lunged for him, and this time, even I was unable to stop him. He threw something at the other demon that looked like a fine, see-through net. It landed and disappeared, doing no harm, but when Liam tried to phase out from Eamon’s punch, he was unable to. The net had trapped him in solid form.
The punch landed on the demon’s face, then another. 
“Stop it!” I wailed, trying to pull him off the other demon. “What is wrong with you?”
Suddenly Eamon froze, unable to move. Seth held his hands out as if holding him.
“Liam, you have ten seconds to explain what is happening,” the wizard ordered. 
Liam wiped his face with his hands, and his crooked nose straightened. “I might have implied that we were going to sleep with Tansy.”
“What?!” Seth and I exclaimed in unison.
“Why would I do that?” the wizard asked. “She’s most likely my sister. Even the wizards at the WEC don’t do that to preserve their magic line, now that we understand genetics.”
“We weren’t going to. I just wanted to get Eamon to come over.” Liam sidled over to his wizard. “It worked, didn’t it? Now, let’s give these two some time alone. I think you owe me a dinner.”
Seth sighed. “Fine.” He turned to me. “We’ll be back in two hours. Don’t let him pee on the furniture.” He gave me a pat on the back, and I felt the magical threads holding Eamon transfer to me. Then the two left, and I was alone with my demon. 
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I stood frozen in place as the meaning of Liam’s words slowly filtered through the angry haze. The asshole lied about banging Tansy to get me to come here. 
Tansy looked amused as the two got ready and left the home. She fidgeted with something in her hands. I wanted to gather her in my arms and whisk her away from here, but I still couldn’t move, even though the two were gone.
Fuck. The fucking wizard better not be leaving me frozen the entire time. If he did, I’d rearrange his face, even if he hadn’t touched Tansy. I might do that anyway for implying that I wasn’t housebroken. 
“Did you write this?” Tansy held up a familiar piece of paper.
After checking that goddamned cupboard for what seemed like the millionth time, I’d written that note and put it inside. I’d convinced myself she’d destroyed the purse attached to it. I’d wanted to tell her how I felt, but at the same time, I’d worried that she wouldn’t want the love of a demon. So, I’d written the simple note and left it in there, my little shrine to her, believing she’d never see it.
I tried to talk, but the spell held me captive. Tansy’s lips moved without sound while she made a small gesture, and I was able to talk again. She had control over the spell.
“Yes, I did.”
Her expression was unreadable. “Did you mean it?”
I’d been drunk at the time, but yes, I meant it. “Every word of it. I am sorry. I do love you. And I am still Eamon.”
“Really?” The word was shaky, as was her bottom lip, which I wanted to capture with mine. 
“Yes. I’m still Eamon,” I said with a straight face.
“Ugh! And you’re still horrible!” She slapped me on the chest with the back of her hand. 
“Oof. I didn’t know you were kinky like that, little witch. Abusing me while you have me all tied up.” 
She threw the note at me, making an exasperated sound, then stomped off up the stairs and through a door.
“Hey! Come back, sexy,” I shouted up to her.
Nugget flew out from the room instead to greet me by landing and settling on my head.
“Hey. How’s my little cutie doing?”
“Such a cutie,” she said. “Oooooh. Such a cutie.”
“See, Nugget forgives me. Come back!” I knew what she wanted to hear. I worried she didn’t love me back, but I knew I had to tell her. “Would it help if I told you I love you?”
She peeked over the railing. “Say it again.”
“I love you, Tansy.”
The spell on me faded completely, and I was up the stairs in an instant, and she was in my arms. I kissed the top of her head. 
“I love you too, Eamon. I missed you so much.” She buried her face in my chest. 
She loved me!  A warmth filled my chest, almost convincing me that I had a heart. I must be the luckiest demon on this plane. 
I tilted her chin to kiss her, but it was only now that I noticed she had bags under her eyes, and her usually radiant complexion was ruddy and dull. Liam hadn’t been lying when he’d mentioned she needed help replenishing her magic stores. I cupped her face instead. 
“You need rest, little witch.”
“Is that your way of saying I look like shit?” she asked, chuckling. 
“You will always be gorgeous to me, but I worry about your health.” I quirked my lips. “After all, you need to be able to keep up with me.”
She turned serious. “I’ve slept for hours and eaten everything I could get my hands on. I’ve played with Nugget, taken showers and baths, and listened to music. I even tried to play video games because Seth insists they help him a lot. Everything works just a little to replenish my magic, but not enough.” She put her hands on my cheeks. “I need you, Eamon.”
I let out a rumbling purr, ridiculously happy at her words. “Then you will have me. Anytime you want. Forever.” Then, because I knew it would make her roll her eyes, I added, “I’ll be your special sauce.”
I didn’t know how we ended up on the bed, but I was kissing her, nibbling and licking every part of her I could reach. When her clothes got in my way, I grabbed them.
“Don’t you dare rip these, Eamon. I’ll have nothing left.” Her attempts at mending her clothes magically worked only in our eyes. Nugget had refused to cuddle in them afterward, turning her little beak up at the shoddy handiwork. 
“But—”
“You don’t want me naked around Seth and Liam, do you?”
I growled, and she chuckled softly.
“So possessive. Just the way I love you. Don’t worry. I don’t want anyone else but you. I’m all yours.”
The words were music to my ears. Tansy was mine. Peeling her clothes off her slowly, I worshiped each new piece of skin I exposed until she was writhing on the bed and begging me to fuck her. 
“We don’t have all night. Please,” she begged as she shoved my head down between her legs. 
So demanding. And all for me. I hiked her knees over my shoulders and rewarded her with a thick tongue plunging into her pussy.
“Yes!” she hissed, her hands tightening on my horns. 
Fuck, she tasted exquisite. Soon she was bucking and moaning and grinding frantically on my face. Her walls clenched around my tongue, and she cried out, tossing her head from side to side. 
I turned her over and pulled her ass into the air, giving it a resounding smack. Then I looked at the clock. We still had one hour and forty-five minutes. I wondered how many times I could have her screaming my name in that time. That was one.
I slid the head of my cock up and down her slippery seam before pushing in. The pillow muffled her breathy cries as she stretched around me, her cunt wrapping around each bump and ridge along my length.  
Sending a tendril around her body to form a sucker over her clit, I gripped her hips and asked, “Ready for number two?”
I didn’t wait for her to answer. I pounded into my little witch until no pillows could muffle her sounds, and magic danced in the room around us. 
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I stretched in bed, expecting to feel Eamon’s body next to mine, but I was alone.  
Seth had kicked him out when he and Liam got back from their dinner date. Eamon had tried to take me home to the penthouse, but the wizard had insisted that, until I could consistently trap Liam in the bottle and had learned a handful of useful offensive and defensive wizard spells, I was his ward.
Eamon hadn’t taken that well, and I’d had to calm things down. In the end, Seth had conceded to a two-hour visitation window every day, for recharging purposes. The wizard still didn’t like having Eamon in his home any more than Eamon liked being in it, but at least they weren’t at each other’s throats anymore. 
We started the day with a lot of coffee, and I attempted the specialized containment spell on Liam while my magical stores were at their fullest. Containment spells were notoriously difficult. 
They were like wards, but instead of keeping something out of a small area, they kept them out of everywhere else. In my case, the bottle defined the boundaries, and everything else was restricted. Technically, it would take an infinite amount of energy since that was an infinite amount of space, but there were ways around it.
Even with all the tricks, it still took up a massive amount of energy and explained why so many wizards and witches perished when attempting to hold demons and other creatures. They’d try to trap them in a circle or pentagram, only to run out of magic and become the monster’s lunch or plaything. Talk about a role reversal.
That was why I needed a special container to keep Mother in. A cozy pickle container. Defeating the spirit first with the ensorcelled sword would also help. Instead of drawing on my energy every time Mother tried to get out, like a ward would, this special combination—born of both wizardry and witchcraft—was a one-time thing. 
Seth and I stared at the bottle. Nothing happened. 
“You can come out now,” Seth called out.
Still nothing. He picked the bottle up and uncorked it. Dark smoke drifted out and coalesced into Liam, who sent me a wide grin. 
“Little Missy, you are now one of the very few people alive in this world who can hold a demon captive.” He held a palm up for a high five, making me wonder again if he was really centuries old. I didn’t leave him hanging.
“Thank you,” I said to them both. They’d given me the last piece of my puzzle.
“We’re not done yet,” Seth said. “I don’t feel comfortable letting you leave without a large arsenal, magical and physical, to defend yourself.”
The two had already taught me some basic physical self-defense. They’d warned that with the spell to capture and keep Amrita contained being so draining, I had to take care not to use too much of my magic before I needed it.
When the time came, I wouldn’t be casting it fresh-faced after a good sleep. It would be after a possibly drawn-out fight with Dean’s goons and the Nasty-wizard. I doubted Amrita would wait around in spirit form so Eamon and I could do the horizontal tango to replenish my reserves. Liam had conceded to letting Eamon deal the final blow and have the honor of manipulating the spirit into the bottle. 
“We can do more lessons later,” Liam said. “I say we go out to celebrate with a big brunch.”
“That sounds great,” I said. “I’m famished.” And it had only been one spell.
I got ready to leave, excited to finally go out after so many days working my ass off and subsisting on takeout and energy drinks. I grabbed my phone from the nightstand and fired off a quick message to Eamon, asking him to stick his head in the cabinet. He answered with a simple, “K.”
Then I opened my purse the proper way, tossed my phone in, closed it, and flipped it around. I didn’t know what I expected. And for a moment, I wondered if I’d see the back of his head, the magic of the cabinet cutting him off at the neck, giving me a cross-section of his body. How gross would it be? 
But when I opened my purse, I was greeted with a bust of Eamon from the shoulder up, the rest of him phasing right through the shelf and floor. That wasn’t so bad.
“Hello, gorgeous. You rang?”
“Yup! I just successfully trapped Liam in a bottle,” I announced proudly. 
“Good, about time someone did that.”
“We let him back out.” 
He scowled. “Now why the hell would you do that?”
I just laughed and said, “Pucker up. I want a kiss. You know, to replenish.” I lied; I just really wanted a kiss. 
He grinned as I leaned my face into my purse. 
It was strange to have my face in my purse, but that didn’t matter when our lips touched. It was a sweet kiss, a gentle one full of love and care, showing a different but equally amazing side of him.
“What the fuck are you doing?” Liam’s voice had me gasping and lifting my head. He’d just walked in on me with my face stuck in my purse.
My face heated up. “What happened to knocking?”
He shrugged. “I don’t usually knock when I phase through walls. I didn’t know you had a thing for cheap pleather. I could always dress up if—” 
Eamon took this moment to growl, “You should have left him in the fucking bottle.”
“Oh, your purse is enchanted. Smart.” Then, ignoring Eamon completely, he said, “We’re ready to go. This place has a patio so you can bring Nugget. It’s best to stay close to your familiar, and boujee bitches bring their spoiled purse rats there all the time.”
I waved goodbye to Eamon, feeling a little more refreshed, even with the tiny kiss. It was a warm day, and I couldn’t actually wear my hoodie, but I tied it around my waist so that Nugget could hide in the hood.
The restaurant was in a hotel close to the penthouse, and as we drove by, I thought of Eamon. I couldn’t wait to go back there when this was all done. I appreciated Seth’s hospitality, but I’d already started thinking of the penthouse as home.
We sat on the patio, enjoying the great weather. Both Seth and Liam looked around vigilantly, even though they assured me that Nastafar wasn’t the type to attack in public, preferring to stay under the radar. The more witnesses there were, the safer I’d be.
The food was amazing. Seth had suggested we order extra so I could get all my calories in, and we ordered five brunches to share between the three of us. Like Eamon, Liam really enjoyed eating, even though he didn’t technically require the nutrition. 
I snuck little pieces of fruit to Nugget, who sat perched on the spare chair. Just as Liam had said, there were other pets on the patio, including a Chihuahua in a dress that eyed my little cutie from a few tables away. I eyed her right back. 
Halfway through the meal, chaos descended on our peaceful little patio. 
“This is a robbery; hands on the table where we can see them!” shouted a rough voice. 
“One wrong move, and I’ll blow your head off!” shouted another.
The assailants wore masks and bulletproof vests, but even with the new get-up, I recognized those voices: Ned and Ted. And Dean had outfitted them with real weapons.  Behind them was a gang of similarly dressed thugs. This wasn’t just a robbery; they were looking for me. They started at the entrance to the patio, asking each person for watches, wallets, and jewelry.
My face must have given it away because Seth mouthed, “Dean’s men?” 
I nodded.
Seth mumbled something under his breath, and a shimmery blanket settled over us. It felt like a blanket of silence spell but was something more. The wizard shoved several bills under his plate where the thugs wouldn’t look. “Come on, let’s get out of here.”
Liam huffed and shoved as much food into his mouth as he could. No one paid us any attention as we got up and left, Seth helping me hop the fence. 
“This isn’t Nastafar’s usual MO,” Liam grumbled.
We headed to Seth’s matte-black Porsche, which was parked at the very back of the parking lot; he’d insisted on parking far from any other cars that might scratch his baby. As he stepped around to get into it, there was a loud boom, and a rush of energy threw me off my feet.
I hunched my body, trying to protect Nugget as I fell, and the impact knocked the wind out of me. I’d protected my face but had hit my head. It didn’t hurt too bad, but when I tried to get up, the world spun wildly, and I stuck out my arm to stop myself from face-planting again. 
Despite the world that wouldn’t stop spinning, I felt rather than saw a man I didn’t recognize approaching. My hands went to the hoodie tied around my waist. I felt around until I found Nugget’s tiny body. I pulled her out, checking to make sure she was okay. She was uninjured.
I tossed her into the air and whispered, “Go, Nugget. Fly to Eamon.” Then I prayed that she would fly away rather than come back to me.
Please understand me. She understood words I used often and could differentiate people by name. I hoped our time at the penthouse had been enough for her to recognize his name. The building was right there in the distance. Would she be smart enough to go?
“Just give up. That stupid bird can’t help you now.” The man picked me up as easily as if I weighed nothing at all.
The movement caused a wave of nausea, and I retched. As darkness surrounded me, the last thing I saw was Seth lying unconscious on the ground.
[image: image-placeholder]I woke up in a cage with Mother pacing in front of it.  
Seriously? A cage? She really needed to be more creative with this whole villain thing. 
“You’re awake.” The voice coming out of Dean’s mouth sounded more like Mother than ever. 
For some reason, I couldn’t find it in myself to be scared this time. I was beyond that. I was pissed, livid. All I’d wanted was to enjoy the ritzy hotel brunch Seth and Liam had raved about the entire way there. Instead of enjoying my ricotta pancakes and prosciutto benedicts, I got yet another kidnapping I didn’t ask for.
This was why I had to get rid of Mother once and for all. I couldn’t live the rest of my life wondering if my next outing would be ruined again, courtesy of Mother Dearest.
“Do you know how hard I had to fight for control after our last encounter? I should’ve taped your mouth shut before you put ideas into this idiot’s head,” she snarled, then her voice turned saccharine. “No matter. He’s subdued now, and you are here.”
“I’ll never let you in, bitch.” I was all bluster. “If you think you had to work hard with Dean, you haven’t seen anything yet.”
“I’m not keeping you. Not yet. Nastafar gets you first, and then when he’s broken your spirit, you’ll come to me ready to give me what I want.” 
“Never!” I struggled against my bonds, but it was no use. 
“I’ll take your body, but you’re just a stepping-stone now.”
I didn’t have time to ponder what that meant because the door behind her opened, and the man from before stepped in. 
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The solution Seth and I had agreed on wasn’t ideal, but I’d live. I couldn’t wait to have Tansy back in my home where she belonged, especially now that we’d both admitted our feelings. Knowing I had a future with her in it made waiting for the daily two-hour visitation windows bearable. 
Her little stunt with the purse had been cute, and it would keep me going until later tonight when I got to see her again. Until then, I just had to keep myself distracted. Hopefully in more productive ways than the last few days from hell.
It had been a shock to find out Tansy was Seth’s sister. I remembered hearing about the fiasco back in the day. Of course, they didn’t have genetic proof, but that hadn’t stopped Seth from treating her as if she were part of the family. He’d tried to get all big brother on me. 
Ugh! I’d have a wizard as family. Disgusting.
Family, because I planned on asking Tansy to marry me the moment she was back. I’d even spent extra time holding her hand, kissing it, trying to memorize her fingers and guess her ring size. Now that I’d accepted that what we had was love, I wanted to lock her down in every way possible, including the human one. 
I was going to buy her the biggest stinking diamond I could find. I’d  seen the diamond ring Dean had gotten her. It was a measly single-carat. I could do better than that. I’d been saving much of my earnings since my freedom, having nothing much to spend it on after helping the brothers acquire the penthouse. There was my bike, and I ate well, but I didn’t need clothes since they were a part of my body. 
I eyed the sparkling monstrosity on my screen. It would look great on her hand. Platinum was traditional, but rose gold would look great against her skin. Who cared about tradition? I wanted the ring that flattered her most. Rose gold it was. Complete with matching wedding band. 
Was I jumping the gun? Yes. Did I care? Not at all. Tansy was mine. All mine. 
A rattling at the window had me frowning. What the hell? The blur of yellow and orange confused me for a moment before I realized what I was looking at. Nugget! I was glad we hadn’t polished the glass, and she hadn’t crashed into it. 
That window didn’t open, so I went to the nearest balcony and let her in. She flapped in my face, and the urgency of it had my heart sinking into the pit of my stomach. Tansy was in trouble!
I fished my phone out of my pocket and dialed Seth’s number. No one picked up. This time, I resisted the temptation to throw my phone at the wall; I’d learned my lesson.  
I paced my bedroom, trying to think of where to start looking. They’d gone out for brunch. Where would a rich-ass wizard and his spoiled demon sidekick go for brunch? Or was that an asshole demon and his spoiled wizard? 
My phone rang. It was Officer Cooley. I picked it up, but instead of her voice, a panicked-sounding Seth was on the line.
“He has them. Both of them. Fuck. He snuck up on us. Fuuuuck!” He made a frustrated sound. “My fucking head. Argh.” 
“Yes, I know. Nugget told me. I just tried calling you.”
“Nugget made it out? I didn’t see anything; I was unconscious. And Nastafar smashed my phone. The fucking prick.” He sounded like he was pacing, working himself into a frenzy.
“Seth. You need to sit down; you have a concussion,” Cooley said in the background then muttered under her breath, “Dumbass wizards. I don’t know why I keep coming to work.”
“We need to get to them.” Seth sounded as desperate as I felt. “They arrested a bunch of assholes. I questioned them, but they are useless.”
“Spouting gibberish,” I guessed.
“Fucking—”
“Don’t you dare throw my phone, Seth!” Cooley yelled. 
There were sounds of a struggle, and I growled. I didn’t have time for this. Nastafar had Tansy, and I needed to get to her. 
“Eamon?” It was Cooley.  
“Where are you?” I demanded. 
I didn’t let her finish. They were at the hotel nearby. I phased out and floated there as quickly as I could, my phone phasing with me. I didn’t know how it worked, just that it was part of my magic. Whatever inanimate thing I held dematerialized with me.
“Hello? Hello?” 
I watched as the female cop shook her head and hung up. Her partner Hayes was nowhere in sight. Then she let out a small shriek when I popped into existence in front of her. 
“Fuck! You scared the bejesus out of me.” She covered her face with her hands. “Don’t do that again.”
She caught me up quickly on what had happened since I was clearly in a rush. “It’s the same as before. We can’t get any information from them.” She gestured to the group standing in a row with handcuffs.
“Where the fuck are we going to find them?” Seth grabbed his head, looking in pain. He was covered in abrasions and scratches. “Nastafar took Liam, too.” Behind him was a charred Porsche 911 that must belong to him. 
“Nasty-far?” Cooley made a face. “What a horrible name. No wonder he turned out an asshole.”
“We should check Abbados’s place,” I said, eager to go. “Liam said he’s taken over his identity. He must have his properties too.”
“Damn. Why didn’t I think of that?”
“It’s going to be warded.” How the fuck was I going to get inside?
“I might have a trick up my sleeve.” Seth took a step and wobbled.
“Shit, Seth.” Cooley caught him. “You can’t even stand. You just survived an explosion. Sit your ass down.”
“He has Liam!” he roared. Then he grabbed his head again.
The wizard cared about his demon companion a lot more than I’d given him credit for. It wasn’t a brotherly love either. Did he love Liam as I loved Tansy? 
Cooley sighed. “You guys are lucky I get hazard pay. I hope I don’t end up regretting this. Get in the cruiser, Seth.” She eyed me. “Want to play my partner for today? I know what you can do.”
I grinned. I liked her plan, but I planned on making it even better. I just hoped she would forgive me afterward. “Let me grab a few things.”
I popped back to my penthouse and picked up the sword and the pickle jar, along with a six-pack of meal replacement drinks for Seth. I assumed he’d drained all his magic protecting himself from the blast and had none left to heal himself. Something like a concussion shouldn’t stop a wizard of his caliber. He looked like a punk but hid powerful magic. 
When I returned, Cooley was talking to another pair of cops that had arrived. 
Seth was in the back seat of the cruiser, still holding his head. “I don’t get,” he said. “Why are you playing her partner?”
“Cooley is offering to help us walk in the front door,” I explained. “But I have a better idea. Do your magic and make everyone ignore us. We’re stealing the cruiser.”
“What?”
I pointed to the recorder on the cruiser.
“I’ll jumble it,” Seth said, cracking open a high-calorie drink. 
“I plan on murdering Nastafar in cold blood. And since Dean’s there, I’m killing two birds with one stone. I don’t want Cooley involved. She doesn’t need this on her.” I concentrated and formed myself into Cooley’s feminine shape, complete with badge. 
Seth nodded. “Yes. Let’s leave her out of it.” The wizard glanced over at the woman. “It’s best she isn’t there for that. She sees enough shit as is.”
“Make her forget I mentioned Abbados’s place too. We’ll take care of it. Make it look like an accident.”
“Already ahead of you.” Seth had gone through two bottles of the disgusting stuff and was looking a little better. “I can also hide your real aura and replace it with a human woman’s just long enough for you to get invited into the home. Let’s go.”
No one stopped us as we drove away. 
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“Very nice,” said the middle-aged looking wizard steepling his fingers. He’d changed into a long wizard’s robe straight out of a fantasy movie, and he had villain written all over him. A proper villain; not Mother’s half-assed facsimile. 
We must be in his home. I glanced around, finally taking note of my surroundings. We were in a library. The books on the shelves were magical in nature. Everything was over-decorated, with ornate carpets and thick velvet drapes. The place looked expensive. If Nastafar had just returned from being dead for decades, then how did he get access to this place? It wasn’t Mother’s or Dean’s.
There was another cage next to mine. Liam! He was out cold. I never knew demons could be knocked unconscious. These bars must be spelled if they could hold a demon. This was the asshole who’d held Eamon captive, and I bet he planned to do the same to Liam. 
“I worried you wouldn’t be worth all this trouble. I knew you had strong magic when you brought down that building.” He looked me up and down like he was about to purchase a horse. “But I hadn’t expected you to be a beauty too. You’ll make a fine mother to my heir.”
His heir? If this guy thought I was going to make little wizard babies with him, he had bad news coming. He wasn’t bad-looking, but knowing that he’d been helping Mother this whole time made him butt-ugly in my eyes. Besides, I’d already decided that my future babies would be half-demon. 
“That’s not happening, old man.” Wasn’t he like a centenarian? Maybe even older?
I tested my magic subtly, just reaching a tiny arm of it out to touch the bars. Just as I thought, they prevented me from using my magic. 
“You don’t have much of a choice,” he said, not giving any indication that he noticed my testing of the bars. “You’re mine to play with until you bear me two children. One male to continue my line, and one female to raise for Amrita.”
Mother would have me do all the hard work first before taking over and raising her next victim. Her words made sense now. 
“We can do this one of two ways. I’m not an unreasonable man.” He spread his hands. “You can be nice, and I’ll do the same. Or you can fight me, and I’ll use force. Either way, I’ll get what I want.”
“Why are you even helping Amrita?” I asked, trying to get his angle. “There’s nothing she could give you. Besides, my truck isn’t with you. It’s with that hag. If all you wanted was an heir, you could have come straight to me. All I would’ve asked for was help in destroying her.”
“That would have been a better arrangement had I known about you before.” The wizard looked pensive. 
I needed to get out of these bars, so I thought fast, hoping I was only a bad liar to Eamon because we had such a great connection. “It’s not too late,” I suggested.
I considered vamping the wizard but decided to play on his greed instead. I was banking that the asshole had no loyalty to Amrita, because she sure as hell wasn’t loyal to him. “It’s not like Amrita has anything else to give you that I can’t. Her current body is useless. Magicless.” 
The evil wizard grinned. “You wish to make a deal. What makes you think you are in the position to barter?”
“You want power. So does Amrita. Do you really think that when she takes over my body, she’ll let you have any of the power and magic? She’ll turn on you immediately, and you know it.”
The doorbell rang, and Nastafar frowned. “Dean, see who it is!” he shouted.
Ooh. Mother must hate being ordered around like some servant. This place looked grand, the type of place that needed people to run; Nastafar might have possession of it, but he hadn’t staffed it yet. 
He turned back to me. “Now where were we?”
“I was just telling you how I wouldn’t turn on you, because our goals are different. I don’t want power or magic. I just want to keep my mind and body.” I looked around the room that oozed wealth. “And a cushy life.” I raised my eyebrow. “Possibly with a rich and powerful man. You wouldn’t even need to fight for it like you would with Amrita.”
That caught his attention. “You’re happy being a trophy wife, while Amrita will probably slit my throat in my sleep.” He scratched his chin. “Yes. That does sound like a good offer. But you’re already soiled.” He looked at Liam, who was still unconscious. 
“Oh him? He’s not mine. He’s Seth’s.” I waved my hand casually. “Seth wasn’t interested in what I had to offer.” I hoped he believed I’d made the same offer to the other wizard and was just as fickle as he was, willing to jump ship for a better option. Let him believe I’d been there looking for a husband and not magic lessons. 
I must have said the right thing because he sneered. “It’s disgusting what that boy has with that monster.“ Typical. The bigoted old wizard made a gesture toward my cage and the door opened. “We have a deal.”
Yes! The magic woke inside me, but I didn’t dare touch it yet. I didn’t dare take on Nastafar alone unless I had to. I needed to free Liam.
Nastafar had other ideas. He pulled me to himself with his magic, then grabbed me by the hips, his fingers digging in cruelly. I wanted to shove him away but I couldn’t, not if I wanted him to leave me alone with Liam so I could try to free him. I had to play this game just a bit longer. 
“Not yet.” I put up my left hand and pointed to my ring finger. “Do I look like the type who’d put out without a ring?” Channeling my inner gold-digger, hoping it was believable, I added, “And the diamond better be bigger than the one Dean gave me.” 
He laughed. “Of course. A kiss, for now.” He mashed his mouth on mine.
I tried to relax and blank my mind, even though I was thoroughly disgusted. A disturbance coming from another part of the house rescued me from my moment in hell. Nastafar grumbled something about Dean being useless and stomped away. 
I made a gagging face the moment he left the room. I needed to rinse my mouth out with a lot of soap, but I was free and I had my magic. I turned to the cage. 
Liam glared at me, fully awake. “You jumped ship fast.”
“Nope. Still on your side.” Then I sent my magic out to explore the outside of the cage. Magical bindings wrapped around the cage like heavy chains; they weren’t thin threads I could break.
“There has to be a way,” I muttered. I kept following the chain around and around the cage until I found several chains that left it. I tracked them, but they didn’t go out the door to connect with the wizard. Instead, they went up to a trio of urns on a shelf above the desk. “Liam, what are those?”
“Trapped demons and other beings.” Then softly to himself, “Guess I’ll end up back in one of those soon.”
“They’re connected to this cage. If I break those urns, will it break the spell on the cage and free you?”
He brightened. “Yes. But you’ll free all the souls in them as well. I don’t know what kind they are, and some of them will be angry. They might attack the first person they see.”
“Then you better get ready to protect me.” I climbed onto the desk to reach the urns, throwing each down to the ground. They landed with loud crashes and magic filled the air. As the magic curled and swirled into forming creatures, I hurried over to the cage.
Liam was already stepping out of it. He dematerialized and formed around me, his tension palpable. As the first figure formed, he relaxed.
“Prax. An incubus. I recognize him,” his incorporeal form said in my ear. “The worst he can do is fuck you silly.”  He waved to Prax, a strange feeling because he was surrounding me. 
“You freed me?” Prax cracked his neck. 
“No. Tansy did.”
“Then I owe her my thanks.” The incubus, who looked nearly identical to a demon, surveyed me. “A pretty little witch. I’m in luck.”
“Welcome to freedom,” I said. “If you want to repay me, help me fight Nastafar. He’ll be back.”
“My pleasure. I plan on wringing his neck.”
“You’ll have to get in line,” Liam said. “Eamon’s probably on his way.”
My heart did a little hop and skip at the mention of his name. 
The next spirit didn’t even fully form, it just flew right through the closed window and disappeared. Smart spirit. It was free and it didn’t plan on getting caught again.
We weren’t so lucky with the last spirit; it solidified into a giant ogre, and it was angry. It roared and looked around. Seeing me, it raised a giant fist and bellowed. Then it charged at me.
Liam flung my body to the side, cushioning my landing with his substance. I murmured a spell and flung it at the raging beast. And suddenly, the ogre was swaddled like a giant baby in a massive blanket. A gigantic pacifier appeared in his mouth. It struggled, but the blankets held tight. 
Prax looked at it wide-eyed, then at me, then he dissolved into laughter. 
“It was the only spell I could think of,” I said defensively. “It worked, didn’t it?”
But we had bigger problems now, because the door flung open and Nastafar stood glaring at us. He flung his arm out and both Liam and Prax were hurled against the wall. They struggled but were pinned in place. He took in the smashed urns and the swaddled ogre. 
“You little bitch!” he roared. “What have you done?”
.




Chapter 36
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Eamon


Amrita opened the door. Stuck in Dean’s magicless body, she didn’t notice my disguise. She also didn’t recognize Seth, who had spelled himself into a cop’s uniform, pretending to be my partner.  
I made something up about the neighbors calling in to complain about strange people they didn’t recognize at the home and a car that didn’t belong. We apologized, saying the people in this neighborhood were nosy like that and we were used to useless calls like these but still had to investigate.
“The car’s mine. I’m visiting my Uncle,” Amrita explained, still not letting us in.
“Of course. We get anonymous complaints from someone in this neighborhood all the time. Unfortunately, we still have to come in and ask a few questions. It’s standard procedure after a complaint.” I looked past Dean. “Just let Abbados know it’s us again. He’s used to this song and dance.”
I was banking on the fact that Amrita hadn’t dealt with the police in the other body and had to go off Dean’s knowledge, which probably only included them taking him in for loitering.
“Abbados isn’t here right now. But I can answer your questions.” Amrita had let us in, most likely not to seem suspicious. 
“Of course,” I stepped inside the home, and no magic stopped me. 
Seth followed behind, closing the door behind him. Once we were inside, we followed Dean to a sitting room. The home was quiet. There were no servants. Not even any of Dean’s goons. They would’ve really drawn attention in a swanky neighborhood like this. Nastafar probably didn’t want them stinking up his home. 
Tansy was here though. I could smell the faint scent of her, as well as the barest trace of her magic. Her magic was unique, and I could recognize it anywhere. I gave Seth a nod and we doffed our disguises, which had also conveniently hidden the sword strapped to my hips. 
Amrita took a step back and opened her mouth but Seth was ready with a spell, silencing her. I overpowered her with my strength—Dean was not very strong—and trussed her up for later. She slammed her body hard against the floor, banging on it and alerting the wizard upstairs. 
Fuck. So much for being quiet. 
Seth threw a blanket of silence over us and we dragged her down the hall to the broom closet as Nastafar pounded down the stairs. I closed the door just in time behind us and held my breath. The tiny closet was cramped for the three of us, but I dared not phase out. Nastafar might sense the change in magic. As it was, I worried he’d notice the blanket of silence if he got too close.
We wanted the element of surprise on our side. According to Seth, Nastafar had gotten stronger in his absence. Most likely from consuming the magic of unsuspecting creatures. 
He didn’t come down the hallway though, going to the door instead. He opened it and looked outside. “Fucking cops,” he muttered under his breath. Then louder, “Dean?” 
He continued calling for Dean but his voice sounded more distant. Had Nastafar stepped outside? I snuck a tendril of my essence under the door and formed an eye. The wizard stood outside on the steps leading to the entrance. 
Sounds carried through the ceiling above us, like vases being smashed onto the floor of the next level. Was that Tansy? What was happening up there? 
I started to send a part of myself up through the ceiling to check, but Nastafar turned around and I pulled all parts of myself back into the broom closet. Fuck. That was close. 
I focused on the sound of the door closing, then on the wizard as he stormed through the house looking for Dean. Something big thunked loudly on the floor upstairs and he swore, then stomped back up to the second floor. 
We left Amrita tied up in the broom closet.
“What’s your brilliant plan now?” Seth asked in a low whisper. 
I shrugged. I hadn’t thought through much more than getting in the house.
“I’ll get some spells ready. We need to try to catch him unaware. I can’t hold him long but if you aim for the head...”
“A dead wizard is a dead wizard. Got it.”
A feminine scream sounded from upstairs. Tansy! I charged up the stairs, the plan to be stealthy forgotten. I found Nastafar holding Tansy out by the throat. I charged at him, ready to pummel his face in. 
He threw Tansy down to duck, and she landed hard on the floor. She didn’t move, but before I could run to her, Seth barged into the room. He made a throwing motion with his hands and his spell landed on Nastafar. 
“Now, Eamon!”
I reached for the sword. It was a magical sword meant for Amrita, but it was indiscriminately sharp. It would do double-duty today. I pulled it from its sheath, and as I did, the pickle jar went flying.
“The jar! Catch it. It can’t break!” Seth cried. 
Smash Nastafar’s head in or save the pickle jar? The wizard had tormented me for almost a century. I’d promised myself that if I ever had the chance to kill him, I’d move mountains to take it. But the jar. The jar represented Tansy’s mission. It was her freedom. 
I dropped the sword and lunged for the jar, catching it right before it smashed onto the floor. 
Nastafar’s wicked laugh filled the room. “Eamon, Eamon. You always did care too much. That’s why you were so fun to fuck with.” He pushed with his hands as if shoving away Seth’s spell. “And you Seth. You’re supposed to fuck with the demons, not fuck them.”
He approached the bundled ogre and put a hand on him. The ogre screamed, then shrank and shriveled as the wizard siphoned its life force. Seth grabbed a lamp from the desk and lunged at him, but Nastafar whipped around and froze him midair.
“This is the rescue party?” Nastafar tutted. “I’m disappointed. And here I thought I’d actually face a challenge. Looks like I’m about to grow my collection.”
He started chanting as he approached me, and I realized he planned on trapping me in the very jar in my hands. I tried to move but I couldn’t as the spell wove around my limbs and dragged me toward the opening of the container. 
There was a flash of movement behind the wizard. Too distracted with the fight, he’d forgotten about Tansy. She held the massive sword in her hands. Her magic wrapped around it, making it light enough for her to handle. My fierce little witch yelled as she brought the blade down on Nastafar’s head.
His dying shriek was cut off almost before it started, and there was a flash as all of Nastafar’s spells released at once. Prax, Liam, and Seth fell to the floor. 
Tansy stood dazed for a moment before dropping the sword. She ran to me, and threw herself into my arms. “Eamon, you came!”
I carefully held the pickle jar out of harm’s way. “Always. You are always mine to protect. Mine.” 
She buried her head in my chest. “I’ll never get sick of those words. I’ll be yours forever.”
Forever. That sounded about right. “I’m holding you to that, little witch. Forever it is.” 
Seth rushed to Liam’s side. The other demon looked like he’d had better days.
Prax stepped forward and bowed low to Tansy. “I am still in your debt, warrior-witch.” 
I angled my body to put myself between them. The incubus better be ready to fight if he wanted my Tansy for himself. 
“Look!” Liam pointed to Nastafar as his spirit floated up from his body.
“Oh, it’s the sword!” Tansy exclaimed. “We should trap him before it’s too late.” She took the pickle jar from my hands. “Shove him in the jar. I’ll spell him in.”
“Wait! We need the jar for Amrita. We have her trussed up downstairs for you,” I said. 
She smiled. “For me? Thank you! But we can enchant another container. Let’s catch this asshole first.”
I had tied Amrita up well; she wasn’t going anywhere. Grabbing hold of Nastafar’s incorporeal form, I folded him up real small, shoved him through the opening, and screwed on the lid. Tansy started chanting. It was wizard magic, similar to the spell that had forced me to do Nastafar’s bidding, but different.
When she was done, she grinned and presented me the jar. “Let’s trade gifts.”
“Aww, how sweet,” Liam crooned. “When are you going to bash in my nemesis’ skull, wrap him up, and gift him to me?” he asked Seth. 
I grinned as I held the wizard who’d tormented me for years in my hands. I walked over to the curtains and ripped off a panel, then carefully wrapped the jar in it. Best. Gift. Ever!
“Hey look! Another enchanted container,” Seth said, picking an empty urn up from the shelf. “C’mon, love birds. Let’s go finish the job.”




Chapter 37
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Tansy


I was nearing the last part of the complicated incantation when I felt my magic start to slip. 
Fuck! I’d overextended my energy.
But I wasn’t alone. A hand landed on my shoulder. Seth. His magic flowed through me, adding just enough for me to finish the spell, locking Mother in the urn. It was done. I held the urn in my hands. Mother would never bother me again.
“You did it, little witch,” Eamon said approvingly.
Yeah, I did. And I was exhausted. I fell back against Eamon and he caught me in his arms. Someone else reached out and took the urn from me before I dropped it. 
Seth must have known I was too low on magic after dealing with Nastafar but had wanted me to finish my quest. He’d known I wouldn’t have been happy if he’d done it for me, and so had let me try, standing by if I needed his help.
“If you need a hand replenishing the witch, I’ll help,” Prax offered. 
Eamon growled and lunged at him. “Touch her and I’ll shove you into an urn sideways.”
“He doesn’t share well,” I said.
“I don’t share, ever,” Eamon grumbled.
“Ready to go see the dragon, sis?” Seth asked. “We better get this done before Officer Cooley comes at me for stealing her cruiser.”
“You stole a cop car?” 
He shrugged. “Eamon did the driving.”
“You stole a cop car?” I repeated, this time glaring at Eamon. 
He shrugged. “She didn’t see me. Seth was the last one she saw in her vehicle.”
“You’re going to throw me under the bus?” Seth pretended affront. 
“Yes.” The word was said without hesitation. 
“I’ll go give Cooley back her car before she reports it. I’ll tell her I was under a spell or something. I’ll meet you at Desmon’s.” Seth turned to leave, then turned back. “We should all get going. This place is going to go up in smoke soon.” He pointed his finger at a candle and lit it on fire, then toppled it over. 
Holy shit. Theft and arson in one day. But then, who was I to judge? I’d been the one to smash Nastafar over the head. But then again, according to the records, he was already dead. I technically couldn’t kill someone twice, could I?
Seth handed me back the urn before opening us a portal straight to Desmon’s. Then, he and Liam got in the cruiser and drove way. I pulled Eamon in for a kiss, rebuilding a bit of my energy before stepping through the shimmering surface. 
I stepped out into a bedroom, Eamon behind me. A woman sat reading a book in the corner. She looked up, as if expecting someone, then gasped. She stood, holding her book in front of her like a weapon. 
“You’re not my son!” 
Her son? Seth had opened up the portal. He’d opened a portal to his mother’s room, which meant—I covered my mouth with one hand and reached out to hold onto Eamon with the other.
The woman was blonde, or had been in her youth; gray now lined her temples. Her eyes were gray, the same gray as mine. She did look a lot like me; or rather, I looked like her. 
“Are you Elana?” I asked, just in case. 
“Yes. And who are you? And why are you in my room?” She squinted at me, and recognition sparked briefly in her eyes. She shook her head. “No. Just the imagination of an old woman.”
Seth! He did this on purpose. He’d thrown me in here without any preparation. When I got my hands on him I’d—
“Seth called you sis back there,” Prax said. “But you’ve never met his mother?”
I hadn’t realized the incubus had followed us in.
“His sister.” The woman stepped toward me, reaching out to touch my face with shaking hands. “He finally found you.”
“Yeah. I guess he did.” No wonder Desmon had been so adamant that Seth was the one to help me. He’d known. 
“Look at you, all grown up. And you’ve found your magic too. Oh, that’s wonderful.” Then the woman was in tears, sobbing and touching me like she couldn’t believe I was solid.
I stood there, not knowing what to do.
“Oh, I’m mauling you. I’m sorry. This must be a lot to take in.” She wiped the happy tears from her eyes. 
“It is. And I feel like a stranger when I shouldn’t be,” I admitted. “But I’m happy to finally meet you and can’t wait to make up for lost time.”
There were three knocks at the door before it opened. Desmon stood in the doorway. “I smell an intruder.” His eyes focused on Prax, and smoke seemed to huff from his nostrils. “Those two I expected. You, I did not.”
Prax cleared his throat. “I’m newly freed from bondage, and I am unsure of the world I’ve been released into. I’m here seeking occupation while I learn my way around.”
“I have no need for an incubus at the moment, but I’ll see what comes up.” Desmon’s eyes drifted to the urn in my arms. “You have completed your mission.”
“Yes,” I said. “Amrita is trapped inside.” I handed the urn over.
“Wonderful. And in a proper container.” He eyed Eamon, who had the sword in one hand and a glowing pickle jar in the other. “Who’s in the jar?” 
“Nastafar,” Eamon said, leaning the sword up against the wall. 
“Interesting.” Desmon took it as well and held it up. “What do you want for this soul, demon?”
“It is not for sale. It is a gift from my future wife.”
Future wife. I liked that. 
“Will you lend it? I wish to display it in my museum.” 
Eamon turned to me. “I kind of like the idea of Nastafar on display in a pickle jar in a museum. Sounds humiliating.”
“You can do whatever you want with him. I don’t mind.” I also wasn’t sure about having his soul hanging out in our home. That would be creepy.
“I will list you as the owner on the plaque,” Desmon said, which seemed to please Eamon very much. 
With that done, Desmon waved a hand, and another portal appeared. This one shimmered but was not opaque. Beyond it was Eamon’s suite in the penthouse. Home!
I turned to Elana. “Let’s meet for lunch sometime. We’ll catch up.”
She nodded happily and grinned. The air around her sparkled, and her eyes grew round. “My magic. I haven’t felt my magic in years.”
“She has that effect on people,” Eamon said.
I gave Elana a hug goodbye, and we stepped into the portal. Nugget greeted me on the other side.
“Nugget! You’re safe!” I held her to my face and gave her a bunch of kisses. She didn’t even complain. “Who’s a cutie?”
“A cutie. Such a cutie!” she exclaimed. 
“Yes, you are! You’re a cutie.” I gave her a few more smooches, only to notice Eamon glaring jealously at Nugget.
“Where are my kisses?” he asked as he picked me up and tossed me over his shoulder. He started up the stairs to our room.
I giggled. “I’m really hungry for demon today. I’d like to order the extra-large, please.”
“Oh, you’ll get your extra-large.” His hand squeezed my ass before giving it a loud smack. “You’re getting a demon buffet. Once I’m done with you, you won’t be able to stand.”
Ooh, I couldn’t wait!




Epilogue
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Eamon


“You come down here this instant, little lady!” Tansy huffed from her spot on top of the coffee table.  
Our daughter, Eadie, floated near the ceiling of the penthouse, following a certain yellow and orange bird around. We’d considered getting our own place but had decided that the penthouse was plenty big enough to raise a family. There was an entire section we rarely used. It was also mighty convenient to have three gargoyle uncles around to babysit.
“Come here, Nugget.” Tansy tried another method, but the bird ignored her; Nugget had all the attention she needed from the little tyke. 
It had taken us a whole year of trying to conceive before realizing Tansy had cast a contraceptive spell way back during her rush to get good enough to beat Amrita. She’d learned and cast so many spells since we met, going through the spell books in record time, that it had totally slipped her mind. It had been quietly running in the background. 
Not that I minded that year of trying. My little witch was a determined woman when she wanted something.
I floated up and caught little Eadie by the waist and hauled her back to the ground. 
“Daddy!” she laughed, and kicked her feet. 
“You can fly with Nugget after you finish your food,” I said, ruffling her blonde mop.
I strapped her down in her high chair, though the straps wouldn’t stop her once she learned to dematerialize. She’d just realized she could float and fly around with Nugget a few weeks ago.
She was half demon and had the best of both worlds. She was magic and had magic. Eadie had her mother’s brilliant mind, and my…well, she was my daughter, what could I say. She was a handful. 
She looked at her peas and frowned. Then, the little green balls started rolling, right off her plate and onto the floor. They continued rolling until they were hidden under the couch. “All gone. Yummy.”
Tansy, who’d collapsed onto the couch and was staring up at the ceiling, didn’t notice the wandering peas. “See, that wasn’t so bad. Veggies are good for you.”
I didn’t say anything but made a note to clean under the couch when my wife wasn’t looking. 
A chime from her phone had Tansy perking up. “Salvation.” She clapped her hands together, then replied to the message. 
Moments later, a portal opened up in our living room. 
Eadie, recognizing the portal already, tried floating over to it, but the straps stopped her. Her efforts would’ve toppled the high chair if Tansy hadn’t released her and picked her up. 
“Ready for the weekend with Nana?” she asked as Elana stepped out from the portal and dusted herself off.
“Nana!” Eadie reached for her grandmother, who somehow looked younger now than when we’d met her. 
Tansy’s identity was well-known now, especially since Nastafar’s pickle jar was on display at the museum, listing me as the owner and her as the witch who’d cast the enchantment. Desmon’s decision to display the wizard’s soul had been strategic. Tansy didn’t need protection from the WEC anymore. No one wanted to end up like Nastafar. 
Elana still lived in the dragon’s home. She’d run the place for so long that it would probably collapse without her. And so, Eadie got to spend every other weekend there with her. A good thing, too, because without these regularly scheduled breaks, I was sure I’d never be able to convince Tansy to try for baby number two. 
It was also how Eadie had snagged a dragon and his wife as her godparents. 
We waved goodbye to our little troublemaker for the weekend.  
“I wanna see the egg,” were the last words we heard before they disappeared.
The egg? Desmon was a dragon. I’d never considered how a dragon would procreate. 
Tansy stepped toward me and collapsed into my arms. “Thank goodness for family.”
“Does that mean you’re not up for trying for a boy?”
“I’m up for the trying, not for the baby,” she clarified. “And aren’t boys even harder?”
“Maybe they’ll keep each other out of trouble.”
She raised a brow at me. “More likely they’ll feed off of each other. But seriously, I complain, but I love her. She’s the best parts of you and me together.”
“If you don’t want another yet, then I say we should at least practice every chance we get.” I sat on the couch and pulled her into my lap. “It did take us over a year last time to get it right.”
She giggled. “If you say so.”
“I do.” I laid her across my lap and hiked her skirt up to her waist, baring her round bottom. She was wearing the hot pink g-string I’d bought her the other day, the cute one with the little hearts on it. I’d made a habit of gifting her plenty of sexy underwear since I kept ripping them.
“You like them?” she asked, glancing back at me with a grin.
“Love them. I should go back and get more.” I leaned over and kissed each of her wrists before pinning them over her head. 
“Hey! What if I need my hands?”
“You won’t. I’ve got enough for both of us.” I rubbed her curved ass cheeks and gave them a squeeze, even as I sent a smoky tendril up her leg. “I’ll take care of all your needs.” My hard cock pressed against her belly, and she writhed against it.
“I’m lucky I decided to call you that day. I never expected this type of full service,” she giggled. “And a lifetime warranty.”
“No, little witch, I’m the lucky one.” 
Because here in my lap was everything I’d ever wanted. And I was never letting go.
THE END
Looking for Sybil’s story? Check out The Naga Next Door!
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