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Sybil


I swear, if that pounding didn’t stop soon, I was going to cut a bitch. Or in this case, the ridiculously hot naga next door. I’d gone over to say hello the day he moved in and oh, wow. He was yummy.  
Yummy, but loud. The god-awful racket had started the day after he’d moved in and had continued on and off ever since. It had been days. Desperate for some sleep, I’d called the front desk to complain last night, but by the time security had arrived, everything had gone silent. Then, it had started up again this morning.
Bang. 
The whole side of my wall rattled, and along with it, the paintings I’d gotten at the local art show. Luckily, they were canvases and not mounted behind glass, so even if they fell, it wouldn’t be too dangerous. But still.
Bang. Bang. 
This time, the console table with all my carefully-arranged candles and crystals shook. Sighing, I got up from my fluffy floor pillow to pull the table away from the wall. I did not need everything in my carefully crafted space messed up because my new neighbor decided to wrestle bears in his condo. I needed all my shrines and magical artifacts to work, damn it.
I called it my organized mess. Some of the items had real magic and boosted my powers. Others were there simply because I liked them. Either way, being surrounded by things I loved helped whenever I had to call on my magic to strengthen a ward, which was frequently.
People didn’t come to Auntie Syl’s Wards & Witchery unless they needed privacy and/or protection from magical intrusion. I wasn’t Auntie Syl; that was my late great granny, Sylvana. But Sybil was close enough.
Most of my clients had been with the company for a long time. So long that the internet and email hadn’t existed yet. Sylvana had always resisted modernization, preferring to keep all her handwritten notes, documents, and everything else in a single metal filing cabinet that looked like it had survived several nuclear detonations.
I’d spent weeks digitizing everything and transferring it all onto a very well-secured laptop. That was one thing I’d had to figure out in recent years: digital wards. We had developed a modicum of protection for telephones and land lines, but this new world we lived in was ever-changing.
Magic and technology weren’t all that different, really. I could feel radio waves and Wi-Fi same as I could a strand of magic. I couldn’t manipulate them quite as readily, but I could easily disrupt a signal with good old-fashioned magic.
Salt and Pepper, my two pet ratties, poked their heads out of the hammock hanging in their rat tree—a cat condo I’d modified for them. Salt pressed his little hands on the edge of the hammock and stretched, yawning.
Gah! It was so freaking cute. People who were terrified of rats didn’t know what they were missing.
“Hey there, sweetie, did the big bad naga wake you up?” I reached over to give him an affectionate scritch under his chin.
Pepper, jealous of the attention I was lavishing on Salt, immediately shoved his head under my fingers, demanding cuddles as well. Then he grabbed my fingers and started to groom them. 
I grinned.
My little ratties weren’t just my best friends; they were also my co-workers. My familiars. Without them, it would have been hard to keep the dozen or so wards originally set up by Great Granny Syl in order, especially when the assholes from the Wizard’s Elder Council, aka the WEC, tried to break through them.
And boy, did they test them when they first found out that Sylvana was gone. 
Bang.
Not again. The sound had Pepper scrambling back into the center of the hammock, trying to dig under Salt. Salt, being the smaller, less chubby of the two, batted at Pepper’s face repeatedly with his little claws. They were brothers from the same litter: Salt was white and Pepper was black.
They’d been with me for a very long time. Much longer than the two to four years rats usually lived. It was our little secret and the reason I never kept friends of the two-legged variety around for very long. There would have been questions.
I gathered my four-legged babies into my arms and carried them back to their cage. I only let them roam free when I was home. They were curious enough to get themselves into trouble, but not smart enough to get themselves out.
It was like having permanent toddlers. You never knew when one of them would stick a paw into a socket or something. Most of my space was rat-proofed enough: all the sockets and cords were covered, and I was lucky in that they didn’t really chew up my stuff, but I still didn’t trust them in here alone. I loved them too much to lose them to a preventable accident.
Bang.
That did it. I was going to head over there and give Mister Too-Fucking-Hot-For-His-Own-Good a piece of my mind.
I stomped towards the door but caught myself in the mirror just in time. 
On second thought, maybe confronting a supermodel naga in my fluffy robe with mouse ears, not a lick of makeup, and my hair tied up in the world’s messiest bun wasn’t the best idea. If this was war, I needed my armor.  
I paused to swipe on some magical confidence in the form of bold dark red lips and some eyebrows. I called drawing on my eyebrows putting on my feelings because my face looked expressionless without them. It was the curse of having thin, barely-there brows.
And no, I did not pluck them too hard. I was born that way. 
Magic was great for when I was in a rush: it took me all of ten seconds and a wave of my hand. But I still had plenty of makeup of the regular variety—too much, in fact. I had a bit of a shopping problem there. Oops. 
I frowned at the image in the mirror. On second thought, dark red lips seemed a little bit much for this occasion. I didn’t want—what was his name again? Zeb? Zack? He’d told me his name when we first met, but I’d been too distracted by his perfect jawline and broad shoulders and hadn’t been paying attention. Whatever his name, I didn’t want him to think I was trying to impress him or anything. Because I wasn’t. I really, really wasn’t. 
I concentrated on my lips and muted the red down to something more understated. Perfect.
Then I took my hair down and brushed it out, and threw on a black wrap dress that made it look like I’d actually thought about my clothes this morning. Armed and ready, I stepped out into the hall to face the man who thought hurling bowling balls at the wall was an acceptable pastime.
I knocked on the door and waited. 
When I didn’t get a response, I knocked again, adding, “I know you’re in there.” 
Still nothing. I guess Zeb-Zack-Whoever was the type to hide and avoid confrontation. 
I knocked one last time and waited. 
“Fine. Be that way,” I shouted at the door.
I stomped back toward my apartment. Just as I got back to my door, his creaked open.
I whipped around, ready to give him a piece of my mind. I nearly choked on the perfect male specimen before my eyes.
He was topless, with an expanse of richly-tanned skin stretched over perfect pecs, broad shoulders, and washboard abs. There was a slight sheen of sweat on him, as if he’d been working out. Maybe he was dropping weights and not bowling balls.
“You knocked?”
My eyes darted up to his face. Way up. He was tall. Gah, there was that chiseled jawline again, so sharp you might cut yourself on it if you weren’t careful. Silvery blue-gray eyes met mine, in sharp contrast to his swarthy complexion.. 
Somehow the strange coloring looked completely natural on him, though. Probably because it was. 
I swallowed hard, trying to remember why I was out here. 
Oh yeah, the banging. 
I took a deep breath, girded my loins, and let him have it.





Chapter 2
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Zayn


The cute little witch next door glared at me, her hands on her hips. I’d heard her knocking just as I was getting control over my shift. It had taken a moment to force my wayward serpent back into myself. 
“Whatever you’re doing in there, Zack—” 
“It’s Zayn,” I corrected her. “Sybil, right?”
“Zayn. I don’t care if dropping bowling balls is your favorite hobby. It needs to stop.” She crossed her arms over her chest, the movement pressing her breasts together and up until they threatened to spill out of the low neckline of her dress. “And yes, it’s Sybil.”
I tore my eyes from her chest, forcing myself to meet her challenging gaze before stepping out of the doorway and right into her personal space. The tension between us drew so tight you could have plucked it like a bow string. Startled, she took a step back before realizing what she was doing. Then, clearly not being one to retreat, she stood her ground, glaring at me.
I wasn’t trying to get in her face on purpose. I needed space to close the door behind me. My serpent had done a number on my living room, and I didn’t want her to see the state of it. One look at the destruction, and she’d never believe the little white lie I was about to tell.
I casually kicked the door closed behind me, hoping she hadn’t seen in, and cleared my throat. “I’m sorry. It’s my clothes dryer. It makes a loud knocking sound.”
That had been the same excuse I’d used when security came by yesterday. He’d bought it, but Sybil narrowed her green eyes at me suspiciously.
“You do laundry all day long?” Her eyes traveled down my naked torso.
I shrugged, then looked down at myself. “I don’t have any clean clothes, sorry.” 
She raised a brow.
Man, I was a horrible liar. 
“Sure, whatever. Let’s say it’s your ‘dryer’.” She wiggled her fingers, making air quotes. “Get it fixed.”
“Oh, it still works. It’s just loud.”
“I. Don’t. Care.” She closed the gap she’d put between us when I first stepped out of the doorway. “Fix it.” 
My eyes landed on her full lips, and my mind went exploring in places it shouldn’t. “Damn. You’re really cute when you’re angry.”
Her mouth dropped open. “And your muscles are mind-boggling, but that’s not getting you off the hook.”
What did you know? I guess coming out here before putting on a top because I didn’t want to miss talking to her worked out. 
“Look, I’m sorry. Why don’t I apologize for the noise by taking you out to dinner?”
Fuck. Why did I say that? There was no way I could take her out, even if she said yes. I didn’t trust myself to leave my apartment for more than a few minutes at a time, not while the curse still had such a strong hold on me.
Yesss. We should feed her.
I set my jaw, ignoring my snake. He had no right to demand or even suggest anything after what he’d been putting me through lately. Forget the fact that we were one and the same. 
Ssshe’sss perfect.
I had to agree with him on that point. Sybil was exactly my type. Her pale skin contrasted against straight, dark hair and inky lashes. She had a feminine but edgy style, even in casual hanging-out at-home clothes. The dress hugged her curves well but still looked comfortable enough to lounge around in. 
When I’d first moved in, she’d come out to introduce herself wearing tight black jeans, a black fishnet mesh top, thick black eyeliner, and dark red lips. She had the retro goth vibe down pat. It had left me daydreaming about getting her dark red lipstick all over me.
Today she’d gone more natural with the makeup, but still looked sexy as fuck in that slinky black dress. 
Her decision to give me a piece of her mind only made her more appealing to me. That edge and grit weren’t just visual. 
But no matter how much she piqued my—or my snake’s—fancy, she was out of bounds. Everyone was now, ever since the curse reared its ugly head. 
She rolled her eyes, clearly taking my invitation to dinner as a joke.
“Yeah, whatever, Rockstar. I’m sure that that works with the hordes of fangirls, but it won’t work with me. Get that dryer, or whatever’s making that noise, fixed.” Then she turned around, stomped back to her door, and slammed it shut.
Rockstar? I was anything but. And I didn’t have a single horde of fangirls, much less multiple ones. A good thing too—I didn’t want or need that type of attention. I just wanted to live a normal life, but even that was too much to ask for lately with this curse hanging over my head.
I returned to my apartment, both glad and disappointed she hadn’t taken my offer to go to dinner seriously. I didn’t know what I’d have done if she’d accepted the invitation. 
I peered dismally around the mess that was my living room. It was trashed, just like it always was whenever my serpent broke out and did its thing. Every. Single. Time. 
All the years I’d spent in my twenties working my ass off so I could buy nice furniture had been a waste. The first time I’d lost control of my shift, my custom coffee table and hand-woven rug had been destroyed. The second time, it was my hideously expensive curved monitor and gaming PC.
There had been no third time. I sold everything breakable and replaced it all with cheap furniture that I didn’t mind repurchasing. 
I looked over to the door of my home office, the only place still with anything of value. Closed. Good. I had a meeting with one of the firms I consulted for tomorrow morning, and I didn’t relish trying to replace my laptop with so little notice, though if there was ever a good time to leave my condo, it was now, right after my serpent’s rampage. 
The uncontrolled shifts had been happening more frequently these days, but they rarely happened right back-to-back. I usually had a day or more in between shifts. But then again, I didn’t want to tempt fate. 
My snake nudged at me, insisting I go out there and talk to the little witch again. No way. 
Material things weren’t all I’d given up. I’d seen what the curse had done to Mom and Dad and had vowed never to put a woman through that, or myself. It wasn’t fair to anyone. 
The curse had first been placed on Grandpa, but I had decided it would end with me. I’d never subject another to it. I would never forgive my dad for fathering me, for not telling my mother about the curse until it was too late.
I’d had a long time to come to terms with it, most of my life, in fact. I had it all planned out, or so I thought: I’d have all my fun in my twenties, while working my ass off to afford a small piece of land out in the middle of nowhere. Then, by the time the curse hit, I’d retire at the ripe old age of thirty-five alone in the woods. My snake could come out whenever it wanted, and nobody would be harmed. 
It had been a great plan, and I’d carried out most of it perfectly, but for one problem. The curse hit me early, just after I turned thirty, and I’d ended up having to move from place to place as neighbors got suspicious. One had even called pest control, believing that a Burmese python had somehow made its way up from Florida.
I’d taken financial losses from moving around so much, and so while I still had quite a bit saved up, it wasn’t enough, not in today’s housing market. In all my planning, I had stupidly overlooked inflation.
I needed a place big enough that my snake could roam without bumping into anybody when I lost control of it. Currently, the best I could do was lock my door and hope I didn’t smash my way out the window. I was on the third story, but I doubted the drop would stop my serpent. 
So much for thinking I had everything figured out. I’d been so arrogant in my youth, armed with what I’d thought was a foolproof plan. I wasn’t so cocky anymore. Now, I was considering trekking down to the Everglades when things got bad to blend in with the local fauna.
Was what my father had done in the end? Maybe I’d see him down there if he was still alive. We’d go hunt some gators when we were in serpent form, swallow them whole, and luxuriate in the sweltering heat. What an amazing family reunion! 
Not.
My mind drifted back to the stunning woman that lived next door. Too bad I’d only met her now. I’d have loved to have had time to indulge in a little fun with her.
That was the most I ever allowed myself. Temporary fun, nothing more. I’d sown my wild oats in my twenties—I’d convinced a doctor who was experienced with working with shifters to perform a vasectomy on me so I knew I wouldn’t accidentally father another child—and reveled in it, believing I didn’t need anything more. But it had gotten really boring really fast.
Lonely, too. Somewhere along the line, I started craving a real emotional connection. 
Sadly, that was a pipe dream. Cursed shifters like me didn’t deserve true happiness. So I’d doubled down and focused on my work.
Sybil, now. She was the first woman to catch my eye in years. Caught my snake’s eye, too. Forget it. He deserved her even less than I did. It was tough to think of the beast and I as one, after fighting him for the past few years. 
It had been sheer luck that I’d found this place in Darlington at a moment’s notice, and I didn’t want to be running again so soon. So, no. As much as I wanted to wrap the little witch up and protect her in my coils, it was best for both of us if I just stayed away.
I bent and moved my lightweight, mass-produced particleboard coffee table back into place before heading to the fridge for a bite to eat. A shift always left me hungry. 
Hungry. The image of Sybil facing me down with her hands on her hips kept popping up in my head, making me hungry for more than food. 
Fuck. I had to get a hold of myself. 




Chapter 3
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Sybil


Tansy pulled a spell book for children from her bag. She was the most recent person under Eamon’s protection. Eamon was a demon and the only non-gargoyle co-owner of Redrock Protective Services. She’d gone to Redrock out of desperation, and the two of them were here to pick up a charmed talisman to protect her from an evil spirit hellbent on taking over her body. 
I recognized the spell book immediately. Tansy looked to be in her early twenties, but was still new to her magic, so this one was a perfect starter. 
“That’s a great one,” I said. “The spell to hide your magic is in there. It’s one of the first things mothers teach their daughters to prevent them from becoming targets.”
Salt returned from the mission I’d sent him on, dragging Pepper behind him.
I rubbed my temples. “I said bring me paper. Not Pepper.”
Salt nudged Pepper a little closer to me, surer of himself than any one-pound rodent had any right to be.  
I sighed and tried again with Pepper. “Pepper, bring me paper. Pa-per!” 
My chubby black rat ran off, his round butt wobbling, with Salt hurrying after him.
This was a bad sign. Salt tended to lose his hearing every time his age started catching up with him, and when rats got old, they degenerated fast. I’d thought we would have more time.
I turned back to my guests. Tansy was grinning from ear to ear at my familiars’ antics, and I took the opportunity to talk to her about her parrot as we waited for Salt and Pepper to return, this time with the right things.
“Thank you.” I took the notepad with little mice around the edges from them, and gave them two pieces of dehydrated banana. They ran off, fighting over who got the bigger piece.
I wrote down the information I’d gleaned from Tansy’s research and handed it to Eamon as they recounted their journey so far in trying to get rid of Tansy’s obsessive spirit once and for all—
Bang. Bang.
I gritted my teeth.
This was the second time that incessant pounding had interrupted us. I got up and pounded on the wall, but the noise continued unabated.
Considering I’d probably have to avoid having people over altogether very soon, to hide the fact that I’d been using forbidden magic to keep Salt and Pepper young, I’d wanted to enjoy this visit, but shouting over the racket was no fun.
“I’d invite you to stay for tea, but I don’t think you want to be here any longer than you have to with this noise in the background!” I yelled over the banging. 
I saw my guests out. 
I walked over to Zayn’s door and knocked, though I doubted he’d be able to hear it. As expected, no one came to the door, and the noise continued. 
I stomped back to my apartment furiously. Salt and Pepper were back in their rat tree, cuddling together in a hammock. At least Salt wasn’t showing any other signs of aging, like trouble climbing, but that would come soon enough. I picked him up and hefted him in my hands.
Did he feel lighter too? That was another sign of aging. Unlike Pepper, who was my little chunky monkey, Salt was slim and had trouble keeping his weight up at the best of times. 
It wasn’t too difficult to hide my magical transgression from my clients and casual friends. I usually just disappeared for a bit, and when I saw them again, reintroduced my rats as Salt and Pepper 2.0. Or 3.0, depending on how long I’d known the people in question. But it meant I had to hide out for long enough that it was believable and make sure no one knew my babies well enough to realize they were, in fact, the exact same rats. 
And that meant never keeping close friends for too long. Romantic relationships were strictly out of the question. I’d never doom my babies to old age for a man. Never.
God must have been in an extra cruel mood the day he created rats. Why give these amazing rodents the brains of a toddler and such a huge capacity for love, but only two to four years to live? It wasn’t fair. 
So I’d…done something about it.
The only person who ever figured out Salt and Pepper were the same rats I’d gotten as a ten-year-old was Great Granny Syl, because she was the only one who’d paid attention enough to get suspicious. But she’d taken the secret to her grave. 
Sylvana was my dad’s grandmother. Dad didn’t have much magic and had made up for it by excelling at work. Mom had magic, but it wasn’t very strong. Or maybe she never honed it. And they were both always very busy. 
My parents hadn’t known what to do with me when, as a kid, I started setting things on fire—magically and by accident—and throwing my voice around the house. I was a mischievous kid, and upset that my parents weren’t giving me what I thought was enough attention, I’d tried my very best to force them to notice me. It had backfired.
Sick of my shenanigans, they’d sent me off to live with Great Granny Syl after I’d put magical makeup on Dad one day before he left the house for work. I guess his office hadn’t appreciated blue eyeshadow and neon pink lipstick, especially since he couldn’t remove it and had to wait for the spell to wear off. 
Sylvana knew a thing or two about raising children with too much magic on their hands. Her daughter, my grandmother, had apparently been very much like me…or me like her…though she’d passed away when I was just a baby, and I never knew her.
At any rate, my great granny not only taught me how to use and control my magic, she also taught me discipline. For the first time in my life, I felt truly seen.
It wasn’t that my parents didn’t love me. They did. They just didn’t know how to show it, nor did they know how to deal with me. No parenting books out there told them what to do when duct tape magically appeared over their mouths when they were lecturing their kid. 
Now that they were older and I was grown, we’d been spending more time together. 
They had not been there, however, the first time I’d used magic to extend Salt and Pepper’s lives. Sylvana had. She’d been very angry with me for using illegal magic. Stealing life force to extend another life was forbidden, and the law didn’t differentiate between human being or an animal. 
The way I saw it, I hadn’t taken anything that wasn’t already lost. There was an owl who lived behind Great Granny Syl’s home in the country, and I’d waited for it to catch a vole. And then thirteen-year-old me had simply transferred whatever was left of the vole’s waning lifeforce over to Salt. It had taken several weeks of watching and waiting for the perfect moment, but I eventually found a donor for Pepper as well. 
I was an impish kid, but I wasn’t a psychopath. After I’d explained how I did it, Great Granny Syl relaxed, glad I wasn’t secretly murdering small animals behind her back. And then we’d come to the agreement that as long as I wasn’t hurting anything or anyone…and no one else found out…it would be our little secret. She’d stressed over and over how important it was that no one else knew. The EA, formerly known as the Secret Enforcement Agency, wouldn’t care how ethically I’d used the forbidden spell; they’d only care that I’d used it at all. 
Sylvana never had a familiar. Instead, she’d leaned heavily on physical items and artifacts to augment her powers, and her collection was her world. She took collecting minor magical artifacts to an artform. They filled every nook and cranny of her home. It bordered on hoarding.
That quaint little home out in the country, the one where I’d spent so much time growing up, was now mine. It was still filled to the brim with her stuff, and I needed some semblance of order. Clutter messed with my energy. I needed to clean it out before I moved in. Hence my inability to just up and leave the apartment next to the constant banging.
My work phone was flashing on the coffee table, and I grabbed it. I grumbled. Another text message from Nigel. He was an old acquaintance from way back in the day. I’d been a teenager, and Great Granny Syl had signed me up for a course on potions. 
Not being particularly social back then, I’d been stuck without a partner for a project and had ended up with him. Unfortunately, Nigel was the worst student in the class and had about as much magic as a McDonald’s Happy Meal, and I’d ended up doing most of the work. 
We lost touch after the course, but he’d recently found me again through my business listing and had approached me with a very unromantic offer. Despite his magical shortcomings personally, he came from a long line of witches, and his grandparents planned on leaving the family estate and business to the descendant with the greatest magical abilities. Coveting the inheritance, he’d offered me money to bear him a child.
I copied and pasted the same reply I’d given him last time, telling him I wasn’t interested in having a kid with him, no matter how much money he offered me. Then, to make sure he got it through to his thick skull, I told him never to contact me again.
It took only a few minutes before he replied, telling me I was “going to regret this”. 
Great. 
He was done asking nicely and had moved on to threatening. 
Luckily, Nigel didn’t know where I lived; a search for Auntie Syl’s Wards & Witchery brought up only a P.O. box. He’d be able to narrow it down to Darlington, but that wouldn’t help him much. Darlington had exploded since the fall of The Wall, which had hidden the supernatural and esoteric from sight. Now, everyone knew about magic and monsters.
Maybe now would be a good time to bite the bullet and go to Great Granny’s old place to start cleaning it up. Not only would it get me away from the noisy naga next door, it’d get me out of Darlington too, in case Nigel found out where I lived. 
it would take weeks to go through everything picking out the truly valuable items to keep before donating the rest. I’d been putting it off since she passed, not wanting to be in the cottage alone. Even though I’d known she was going to go and had plenty of time to prepare for it, I still missed her a lot.
Sweet Jesus. The thumping was starting up in Zayn’s apartment again. It sounded like he was waving giant ropes around this time, the type the gym bros used to train. 
Clothes dryer. Yeah, right. 
I grabbed my headphones from the counter and put on something with a loud, thumping bass. That was it. I’d decided. No more stalling. I was going to go to Great Granny’s cottage next weekend and finally start cleaning it up.




Chapter 4
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Zayn


I picked up the last of the self-help and productivity books and slowly put them back on the shelf. Everything hurt, and I was so hungry I could eat a horse. No, I hadn’t just come back from the gym. I was recovering from yet another uncontrolled shift.  
My snake had gotten me good today. It was pissed off at me for locking it up in an apartment and not letting it roam. 
In naga form, I was human on top which meant I still had my human brain, and I was still in control.  I’d tried to appeal to my snake to let me share the body with him. We could drive out to the wilderness and sunbathe on the rocks after taking a dip in the river, I said. It would be fun, I said. 
Nope. My snake wanted the body all to himself. His reasoning was that I got to be fully human most of the time. 
I hated arguing with my serpent. We were supposed to be on the same team. 
But it always ended the same way, with me as a giant serpent trashing my apartment, and no number of self-help books could fix the problem. I hadn’t managed to get all my clothes off before he burst free, either, which meant yet another ripped shirt.
My pants usually survived the shift: they just slipped off. But my tops, not so much; I always ripped them at the neck. I’d gone through so many T-shirts that I bought them in bulk now. To be honest, I didn’t know why I bothered wearing clothes anymore. 
Technically, my serpent could bash right through the window and drop down three floors if it wanted—something I worried it would do one day—but it hadn’t done so yet. Instead, it’d simply beat me up by flinging me against the walls and furniture, which is why everything was so sore.
Stomach growling, I put the water on and grabbed a pack of ramen from my cupboards.
After eating well all through my late twenties and building my body to what it was today, I’d started eating whatever I could make in fifteen minutes or less since the curse showed up. I didn’t trust my snake not to break free while I was cooking and set the building on fire. So I subsisted on a steady diet of ramen, fried eggs, microwave dinners, and protein powder. All quick and easy.
I did get the occasional food delivery now that it was beginning to look like I’d saved all that money for nothing. If I couldn’t get that place out in the country, I might has well spend it on takeout. I could also take a chance and go out to grab something, since I’d just shifted and my snake would be quiet for a while, but I didn’t feel like seeing people right now. I rarely did after a rampage. But I’d make an exception for the witch next door.
I cracked two eggs into my hot noodles and covered them to let them cook.
My phone buzzed from the pocket of my jeans, which were tossed over the couch. It was Mom. 
I took the call as I put my jeans back on. 
“You picked up. That’s good,” Mom’s voice came over the speaker phone. “How’s Darlington? How’s work?”
Poor Mom. She always worried that one day I would fuck out of her life, like Dad did.
“Darlington’s great.” Such a lie. I hadn’t been outside since I arrived in town—except to the grocery store and coffee shop across the street, and even then, only if I knew it would be a short trip. “And work is work.”
“They’re okay with you working remotely?”
“Everyone does it these days, Mom. I’m a freelance consultant. I make my own hours and work wherever there’s a good connection.” I turned off the stove and opened the lid to check on the eggs. They were done.
“And what about, you know…the thing.”
She never called it the curse. It was always the thing.
“Oh, you know. Still here. But I’ll be fine. How about you?” I asked before she started worrying too much about the curse and the way it was fucking up my life. 
She was a good mother. When my father first left to protect us from his out-of-control snake, he’d randomly deposit money into their joint bank account every so often. This went on for years, until I was about ten or eleven. Then, one day, the deposits just stopped. 
Mom had taken extra shifts at work to keep us afloat. She worked her ass off and had only slowed down after I grew up and was financially independent. Now it was my turn to send her money, but she refused to stop working. 
“I’m fine,” she said. “The usual. Oh! I started Zumba again.”
“That’s good,” I said absently. We both knew how that was going to go. She’d quit in a few weeks, and the extra credits she bought at the gym would sit there in her account, languishing until they expired. 
Years of prioritizing raising me meant she’d let her body go. There was no time for the gym or home-cooked meals when she was working three jobs. I was just glad she was trying to be healthy now that I was on my own.
“You know you don’t have to go through this alone, like your fath—”
“Mom, stop.”
“No. You need to hear this, Zayn. You’re not alone. I know you were hoping to save up enough for a place out in the country, but I’ve been checking property prices lately. You’ll need help to afford anywhere decent. I’ve been working hard. We can pool our resources and—”
“And what?” I demanded, my tone too loud and angry, even to me. I softened my voice. “Pool our resources and what? Get a place out in the country? So you can be separated from all your friends?” She could finally have those now that she had a life and wasn’t just thinking about me all the time. “What about the gym? Your book club? And what happens when I shift? My snake is uncontrollable. You’re human.”
“I’m your mother! I’ve seen your snake before.”
Yes. But only when I was young. My snake had been manageable back then. Then I avoided shifting around her once I realized it made her nervous. She didn’t know what a monster I was now, and I didn’t want her to find out.
“I don’t want to fight, Mom. Let’s drop this, okay?” I was tired. “I’m just happy you called.”
“Okay. Come visit when you can.”
“I will.” Another lie. I didn’t trust my snake not to go on a rampage in the middle of New York City. Can you imagine? It’d be all over the news.
“I love you, Zayn.”
“Love you too, Mom.”
I hung up and closed my eyes, sighing deeply. I hated that I was putting her through this. It was bad enough when it happened with Dad. It wasn’t fair that we were still being punished for something my grandfather had done. 
I needed air.  I tossed my phone onto the couch, ambled over to the screen door, and stepped out onto my balcony. I sucked in a deep breath and then slowly exhaled, counting to ten.
Sudden movement from the next balcony had me looking over. Sybil was on a galaxy print yoga mat, her ass facing me in downward dog. I couldn’t help it, I gawked at the teal and black tentacle print leggings that hugged her behind perfectly.
She stuck her leg up in the air and transitioned into pigeon pose. I only knew the names because I’d tried to pick up yoga to calm my mind and possibly have an edge over my snake. Much good that did.
Bending her back leg, she twisted around to face it and caught me staring at her. 
Aw, shit. Busted.
It was too late to look away, so I waved my fingers at her. “Hi.”
She tapped her ear twice, then frowned. “Give me a second.” She tapped her ear again and waited for a moment before plucking out her ear buds. “Sorry about that. The music’s supposed to stop playing when I double tap, but it’s a little glitchy sometimes.”
If she was out here listening to music, maybe she’d missed my snake’s rampage.
She tucked the tiny devices into a pocket in her leggings and sat facing me in a cross-legged position. “Lemme guess,” she said, eyeing me up and down. “Doing laundry again?”
I’d thrown on a pair of sweatpants but hadn’t found a T-shirt. 
“Yeah. Always laundry.” I rubbed the back of my neck.
“That would explain the noise.”
Shit. She had heard.
This fucking curse was going to ruin my life. With the number of noise complaints I’d gotten already, I’d probably need to start looking for a new place when I hadn’t even settled down in this one yet. 
“I’m sorry.”
Sybil analyzed me, tilting her head. “You’re troubled. Something is wrong.” She got up and stepped to the railing, her eyes still fixed on me. 
Did she know? Could the witch see my secret?
I narrowed my eyes at her, and she laughed, putting her palms up.
“I don’t read minds, chill. But even someone with no magic could detect the stressed aura around you.”
I relaxed a little. “It’s just life.”
“I’ve got a solution for that.”
“Let me guess, die?” I asked, arching a brow.
She laughed, the sound fitting in perfectly with the wind chimes she’d hung by the sliding doors. “That would work too, I guess. But I was thinking of something a little less drastic or permanent.”
She got up, her movement smooth like a cat, and sauntered over to a countertop. Unlike my balcony, which was completely barren save for a plastic chair left behind by the old owners, hers was fully decked out with patio furniture including a small outdoor kitchen. She also had some plants: a row of herbs growing in planters along the long side of the balcony where the awning didn’t block the sun, and two large pots of dark purple, nearly black, petunias overflowing their pedestals at each corner. 
She picked up a bottle of wine and a black crystal glass. She held the bottle up to the light; it was half full. She poured some into the glass for herself before walking to the edge of the balcony. Leaning over the railing, she held the bottle out to me.
I hesitated.
“Come on. It’s heavy. I can’t hold it forever.”
I reached out and grabbed the bottle of pinot gris even though it was only three in the afternoon. At least it was past lunchtime.
“Wine and yoga?”
She shrugged. “My practice, my rules.”
I could get behind that. I pulled the plastic chair over and sat down next to the railing. 
She held up her glass, I held up the bottle, and we toasted each other across the empty space between the balconies. 
“Bottoms up,” I said, and took a big chug.
She was right. It helped. But maybe it was more the company and less the wine. It was lonely hiding in my apartment all day, doing all my work online, only seeing people through a screen. 
“Soooo, you don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to, but you can always knock on my door if you need to vent.” Sybil took another sip. “I work from home.”
“So do I.”
She eyed me flatly. “Yeah. I know.”
Shit. Unlike the other neighbors, she’d probably been here every single time I’d lost control of my shift. I took another sip.
She plugged the music she’d been listening to into a small speaker, and rhythmic psytrance filled the air. “I’ve got this, which I usually listen to for yoga. Or synthpop, if you want something lighter. Industrial or aggrotech if you want darker. Metal too. The only thing I don’t have is top 40.”
“This is fine.” 
She pulled up her yoga ball, and we sat there in silence with our wine, as I let the music and her presence soothe my beast.




Chapter 5
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Sybil


Zayn was at it again.  
I closed my laptop and rubbed the bridge of my nose. What did a girl have to do for some peace and quiet around here?
I wasn’t doing anything too mentally taxing, but the banging was annoying. 
Digitizing Great Granny Syl’s business was slow, tedious work, especially since most of her notes had been scrawled in her messy handwriting. All my current clients had been moved over from the ancient, rusty file cabinet to my work laptop, so that was good. Now I was transferring over all the old files, previous clients who might contact Auntie Syl’s Wards & Witchery again.
I had to admit, I was curious about who Great Granny had worked with in the past. It seemed like anyone who was anyone in Darlington, magic or not, had contacted Sylvana. Then again, the folks of Darlington had known of magic long before the fall of The Wall, since most people living here were themselves either monsters or magic users.
Bang. Bang.
Argh! Balcony wine buddies or not, I’d officially had enough.
I stomped out into the hallway, not bothering to put on any of my war paint this time. What was the point? He’d already seen me barefaced, sweaty, and in my yoga gear. 
To my surprise, his door was ajar. A reusable cotton shopping bag sat in the hallway just outside it, a loaf of bread sticking out of the top. A box of Earl Grey tea and several other items were spilled on the floor.
I knocked on the door. “Zayn?”
No reply. There was definitely someone in there, though, because I could hear a soft repetitive thudding coming from inside. 
I bent to pick up the shopping tote before pushing the door the rest of the way open. Then I gasped, and nearly dropped the bag. 
There was a giant silver serpent in Zayn’s living room, its tail thudding against the wall.  It didn’t notice me at first.
This must be Zayn in his shifted form. I thought nagas were only half snake. This was a full serpent. The silver scales reminded me of the silvery platinum of his hair. He was huge, much too big to move around comfortably in the condo. That would explain the pounding noise as he banged against the walls. As I’d already guessed, his washer and dryer worked perfectly fine.
He looked like he was in pain, and I sensed magic in the air. Not fresh magic, but something older. Something controlling. Was that what was hurting him? 
“Zayn…?”
The serpent froze mid-writhe, his black forked tongue darting out to scent the air. Then he turned his huge snout to me and hissed.
A chill ran up my spine, but I stood my ground. I’d faced down worse before.
“Zayn. Are you okay? Shift back into your human form so we can talk. I can try to help you.”
He didn’t shift. Instead, he lunged toward me as if to strike. 
This time, I dropped the bag of groceries on the floor and dove away just as the snake crashed into the place where I’d been standing, his body slamming into the door and shutting me in. I’d gotten away just in time. 
The serpent turned on me again, its eyes wild and feral. Shit! Zayn wasn’t in control. 
I was trapped in an apartment with a snake big enough to swallow me whole blocking the door. Zayn struck again, very fast; this time, I didn’t move away quickly enough. 
Thick, muscular coils wrapped around my body. They tightened but didn’t squeeze me as hard as I’d been expecting. Maybe he was trying to figure out if I was worth eating. 
It was just enough time for me to form a magical barrier around my body, making me unsquishable, at least to a point. If he squeezed very hard, he was strong enough that he could still break the barrier. But he didn’t.
Instead, he swiped his forked tongue over my skin, tasting me. 
Was Zayn in partial control? Could the man watch through the snake’s eyes? I didn’t know.
Not wanting to hurt him, I cast a sleep spell, channeling my magic to calm and sedate the hissing beast. The coils around me relaxed and went limp, but I didn’t move lest I wake him before the spell had time to work fully through his system. 
The monstrous snake head came to nudge my chest as its eyes started to close. Not worried anymore that he wanted to eat me, I did what felt natural and stroked his head, adding extra magic to the sleeping spell with each touch. Soon, I had a soundly sleeping serpent wrapped around me, its head cradled in my arms. 
Now that the danger was over and he wasn’t trying to attack me, I finally had the chance to notice all the little details. His scales were iridescent silver, mesmerizingly beautiful. He had lost one of his scales to the writhing; it was on the carpet next to the coffee table, which had been shoved aside. 
Scraps of his clothes clung to him, torn from his change. 
The giant serpent turned in its sleep and shrank as it did so. Zayn shifted, his upper half first, making him a naga for a brief moment, man on the top and snake on the bottom. Then he changed completely into human form, a very naked human form. I knelt as he completed his shift, carefully lowering his head, still in my arms, to the ground. 
I stepped around his body and picked up the iridescent silver scale. I had an idea. Scale in hand, I left him on the floor and went back to my unit, carefully shutting his door behind me so anyone else going down the hall wouldn’t be curious and look in. If they did, they’d probably call the cops. Zayn was unconscious on the floor, and his place was trashed. 
“Which one was it…?” I murmured to myself as I perused my shelf full of books. 
That one. I picked up a heavy tome from the bottom shelf, along with one of my floor cushions, and headed back over to Zayn’s apartment. Retrieving the abandoned shopping bag, I quickly put away his groceries. Then I checked his bedroom for any personal item I could use in the spell. I found a watch on top of his dresser. 
He was still snoring softly when I returned, sprawled out awkwardly on the carpet. Using my magic so I didn’t wake him, I lifted him carefully from the floor to lie on the couch so he was more comfortable. Then, with my spell book open and my floor cushion in place, I knelt next to Zayn’s sleeping form and got to work. 




Chapter 6
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Zayn


I blinked a few times at the pot lights in my living room ceiling. I usually woke up from my shifts curled up in a ball somewhere dark. Last time, I’d woken up in my bathroom, though how my snake form managed to fit in the tiny space was beyond me. 
This time, I was on my couch. Strange. I didn’t even know what a couch was for when I was a snake, let alone climb onto one to sleep. Not to mention, my serpent wouldn’t fit on it. 
I sat up and looked around at my living room. Trashed, of course. My coffee table was, surprisingly, still upright, though it was halfway across the room. The cheap bookshelves were knocked over, and all my belongings were scattered around the room. 
I closed my eyes and pressed down on my eyelids with the heels of my hands, trying to remember the last few seconds before my shift. That was it—I’d been coming in from a trip to the grocery store. Usually, I ordered everything I needed online to avoid going out in public, but I’d thought a quick trip wouldn’t hurt.
Now I remembered: I’d felt the need to change come over me when I was just feet from the building. I’d run for the door and hightailed it up the stairs, not even bothering to wait for the elevator since I was only on the third floor. I’d managed to fumble for the keys and get the door open mere seconds before my snake took over.
I looked at my door. It was closed, so I must have been able to close and lock it in time, though I didn’t remember that part. I scanned my floor again but didn’t see my groceries littered on it.
Strange. I definitely hadn’t had enough time to put away the shopping.
And what the hell was the oversized, purple velvet cushion doing sitting at the foot of my couch? 
Then I sensed it. I opened my mouth and inhaled deeply, letting the chemicals in the air settle on my forked tongue. I could control a half-shift like this. Yes, there it was: the unmistakable taste of the tempting little witch next door.
Suddenly I was hungry, very hungry. And not for food.
I inhaled again. Tasting the air. 
Mine! 
No way. I pushed my snake back. It had done more than enough damage for one day. The little witch wasn’t “mine”. I couldn’t have anything nice. Not with this fucking curse. 
My kettle started squealing in my kitchen. 
What the fuck?
The whistling stopped and was replaced by the sound of pouring water. Then Sybil walked out of my kitchen with two steaming cups of Earl Grey tea.
“Morning, sleepyhead.”
It was afternoon, but whatever.
She kicked my super light and flimsy coffee table closer to the couch and placed the teas on top of it. “I thought you might want some tea while you tell me just what the fuck is going on.”
Shit. She knew.
“Umm, how much did you see?”
“Everything. Your door was still open.”
Fuck. 
“Please don’t go to the EA,” I blurted. “I’ll pay you to stay quiet.”
If the Enforcement Agency knew about my uncontrolled shifts, they’d lock me up for sure, especially since I wasn’t shifting into my natural naga form but into a full-on giant constrictor. Not some cute little six feet long ball python people could keep as a pet. No. I was a fucking monster.
She frowned. “Maybe you should tell me the story from the beginning before I make any promises. You did try to eat me.”
Jesus. I buried my face in my hands.
No. Not eat. Keep. Mine.
“Shut up. You don’t deserve anything.”
“Excuse me?” Sybil stared daggers at me.
“No. Not you.” I held my palms up in appeal. “I’m trying to get my serpent to Shut. The. Fuck. Up.” I directed the last four words to my snake.
I grabbed the tea from the table—straight Earl Grey, no sugar, no milk, just the way I liked it—and took a sip of the steamy liquid. Then launched into my story. I did owe the witch an explanation. Not only because my snake had gone after her, but also because she hadn’t gone straight to the EA.
“My grandfather pissed off a witch when he was young and foolish. A strong witch. And she cursed him. At first, he thought the curse didn’t take because nothing happened. Not for years. Then, sometime in his early 30s, he started having uncontrollable shifts. It took months for him and my grandmother to figure out it was the curse finally manifesting.”
Sybil leaned against the wall as she listened, clearly too wary of me to sit on the couch. 
“It didn’t end with him,” I continued. “The same thing started happening to my father. I was still a kid when it first happened. I remember being so terrified.”
“How old was your dad when it first happened?” she asked. 
“I was maybe five or six, I don’t remember exactly. So he was probably in his early to mid-30s.”
“What about with you?” Sybil was really digging for information. 
I didn’t mind telling her, honestly. I’d kept this secret for so long it was actually a relief finally to share it with someone. 
“It started about a few years ago, just after I turned thirty.” Just like with my father and his father before him, the curse gave me just enough time to start enjoying life before it pulled the rug out from under me.
But unlike my dad, I expected this and had tried to set up my life so I could work from home. Thanks to modern technology, I could do my consulting job from the condo over conference calls. And if my snake decided to take over during a call—though it had yet to happen—I could always just disconnect and blame the slow internet service.
I continued telling Sybil my sorry tale. “I thought I had a few more years. I worked hard and tried to make enough so I could buy a place out in the country and not bother anyone with my shifts.” I looked around the small apartment. “But that never happened. Not with the rising cost of living…”
I had saved up quite a bit, but not enough. I’d chosen to move to Darlington because it was a place that accepted magic and monsters. I figured if I were caught here as my snake, the worst that would happen was the EA would take me in; if I was caught somewhere else, I might get exterminated before the EA even got there. And as much as I didn’t want to be locked up for the rest of my life, alive was still better than dead, though I didn’t know if I’d still feel that way after a few years.
Maybe dead was better.
“Is there an escalating timeline?” Sybil asked, pulling me out of my thoughts. “Like, by forty you turn into your snake form forever? A lot of curses work like that.”
Shit. That wasn’t something I’d even considered. How old had my father been when he stopped making deposits into the joint bank account? And was that why? I had no idea. 
“Not that I know of. And if there were, I wouldn’t know anyway. My grandfather went on a rampage during one of his uncontrolled shifts and was…put down. And Mom and Dad fought a lot after his uncontrolled shifts started. One day he just up and left. I never heard from him again. Trust me, I’ve tried to find him. Maybe he’s stuck in his snake form forever.”
And this was why I’d never settled down. I didn’t want to start a family only to have to leave them for their own safety. I understood why my father did what he did. It wasn’t because he didn’t love us; it was because he needed to protect us.
She’sss mine. She’s sssafe with me.
I gritted my teeth to stop myself from replying to my snake. I’d gotten used to talking to it out loud, as if it wasn’t a part of me. We used to feel like one, but since the uncontrolled shifts started, it felt like a separate entity, and we just happened to share the same body.
“I’m sorry it messed up your family so badly.”
I shrugged. “That’s going to end with me, even if I never break the curse. I got snipped so I can’t accidentally pass it on.” That was a lot of private information to tell a woman I’d only just met, but I figured she already knew the worst of it so what the hell.
“That’s one way to break the curse in the future, Zayn. But it doesn’t stop it from ruining your life right now.”
No, it didn’t. Which had me wondering… “How did you stop him, um, me?  You did stop me, right?”
“I made an energy barrier around myself, then put you under a sleeping spell. Then while you were out, I put this on you. You shifted back in your sleep.” She approached, knelt on the velvet cushion next to me, and picked up my hand.
A zing of electricity ran through us, and it took me a moment to realize she was trying to show me something.
On my wrist was my father’s broken watch. It was one of the few things of his I had left. 
“I hope you don’t mind. It was the only thing I found that would work.”
“I don’t understand.”
She twisted her hands in her lap and wouldn’t meet my eyes. “I needed something metallic and circular, something that can be worn around the neck, ankle, or wrist. It’s an old spell meant to stop shifters from shifting.”
I glared down at the watch. The sneaky little thing had turned my father’s watch into a slave bracelet! And since she’d been the one to cast the spell, I was now bound to her.
I growled and turned on her, but she was fast and bounded across the room.
“I can take it off if you want. I’m not trying to bring you under my power. It was the only thing I could think of that would help with your uncontrollable shifts.”
“How did you even know the spell? Did your family make a habit of enslaving shifters?”
Shock flitted across her face at the accusation. “Never! It’s not a spell I’d ever cast before.” She pointed to an old book on the beaten-up coffee table. “I had to dig that thing out.”
It was titled History of Witchcraft and Wizardry on the cover and had colorful post-it notes sticking out of it as bookmarks. It looked like something only a serious witch would have.
I took another look at Sybil. She looked young, and I’d assumed she was a garden variety witch up until now. But maybe she was strong enough to help break my curse.  
I fiddled with the watch clasp, but sure enough it wouldn’t come off. 
“I can take it off for you. Whoever put it on must take it off.” She took a tentative step toward me.
“No. If this is to help stop uncontrolled shifts, I’ll keep it on. As long as you’ll remove it when I ask.”
“It’s probably not the best thing anyway to leave it on,” she said. “You’ll need to shower eventually. And that watch looks expensive.”
I shrugged. “It’s waterproof. It’s fine. I’ll keep it on.” 
It also gave me a connection to the witch, though I didn’t say so. I wanted an excuse to see her again, even though I knew nothing could ever come of it. 
A loud pounding suddenly reverberated through the apartment, and I stood, leaping between my door and Sybil, instantly ready to protect her. But the knocking wasn’t coming from my door; it sounded a little farther away. Someone was beating on the witch’s door. 
And whoever it was sounded angry. 




Chapter 7 
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Sybil


“Open up, Sybil. I know you’re in there.” 
It took me a moment to realize who was hollering outside my door. Ugh. Nigel. It had been years since I’d heard his voice in person, and he sounded just as annoying as he did over the phone.
Shit. How the hell did he find me?
Nigel had claimed he found me through the business, but since providing wards meant there was always someone trying to mess with me I wasn’t stupid enough to list my real address. Like I said, I used a P. O. box. 
“Who is he?” Zayn demanded. “An ex?”
Ooh… Was that jealousy I heard in his voice? He wasn’t on the couch anymore and was standing between me and the door, looking kinda pissed.
“No. Just an acquaintance from when I was younger. The idiot wants me to have a kid with him so he can inherit the family fortune.”
Zayn frowned, and I realized I had to do a lot more explaining.
So I did.
“How did he find you?”
“Through my business, Auntie Syl’s Wards & Witchery. It was my great granny’s company, but she handed it down to me. I’m listed publicly as the owner.”
Zayn raised a brow. “Impressive. Wards take a lot of magic to upkeep.”
“It’s a small client roster,” I said, waving it off dismissively. “I only have about a dozen clients at any given time, so it’s manageable. And many of them have been with the company since Great Granny Syl’s time, so it’s mostly maintenance now.
“Anyway, this Nigel guy wouldn’t take no for an answer. He kept emailing, messaging and calling, raising the offer. And when that still didn’t work, he started threatening me. I’ve been getting messages from him every day telling me I’m making the biggest mistake of my life and I’m going to regret it. But I didn’t think he’d figure out where I lived.”
Zayn scowled. “I’ll scare him off.”
“Maybe it’s better just to ignore him?”
Just then, the asshat outside started pounding on my door again.
“Open up. I know you’re in there.”
I pinched the bridge of my nose. “I just don’t know how he found my home address. The business has a P.O. box here in Darlington for receiving mail and is listed under a virtual address.”
The banging outside got more aggressive. “Open up, Sybil, or you’re going to regret this.”
Zayn let out a low growl and stood from the couch. “I’ll take care of it.”
“Wait.”  I started to stop him. Too late.
He slammed open the door. “Hey, twerp. You keep pounding on that door like that, and I’m going to pound your face in.”
Oh. No introductions. Straight to threatening the guy. How efficient.
“Yeah? And what’s it to you, pal?” Nigel stomped over and peered around Zayn’s huge form and into the apartment. His eyes landed on me.
“Well, for starters, you got the wrong fucking apartment. Sybil lives here. With me.” Zayn seemed to grow taller as he spoke. “If you want to get to her, you’ll have to get through me first.”
Nigel sneered. “Wow, Sybil. You’d rather live in this dump with him? I could offer you so much more. All I want is one magical kid.” The idiot actually tried to barge into the apartment. 
Zayn grabbed him and tossed him out into the hallway, but Nigel didn’t get the message. He shoved his way in and grabbed me by the arm.
“Hey!” I wrenched my arm away.
Suddenly, a low hiss came from Zayn’s throat. His eyes flashed silver, and for a horrible moment I thought his snake would burst out, despite the charmed watch. Zayn grabbed Nigel and shoved him against the wall. Hard.
“Ssstop touching her,” Zayn hissed, his forked tongue darting out past lips that were starting to widen out toward his jaws as his serpent threatened to take over, watch or no watch. 
Nigel’s eyes were bugging out of his head. 
Shit! Things were going to go from bad to worse if I didn’t do something now. I reached out to rest my hand on Zayn’s arm, my fingers touching the tanned skin that now had a silvery sheen to it. I couldn’t use another sleeping spell, not with Nigel right here, so I tried to calm his beast instead, sending out magic tendrils of soothing energy to help the angry serpent underneath retreat. I hoped it was enough.
It was. The silver in Zayn’s eyes faded back to their normal blue-gray, and the silver sheen disappeared from his skin. Just in time, too, as the building’s single security guard, a minotaur named Mateo, was coming around the corner. 
“You again.” Mateo eyed Zayn with disgust. “Why does every noise complaint end up being you?”
I stepped out in front of Zayn. “It’s not him. He’s only protecting me.” I gestured to Nigel. “He’s the problem.”
“Look, Sybil,” Nigel started. “I’m being reasonable and generous—”
“Reasonable and generous?” I yelled, losing my temper. “You’re disturbing the entire building because I told you I won’t have a kid with you. I barely even know you. We haven’t talked in over a decade.” I pointed down the hall. “Get out. The next time I see you, I’m calling the cops.”
“Enough!” Mateo approached Nigel. “You need to leave. Now.”
“Fine.”  Nigel glowered at me. “This isn’t over, Sybil.” Then he stomped away.
The guard turned to me. “I’ll make sure the front desk doesn’t let him in again.”
“Thank you.”
He narrowed his eyes at Zayn before walking away. 
Alone again, Zayn knelt in front of me, holding my arm, which had red marks on it from Nigel’s grip.
“You’re hurt.”
“It’s nothing,” I said. After a pause I asked, “Why did you tell him I lived here?”
“So if he returns looking for you again, he’ll knock on my door instead of yours. I’ll teach him a lesson.”
I chuckled. “Thank you. Now I feel bad for calling security on you before.”
“So that was you.”
“Yup. Sorry.”
“I know how you could make it up to me…”
“Yeah?”
He stood, and his grip on my hand tightened, pulling me so that I lost my balance, and stumbled into him. His grin had thrills shooting up and down my spine as he hauled me against his body. 
“Yeah.”
Zayn pressed his parted lips to mine. A rush of giddiness had my breath catching as I melted, clinging desperately to him. Strong arms held me up as my knees buckled. His fingers traced up my back and skimmed the nape of my neck before tangling in my hair to hold me in place. 
I whimpered into his mouth, and he swallowed the sound. He tilted my head and devoured me, his tongue parting my lips and claiming my mouth. I felt the intrusion all the way down in my belly. It burned like wildfire and filled me with a need I couldn’t deny.
Then he was moving down my neck, his hand pulling my head gently but insistently back to expose my throat to him. I closed my eyes, allowed my lips to part, and let the feelings roll over me. Every nibble of his lips down my neck was like an electric thrill. 
I clung to him, my palms enjoying the smooth heat of his skin over tight muscles.  And I wasn’t the only one exploring. He caressed my hip before sliding his hand down to grab my ass. A thick thigh pressed between my legs, and I moaned again into his mouth.
He groaned as he pulled away, leaving me panting. 
“Thank you, Kitten. I think we are even now.”
Then he released his grip. I put a hand to the wall to steady myself as lust continued to swirl around me, overwhelming my senses. He kept his hold on me for a second longer, like he didn’t want to let go. Then he was gone.
As the door closed behind him, I realized we hadn’t discussed any of the things that really mattered, like the fact that he’d almost shifted despite the charmed watch. 




Chapter 8
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Zayn


Sybil was leaving.  Leaving. I peered through the gap in my curtains as she loaded yet another box into the rental van. 
I’d been avoiding her since our kiss last week, which meant avoiding being in the hallway as well as my balcony.
The spell she’d cast on the watch worked to a degree to stop the unwanted shifts, but my snake got more ornery every day I kept him in. I never went back into a half-shift, though, like the day that idiot had grabbed her.
Sybil had knocked on my door several times since then, and even once earlier today, right before she started moving her things to the van. I’d ignored them all, worried that against my better judgement I’d grab her, pull her into my apartment and make her do all the unspeakable things I wanted but couldn’t afford to do. 
And now, she was leaving. 
I touched the watch on my wrist. I couldn’t take it off since it was still linked to her. That was probably why she’d been trying to contact me all week.
I could blame the watch for making me think of her and our little kiss all I liked, but that would be a lie. It was all me. And my snake. The idiot believed she was our mate, which was just ridiculous. She was a human witch, not a naga.
Nagas could marry and have children with ordinary humans and other magical folks, but true mates were found only among our own kind. It was rare that happened now, because there weren’t many of us left, and everyone was related in some way or another.
My mother wasn’t a naga, which explained how my father could even leave her at all. She hadn’t known about my father’s snake until it went rogue. My father had hidden it well, only letting his naga and snake out during “business trips.” He’d hoped that by marrying a human, he wouldn’t pass on the curse. 
Ha. No such luck.
Sybil closed the van door and started back up to our floor, and I found myself walking over to her door without thinking. 
Shit. What was I doing? What was I even supposed to say to her? Sorry I’ve been ignoring you. I want to fuck your brains out, but I’m afraid my snake won’t let you go afterward. Yeah, not so much.
The elevator doors dinged open, and she walked out. 
“Zayn.” She looked surprised to see me. 
“You’re moving,” I said, running my hands through my hair.
“Kinda. Not really, not yet. I just rented a van so I can take a few things over to my great granny’s old place and start cleaning it out. It’s a bit of a mess. I figured it might take several weeks.” She fidgeted with her keys. “I knocked on your door earlier.”
“I must have had my headphones on,” I lied. It didn’t feel right fibbing to her, even a little white lie like that.
“That’s okay. You’re here now.” She opened her door and gestured for me to come in. “Better to talk inside, maybe?”
I stepped into her home. It smelled strongly of her, and I parted my lips to inhale through my mouth, indulging my snake’s need to scent and taste her. There was some other smell too. Rodents. That was what I’d smelled on her before.
Sure enough, there was a big cage against the wall next to a cat tree, and two rats were curled up in a carrier on a coffee table that was shaped like a mouse. Next to the table was a shiny black hard-sided suitcase.
There were several boxes on the floor, but most of her furniture was still in place. A burgundy-colored couch sat on one side of the coffee table and several large velvet floor cushions on the other side. 
Sybil leaned against a console table lined with crystals and candles. Her dark hair was pulled up in a messy bun on top of her head, with several wayward strands falling forward into her face. She tucked one of the loose strands behind her ear, looking wary, which surprised me. She didn’t seem the type to get nervous about much.
Shit. Was it me? 
I checked myself quickly in the mirror hung over the console, worried I had half-shifted or was otherwise letting my snake show. My eyes were more silver than usual, but nothing that would scare a witch like her, especially since she’d seen my serpent before. 
So what had her so anxious?
“If this is about the watch,” I started. “I don’t mind wearing it.”
“No…I mean, that isn’t what I wanted to talk about. I’m glad it’s helping, though.” She tilted her head. “It is helping, isn’t it?”
“A little. Otherwise my snake would’ve already forced its way out a dozen times. I was able to stay mostly in my human form because of it, but…” I spread my palms. 
“It’s not enough,” she finished for me, understanding. “It’s a temporary Band-Aid, not a cure for the curse. I didn’t think it would be a permanent solution.”
“But you say that wasn’t what you wanted to talk about?” She looked down at her feet. “No. I, um…I wanted to ask if maybe you wanted to come with me.”
What? Did I hear that right?
Yesss! My snake made the decision instantaneously, but I pressed my mouth shut.
She shrugged. “I mean, you mentioned finding a place in the country. My great granny’s house—well, I guess it’s mine now—is out in the middle of nowhere. I thought maybe you’d want to come so you could let your snake out. Keeping it in all the time might make it worse when it finally breaks free.”
“Are you sure? You’ll be there, too. I don’t want to hurt you.”
“It’ll be fine. I’ll just cast another sleeping spell.” She blew out a breath and barreled on. “And I was thinking maybe we can do a trade. You can help me clean the place up, and I’ll try to find a way to break the curse once and for all. Something more permanent than that.” She pointed to the watch. 
I wasn’t sure that was even possible. I didn’t know anything about the curse. I’d tried to ask my father once or twice, but he hadn’t known much either. But even if she couldn’t break the curse for me, I’d like to help her, especially since she’d probably bring some normalcy back into my life. 
My hand went to the watch on my wrist. Wearing it, I’d managed to grab some pastries the other day from the coffee shop across the street like a normal fucking person. I’d gotten through a whole meeting without worrying whether my snake was showing. I owed it to Sybil to help her clean up her great granny’s place.
I’d spent all week trying to avoid the tempting little witch, and it was becoming clear that I wasn’t getting over her that easily. Maybe I was only obsessing over her because she was something I couldn’t have. If that were the case, maybe it would be better if I spent some time with her. Maybe I could get her out of my system that way? 
Impossssssible!
Of course my snake would say that.
Well, if there was any woman who could give me a fantastic last hurrah and some great memories before I hid out in a swamp for the rest of my life, it was Sybil. Plus, she was a witch. She could protect herself against my snake.
Couldn’t she? I’d never forgive myself if I woke up from one of my shifts to find I’d hurt her. 
Never hurt! Sshe’s mine.
Yeah. As if I’d listen to the serpent who’d been demanding all week that I hunt her down and hold her tightly in my coils. I was a constrictor; it was never a good thing to be wrapped in my coils. 
I hadn’t been around many nagas, only my dad. And he trusted his serpent even less than I did mine. Although, who knew. He’d isolated himself from other nagas because of the curse and didn’t know much about the culture aside from what he’d learned growing up. That was why he hadn’t been able to tell me much when I asked as a kid. Maybe being wrapped in coils was like a hug or something. Still, I wasn’t sure. 
I’d never actually suffocated anything before. Nor had I ever even eaten as my snake. My natural shifted form was that of a naga, not a serpent. Since it was hard for my human top half to consume enough to satisfy the massive serpent on my bottom half, it was best to eat when I was fully human. 
If my stomach was full when I shifted, it remained full. Magic was great like that. 
“I mean, I’m probably assuming way too much. I’m sure you’re very busy.” She fidgeted with the hem of her top.
“I’m not.” Before I could change my mind I said, “I’ll do it.”
“Really?” She smiled, and the air around us seemed to shimmer. “I have the rental van for the weekend. It’s due back on Monday at noon, but I can cut the trip short if you need to be back here for work.”
“I don’t have anything Monday morning. But just so you know, I’m not really expecting you can help me with the curse. I still want to come and help you, though.” I held my wrist up. “You’re dabbling in forbidden magic for me. I kind of, you know, owe you one.”
She glanced away and scuffed her lace-up patent leather boots on the hallway’s carpet. “Don’t worry about that. And I’ll try my best with your curse, I promise.”
I reached over and grabbed her chin, tilting it up so I could see into her eyes. She looked vulnerable, as if she was the one with something to hide, not me.
I’d spent the last week totally creeping her online; it was the only way to keep away physically. Both she and her business were completely above board. Sybil might look a little like a rebel with her sexy, shiny stompy boots and alternative clothing, but she had a squeaky clean record. Not even a speeding ticket. 
She made an annual donation to a women’s shelter and volunteered occasionally at Darlington’s no-kill animal rescue charity. Hell, the EA, the self-same regulatory body that would lock me up forever if they knew I had no control over my snake, even had her on speed dial for temporary wards to protect them and potential victims, for crying out loud. 
And now she was offering a place for my troublemaking constrictor to come out? She really was good through and through. Too good for me and my asshole snake, if I thought about it.
But I didn’t want to think about it, because I was a selfish bastard, and now that I’d decided to indulge one last time, I’d decided she would be the one to indulge with. At least for a little while. And I’d treasure and remember our time together for the rest of my life, as the time I had perfection in my arms. 
“If you find the cure, that’s great,” I said. “If not, no stress. I’m just happy to spend some time with you.” 
Her mouth formed a little O and I wanted more than anything to bend down and kiss it, so I did. She melted in my arms and kissed me back, tasting of mint and chocolate from the mocha drink sitting on her coffee table. 
I pulled away reluctantly. “I’ll go grab my stuff.”




Chapter 9
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I tapped my hands on the steering wheel rhythmically to the dark electro and industrial beats playing from the speakers. It was a bit overcast today, but I didn’t mind. It was the perfect day for a road trip: not too sunny, but not raining either.  
It was just a drive out to the country, not a full-on interstate road trip, but I’d take it. 
I’d always loved going on the road, though I usually only did that with my ratty babies and Great Granny Syl. We used to go and hunt for magical artifacts in antiques stores and estate sales. It was how her house had ended up filled to the brim. And now I was on my way to clear it out. A bit sad, really.
Zayn sat next to me in the passenger seat with Salt and Pepper’s carrier in his lap. He was nodding to the music just as I was. We had very similar musical tastes and both gravitated toward something with a darker sound.
But his appreciation for the aggressive beats wasn’t all that surprised me. Salt and Pepper were perfectly calm, even though Zayn was a naga, and…well…snakes ate rats. Then again, his silver constrictor was huge, and I doubted it saw my rats as worthwhile even for the smallest of snacks. Maybe they were picking up on that.
He did occasionally send his tongue out to scent the air, but I didn’t know if that was just something he did normally, or if it was special for me or my rats. He had said he was worried his serpent would hurt me. And while I’d initially thought he was trying to eat me that day when I found him in his home, I now believed I was mistaken.
If he’d wanted to squeeze me to death, he’d have done so. I wouldn’t have had the time to cast my spell. All the same, I didn’t want to take the chance in case I was wrong, and planned on casting a protective barrier again when he shifted, just in case.
I spotted the big box store at the edge of Darlington, the last stop before we got out into the boonies, and pulled into the parking lot.
“We need to pick up some groceries,” I explained after turning down the music. 
Sylvana had planned her passing, choosing to go when she did because she’d deemed me finally ready to take over the business. While it was forbidden to transfer lifeforce from one living thing to another, there were still plenty of spells magic users could call on to extend their natural lives if they were still strong enough to cast them. And that’s what she’d done.
Great Granny Syl had lived a very long time, just like her contemporaries. Witches and wizards of her caliber had many tricks up their sleeves, extending their lives for decades. Too bad it didn’t work that way for my four-legged babies. With how short their natural lifespans were, extending a rat’s life to its maximum potential only bought a few months, maybe a year at best.
I took the small animal carrier from Zayn and let Salt and Pepper out. They’d gone through this routine many times already and headed straight to my purse. I opened it and they crawled in.
Zayn gawked. “How do they fit it there?”
I opened my bag wider and showed it to him. My purse was spelled, and it led to the inside of a cabinet back home at the condo. I’d put Salt and Pepper’s favorite toys in there, and hung up a hammock for them to nap in.  There was even a tray of woodchips at the back if they needed to go potty, and snacks if they got hungry.
“Oh, it’s magic,” he said. “Of course.”
“I used to take road trips a lot with Great Granny Syl. It was just easier to have a safe place for them to go. Most people still think rats are dirty and spread the plague—which is completely wrong, by the way. It was the fucking fleas.”
Zayn grinned. “Yeah. Snakes have a bad reputation, too.”
“True! I kind of like them, myself. If I didn’t choose rats to begin with, I’d probably have a ball python. A wizard friend of mine has one.”
“I thought wizards didn’t have familiars.”
“Seth is modern like that. He blends witchcraft with wizardry,” I said. “About time, too. Magic is stronger when you don’t limit yourself to a single discipline.”
Zayn’s hand went to the watch as we walked through the parking lot, probably thinking about his snake.  He did that a lot, and I suddenly wondered if it was uncomfortable.
“I’m sorry, is that bothering you? Do you want me to take it off?” 
Surely his snake could handle a short grocery trip.
“No,” he said quickly. “I’m just making sure it’s on tightly.”
“You don’t trust him at all, do you?” It was strange to refer to his snake in the third person, but Zayn did it so often I was picking up the habit.
“Nope. Not one bit.”
Man, it must suck not to trust an integral part of yourself.
“You know,” I said, grabbing a cart. “One of the reasons I first decided to clean up the cottage was to get away from it all. It’s funny that you’re coming with me now.”
“I know. I’m irresistible,” he grinned, taking the cart from me. “What are the other reasons?”
“Getting away from Nigel. I figured he wouldn’t have that address. And also, it’s just time I stopped procrastinating. I’m really good at that when I want to be.”
“What? Procrastination?”
“Yup. You could say I’m a pro-crastinator.”
He made a face at my terrible joke, but the corner of his lips lifted just the tiniest bit.
“Hey! You almost smiled there!” I crowed victoriously.
“It doesn’t count if it’s because of a horrible pun.”
“Ya, it does. A smile’s a smile, dude.”
We went through the grocery store, list in hand.
“I noticed everything is quick and easy to make, like instant foods and salads,” Zayn said.
“Yeah. I figure I’ll be too busy organizing and packing up everything to cook.”
“I can cook for you, if you like.”  He turned me to face him, his fingers on the backs of my arms.
“Really?” I looked up into his beautiful blue-gray eyes, surprised by the offer. “I mean. Yeah. That’d be amazing.”
“Is there anything you don’t eat?”
“Nope. I’m not picky.”
“Great.” He turned me around, placing me between him and the cart. Then with both hands on either side of me, he steered us over to the meat and seafood section and started choosing some stuff.
It wasn’t long before we had everything we needed and were back at the van. I was almost sad our little grocery stop was over. It was so easy to pretend we were a couple shopping for the week. I’d never gotten close enough to anyone to do that before, and it had felt kind of nice.
I was glad I’d made the decision to invite him despite hemming and hawing over it. 
That reminded me. I didn’t even have his phone number yet.
“This is kinda backward, but can I have your number?” I asked when we got back into the van. 
Zayn laughed. “Of course.”
I retrieved Salt and Pepper from my purse together with my phone, so I could enter his digits. The two little rascals ran off into the back of the van instead of into their carrier. 
“Hey, get back here!” I twisted in my seat to look for them. “Okay, whatever you do, don’t move your seat,” I warned Zayn.
“I won’t.”
I was having flashbacks to the time they’d decided to hide under the passenger seat when we’d driven across the country. They’d found and eaten several old fries that had been there for months, maybe years. We didn’t realize it until we got to the motel, and I’d had to deal with the messy…consequences. 
I had no idea what was under these seats today, and I didn’t want to chance another similar episode. 
Pepper climbed on top of a box, and I reached back but couldn’t quite get him.
Zayn reached back with his longer arms and scooped Pepper up. “There we go.”
“Thanks. Salt will come now that Pepper’s here. Pepper is always the leader.” Sure enough, Salt made his way over. 
I tried not to worry as I watched the little white rat struggle over the obstacles. Was he already losing his mobility? Crap. I wouldn’t be able to perform the ritual this weekend, not with Zayn around. I’d have to do it next week when we were alone.
With my babies safely back in their carrier and not ingesting random garbage, I unlocked my phone and handed it to Zayn. He added his contact information as I pulled out of the parking lot. 
Back on the road again, I decided to broach the delicate subject of his curse. “If I’m going to help you break this curse, you’ll need to tell me everything you can about it. You say it’s an uncontrolled shift. Are you aware of it happening?”
“Sometimes I’m present enough that I can talk to my snake, argue with it, try to control it. But sometimes it takes over completely, and I don’t remember a thing.” He dropped my phone back into my purse.  
“Is your serpent your natural form? Or is your human?” Some shifters, like dragon shifters, had their non-human creatures as their natural form.
“Neither. My natural form is my naga.”
“Of course.” I smacked my forehead. “Duh.” 
Zayn chuckled. “Don’t beat yourself up. It’s not like you’ve seen it.”
“No, I guess I haven’t. You don’t count the final few seconds before you turn back into a man from your serpent? Could I see it?”
Zayn didn’t answer.
“Oh crap. Is that rude? I don’t know much about naga culture. I’m sorry if it’s a private thing only shared with special people.”
“No, no. Not that I know of. It’s just that…” Zayn blew out a breath. “I can’t shift to my naga anymore. At all. Not since the curse first showed itself.”
“Really?” 
That was interesting. Usually, uncontrolled shifts were to the shifter’s naturally shifted form. There was definitely magic at play here, and even if he hadn’t already told me there was a curse, I’d have guessed it was something similar. 
I turned to glance at him for a brief moment before looking back at the road. “Shit. That sucks. That’d be like me being unable to do any magic.”
“Well, if I get my naga form back, I promise you’ll be the first person I show. I don’t want to brag, but it’s quite impressive.” He winked.
“Oh, really?” I totally believed it. 
“Yup.”
“Then I guess I’ll have to work extra hard to break this curse, won’t I?”




Chapter 10
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Sybil had not been exaggerating when she implied her great granny was a borderline hoarder. The home was quite large for a cottage. It had to be, to hold all the odds and ends Sylvana had collected over her long life. 
We got Salt and Pepper settled in Sybil’s old room. They had a cage here, though Sybil found some ants in the food she kept here for when she visited. She dumped the whole bag in the trash.
“It’s old anyway,” she said as she gave Pepper a scritch. “I have more in my purse.”
I looked at her tiny purse for a moment before remembering it went to a cabinet back at her condo.
“We’ll need to supplement with our own food since we’re here all weekend.” She scooped Salt up and kissed the top of his head. “It’s your lucky day, baby. You get people food. Minus the seasoning, of course.”
She put the rodent back into his hammock, and we went out to tackle the living room, the first room on our list. 
“Is everything here enchanted?” I asked.  
“Most things have a magical aura around them, yes,” Sybil said. “But some are just pretty things Sylvana liked the look of when she spotted them at a flea market or estate sale.”
The smile on her face told me those were happy memories. 
She picked up a doll in denim overalls. “This thing used to creep me out. I swear it would watch me all the time.” She held it up and looked at it. “But now I know there’s no magic in it at all.” She tossed it into a big black bag labeled Garbage.
“It would’ve freaked me out, too.”
We found tons of similarly spooky-looking things in the house, including a bracelet made of hair which I was afraid to touch until Sybil reassured me the dead person’s soul was no longer attached to it.
We worked well together and quickly made quite a dent in the living room, and here it was still only Friday evening. At this rate, we’d have most of the house done by Monday. Then all we had to do was take the garbage to the dump and bring the donations to the right places. 
I eyed the shelf full of heavy magical tomes. 
“You don’t happen to have the cure to my curse here, do you?” I joked.
“Of course, sure, let me just find the Universal Curse Destroyer spell,” she quipped. Then she turned serious. “Honestly, curses are usually highly personalized. I was hoping you’d know a lot more about when and why your granddad got cursed. They are like prophecies in a way, like the wording is really important. Usually, the person being cursed remembers the exact words for a long ass time…”
“They would, wouldn’t they.”
“Yup. But a butchered version gets passed down through the family, like a game of Broken Telephone. If you don’t mind, I’d like to put some feelers out on the witch forums to see if your story sounds familiar to anyone. If we can find out who cast the curse and why, it would go a long way to breaking it.”
I wasn’t sure how I felt about mentioning my curse in a forum full of witches, and it must’ve shown on my face.
Sybil put a reassuring hand on my arm. “We don’t have to give any of the details. Certainly not mention your name. Just ask if anyone has ever heard anything about a curse being put on a naga. People ask things like this in the forums all the time. Sometimes just out of curiosity, sometimes for personal research. It won’t put a target on your back or anything, I promise.”
“If you think it’s safe…”
“Totally. There’s a lot of questions being asked there all the time.” She glanced sideways. “Half of them are really dumb, too; just don’t tell them I said that.”
I chuckled. “All right. I trust you.”
She frowned, then suddenly sat down heavily on the jacquard print couch and pressed the heels of her hands to her temples.
“What’s wrong?”
She shook her head. “Someone is testing one of my wards, the one I set back at my condo. It’s low-level magic though. And just using brute force. It’s nothing I can’t handle. I just didn’t expect it.” Already she looked much better. 
My thoughts immediately went to the jerk who’d come by the other day. “Anything I can do to help?”
“Nothing some snuggle time with my ratties won’t fix. And a protein shake. Focusing on a ward always drains my energy.”
Ah. So that was what the high-protein meal replacement drinks we’d picked up were for. 
“I’ll grab you one and get started on dinner.”
“Thanks.” She smiled. “Are you making the pasta today? If you are, can you put aside some plain boiled pasta, cooked veggies, and like two shrimps in a bowl for Salt and Pepper?”
“Done and done.”
“Thank you.”
I started to squeeze past her into the kitchen but stopped when my snake, who’d been eerily silent for much of the day, insisted that I kissss her. 
I would. But not yet. I stepped into the kitchen, grabbed a meal replacement drink from the fridge, and headed back into the living room.
“So what do I get in exchange for a delicious—” I read out the label. “Chocolate flavored high protein complete meal replacement?” I grimaced; that did not sound delicious at all.
“It’s not that bad,” she giggled, seeing my face. “I dunno. What do you want for it?”
“How about you?”
She narrowed her eyes at me and reached out, trying to snatch the drink from my hand.
“Nuh uh,” I said, trapping her wrist in my much larger palm.
Placing the drink down on the coffee table, I grabbed her other wrist, holding it together with her other one behind her back. She struggled against my hold but couldn’t escape. I could tell she wasn’t really too upset about it because she didn’t use her magic to free herself.
With one hand holding both her wrists pinned behind her back, I moved us over behind the couch before bending her over it, her butt on display in the air. I shoved up her mini skirt and palmed her spectacular round ass.
“So fucking gorgeous, Kitten,” I murmured, giving it a squeeze.
She whimpered, and the scent of her arousal filled the air.  My erection strained against the front of my pants, and I pressed it against her ass, leaning forward to slide my hand around her throat, forcing her to arch her back. 
I nibbled at the shell of her ear, and she made the sweetest little mewling sounds, turning her head to look back at me. I ground my hips against her and covered her mouth with mine.
She bit my lower lip and I nibbled hers back. Her fingers slid through my hair, chasing the tingling frisson across my scalp.  The intoxicating taste of her made me dizzy with need. Then our tongues were tangled again, and she was bewitching me with her sweetness.  
I moved my hand down her front, palming a breast. She arched her back, pressing herself into my grasp. Such a needy little thing. I circled her nipple through her bra with my thumb and it hardened into a little bud that I pinched softly until she hissed and shoved back, her hips against my crotch.
“Do you have any idea what you do to me?” I groaned.
She rubbed her ass over my erection again. Oh yeah, she knew. I gave it a playful smack with palm of my hand before sliding the lacey black material covering her sex down her legs.
Keeping my hand on her lower back, I bent to trail kisses across the globes of her ass, biting softly until she hissed and wiggled her ass in my face, asking for more. Her sex glistened with moisture. 
Yesss. Claim her now. She’s oursss.
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I held still as the heat of Zayn’s breath danced against my skin, filling me with anticipation. He spread my legs and danced kisses along my inner thigh getting closer and closer to my center.  He’d released my hands so I could brace myself against the couch seat, but even so, the position made me feel vulnerable and completely in his control. 
I mentally pleaded for him not to make me wait anymore. I was impatient, and he was so close.
He must have heard me. He circled my clit with the tip of his tongue, and I pressed my lips together to hold back a moan. He made a satisfied sound and continued to lap at the little bud. One hand moved from my lower back to grab my ass, and the other reached around, sliding between me and the back of the couch to replace his tongue with firm fingers. He continued to draw tight circles as he plunged his tongue into my sex. 
He hummed, adding vibration to the overwhelming sensations. I hissed sharply and arched right off the back of the couch, my toes, which were barely on the ground, curling.
I whimpered when he pulled away, but he was only changing our position. He easily pulled me over to the side of the couch and flipped me over so I was on my back.
The arms of the couch were low and soft, and held my hips up to him like an offering. He knelt by the edge of the couch, grabbing my legs and tossing them over his broad shoulders. Then he dove in again with a soft growl, this time pressing a finger into my wet channel. He covered my clit with his mouth and suckled on the little nub. I let out a small sob at the intense sensation. 
Oh god! How did he know so exactly what to do?
He lifted his head and grinned, looking downright devilish. Then he pressed a second finger into me and curled them, finding the spot inside that had me bucking and cursing. Whiteout pleasure blinded me, and I let out a scream.
“Fuck. Look at you squeezing my fingers. I can’t wait to have you squeezing my cock, Kitten.”
Then he was lapping at my clit again as I pulsed around him, my body shaking from my release. It took a while for me to realize I had my fingers in his hair, but he didn’t seem to mind. I released him and he lifted his head, grinning widely like the cat that got the canary. 
He pulled his fingers out and licked them clean, before helping me to sit upright. I was still reeling when a plastic bottle still cold from the fridge was placed in my hand. 
“That was amazing, Kitten. Thank you.”
I stared at the chocolate flavored protein shake in my hand, confused for a moment before remembering how this all started in the first place. 
“But…”
“Later,” he said in a low rumble. “I promise. We will finish this later.” He cupped my cheek and bent down to kiss my forehead. “If this continues, I’ll never be able to get dinner done. I do have a witch to feed, you know.”
Then the yummy naga was sauntering off to the kitchen, leaving me with my much less tasty, and definitely less filling, meal replacement drink.
I closed my eyes and focused on strengthening the protection around my condo. Whoever it was who wanted in, they wanted in badly. Fortunately they weren’t very powerful. It was more annoying than anything.
My little sexy interlude with Zayn had helped me recharge more than I’d thought it would. Normally, I wasn’t one to recharge my magic through sex, though I had nothing against witches who did—they were generally witches with strong magic. But today, my body had decided to draw on whatever was available. 
Well, okay then, body.
I held Salt and Pepper to my chest as I stared up at the ceiling of my childhood room. I loved being at the bottom of a rat pile and considered finding a breeder to add to my rat pack. This place could handle more pets. 
I didn’t want to end up a rat lady with a billion rats, collecting them like Sylvana had collected her artifacts. But just one more wouldn’t hurt, right?
Salt crawled up my chest, his claws tickling my throat, until he was in my hair. He started to groom my scalp, which felt nice. I doubt anyone who didn’t have small pets would understand. 
There was a knock at the door and Zayn poked his head in. The smell of food drifted in with him, making my tummy growl. I wasn’t kidding when I said using my magic made me ravenous. That meal replacement drink had barely made a dent in my hunger. 
“Meals on Wheels delivery for Salt and Pepper,” Zayn announced, holding up a small bowl of veggies, plain pasta, and shrimp.
Salt and Pepper sniffed the air excitedly and waddled over to the edge of the bed.
“They know they’re getting the good stuff today,” Zayn said, grinning.
“Wait,” I grabbed my purse and retrieved the small Tupperware with their emergency lab blocks—basically rodent kibble—and their carrot shaped food bowl. 
“That’s adorable,” Zayn said. “Why is everything you own so freakin’ cute?” 
“Because you only live once.” I put a handful of lab blocks into the bowl. “I don’t want to be on my deathbed wondering why I used ugly shit my whole life.”
Zayn tilted his head, looking pensive as I put both bowls into their cage and Salt and Pepper ran in excitedly to chow down.
“You know, I used to go all out, treating myself and buying things I loved, because I wanted to enjoy life until my curse hit. I was treating my curse like your hypothetical deathbed. Then the curse hit and I smashed up all the nice things I had.”
I frowned. “I don’t think it’s quite the same. You’re cursed. Not dead. You can still enjoy life. If you don’t, then the curse wins. You don’t want that, right?”
I checked the cage door one last time to be sure before we headed downstairs.
“Are they still trying to break through your ward?”
“Yeah. But each attempt is less effective. And it’s nothing like when the jerks from the WEC did it. I bet this is Nigel working his half-assed magic. I gotta give it to him, though, he’s persistent.”
“Wait, the old wizards at WEC messed with your wards?” Concern was plain on Zayn’s face.
“Yeah, when they heard Sylvana wasn’t around anymore. They thought they’d be able to break through with only a young witch at the helm. Guess I showed them.”
He looked at me, impressed. “You stopped the WEC? No fucking way.” 
“Well, it’s a lot easier to hold existing wards than it is to break them. And the wards had been around for years, some even decades. Plus I had help from the guys at Redrock Protective Services. They let me stay at their penthouse so I didn’t need to worry about my physical well-being, and I didn’t need to keep an extra spell around my home. They also fed me. A lot. I think I ate more than all of them combined that week.”
“Redrock. That sounds familiar.”
“It should. The company was all over the news after Desmon’s wedding.” Desmon being Darlington’s very own resident dragon shifter.
“The gargoyles who run security?!” Zayn exclaimed. 
“That’s them.” 
“But don’t they charge an arm and a leg?”
“They needed me in tip top shape to help protect their mates, so they let me stay. And we’re kinda friends. Two of the brothers are mated now.” Three, if you counted Eamon with Tansy. They weren’t together the last time I saw them, at the shop, but I’d since gotten news that they’d solved her evil spirit problem and were now a couple.
I glanced over at the empty dining room table in confusion. 
“I found some candles and set the table outside in the gazebo. I thought we could eat out there, maybe catch the sunset.” He looked a bit sheepish. “I hope I didn’t use magical candles. I just found them in the kitchen.”
Damn it. Why did Zayn have to be a closet romantic too? It was going to be hard only spending one weekend with him.
“That’s a great idea. Let me go dig up the citronella candles. I’ll get bitten to death otherwise. Those tiny vampires love me.”
“I’m not surprised. You’re delicious,” he purred. The sound went straight to my core, firing me right up again. 
“You, mister, are trouble.”
He only smiled. 
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Sybil’s phone buzzed, and when she saw the name on the screen she glared at it. It must be that asshole again. 
She huffed and closed her eyes, as if resisting the temptation to toss her phone into the nearby field. “Why won’t this guy get the hint?”
“Dunno. It’s not like you’re even hinting anymore. You straight up told him to get lost. So did I.”
She put her phone on silent before placing it back on the table face down. I was glad. We didn’t need that asshole ruining our dinner together, especially the first one I’d cooked for her. I hadn’t ever cooked for anyone before. It felt good.
She had been telling me about growing up with parents who couldn’t understand her magic, and I’d told her about Mom and how she worried about me. It felt so natural to talk to her. I hadn’t realized how much I’d kept locked up inside. And now this guy was interrupting.
“You haven’t blocked him?” 
“No. I want to have a heads up in case he tries something stupid.”
I eyed the phone. “Next time, let me pick it up and I’ll tell him to shove it where the sun don’t shine. If he gets me every time he calls, he’ll stop.”
Sybil cracked a smile. “Honestly, I’d love to let you deal with it, but I already talked to the police, and they told me to keep a log of everything he does but not respond, because that would mean I was willingly participating or something like that.”
“Willingly participating?“ I made a face. “The guy’s stalking you and threatening you. In what messed up world are you participating willingly?”
“The cops’ world, apparently. Repeatedly telling your stalker to stop, or arguing with them is apparently engaging with them. I think letting you threaten him back would be considered engaging too. The trick is to tell them to stop once, and then you go no contact.” 
“Fine.” He grumbled. “I won’t threaten to remove his head from his body. What is he saying, anyway?” 
She shrugged, taking a sip of her pinot gris. “I don’t care. I’m not going to let it mess up my day so I’m not going to read it, and I’d rather not talk about him. I’d rather enjoy this amazing creamy shrimp pasta. I haven’t eaten so well in forever. Thanks so much for cooking.”
“Wait till you try my curry.”
She squinted at me. “We didn’t get the stuff to make curry. Is that your way of saying you want to come back next weekend?” 
“That depends,” I said, popping another cream-covered crustacean in my mouth.
“Depends on what?”
“Is that an invite?”
“You helped me clean out the entire living room and cooked me dinner. I’d be stupid not to invite you back.”
“Then next weekend it is. And you won’t need to rent the van again. We can take my truck.”
“You have a truck?”
“Yeah. It’s parked in the underground lot, but I haven’t driven it since I moved in because I was worried I’d shift mid-trip.” I could see the headline now: Crazy Serpent Bulldozes Pedestrian in Monster Truck Horrorshow.
“But what about with the watch on? Maybe you can drive now.”
“The watch helps a lot, though I’m still not sure about driving,” I admitted. “And my snake hissed louder than ever about being trapped this afternoon.”
“You can let him out tomorrow. There’s a big pond out front, and the woods over there are ours too.” She gestured to the forested area past the manicured part of the backyard. “Or there’s a field too, if you prefer.”
“Oh man, my snake would have a field day.” I could feel him itching to get out now.
She made that face again, like she always did when I talked about my snake. “You speak like you are different people, but he’s still you.”
“I know. But it’s hard to remember that. All we ever do is fight.”
“Have you ever tried not fighting him?”
I raised my brow. “Oh, sure. Let him take over and destroy everything.”
“Well, it might not be a super good idea in the condo in the city. But out here? It might help. It won’t break the curse, but at least you wouldn’t be fighting all the time. That must be exhausting.,”
“It is.” I eyed the tree line. “Okay, I’ll let him out tomorrow. But only if you’re indoors and only if you’re protected by a spell.”
“I’ll arrange something.”
We finished our meal just as the sun set and a chill was coming over the evening. We cleaned up quickly and moved over to the porch where there was a loveseat swing. Sybil grabbed a blanket from the chest on the porch and sat down, wine glass in hand, as I brought the citronella candles over to the side table.
The swing made a loud creaking sound as I sat down and Sybil eyed the bar above her head suspiciously. The swing held, but I made a mental note to WD-40 it before we did any bedroom gymnastics on it.
I tucked her into my side and we cuddled as the evening descended, watching the colors play across the sky. But it wasn’t the pinks, oranges, purples and blues that had her pointing animatedly. It was the tiny sparks of light blinking in and out of existence over the grass.
“Fireflies,” she said, her voice full of awe. “I haven’t seen them since I was a teenager growing up here. We never get those in the city.”
“They’re pretty.” The brief flashes of light danced over the darkening field.
“So long as you don’t look too closely,” she laughed. “I caught them in jars as a kid once, and they are kinda creepy. I don’t mind rodents and snakes, but creepy crawlies are just not for me.” She looked back out at nature’s light show. “But fireflies are okay, if they’re way over there. Some things are best enjoyed from afar.”
Not my little witch. She was best enjoyed up close and personal. She leaned on me, sliding her fingers under my shirt to stroke my chest.
It was her nails that finally did it. She dragged them over my pecs, and my body was suddenly revved up and ready to go, the romantic moment turning into something more needy and urgent. 
I pulled her over onto my lap, and the blanket fell to the porch floor as she straddled me. 
I hungrily devoured her, and even though my tongue was forked from my snake being so close to the surface, she didn’t pull away. The velvety feel of her tongue sliding along mine just about drove me insane. I couldn’t get enough of her. I wanted to rip her clothes off, right here on the porch, and bury myself in her hot little body until she was screaming my name. 
My fingers snuck under her top, moving along the smooth skin of her lower back and side, and up to play around the edge of her bra. I’d caught a glimpse of it earlier when I had her bent over the couch: it was lacy and black, and I couldn’t wait to peel it off her body. 
As I undid the clasp, she clawed her nails across my scalp and she kissed me back, thrusting her tongue into my mouth. 
“Fuck,” I groaned against her lips. My cock pressed against her stomach, hard as rock in my pants and begging to be let out.
She rolled her hips and the swing creaked loudly. She froze.
“We should go inside.”
I grinned. “Because you want me to fuck you as badly as I do?” 
“Maybe.”
“Hmm. That’s not very convincing, Kitten.” Grabbing her ass, I ground my hips against her, earning me a small whimper.
Fuck. The little mewling noises she made drove me crazy enough. I wanted to hear them change to screams. 
Unfortunately, they were replaced by a gasp when the swing creaked loudly again from our movement. It was probably best we moved inside before we got dropped on our asses. The citronella candles keeping the mosquitoes away were almost all burnt out too, and I preferred to be the only one feasting on my little kitten.
I slid my hand into her hair, pulling it back to expose the curve of her throat to me. “Tell me what you want.”
Sybil wasn’t one to shy away. She met my gaze, her tongue darting out to lick her lips that were somehow still red from her magical lipstick. I was almost disappointed she wouldn’t be leaving it all over my cock later, but the thought was lost with her next words.
“Fuck me, Zayn. I want you to fuck me.”
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I was loving every second of making Zayn lose control. He’d been driving me mad with his kisses, and it was time I gave back as good as he’d given me.  
He shoved himself off the swing, which gave one last creak of protest. I wrapped my arms around his neck and my legs around his hips. His strong hands grasped my ass, supporting me as he made his way back in through the side door.
We didn’t make it to my room. We didn’t even make it to the living room.  He leaned against the kitchen counter as I slid down him, his hard cock pressing firmly against my belly as it dragged up my body. It felt ready to burst out of his pants. I pulled at my top and bra, which were already sliding off my shoulder, and tossed them behind me, not caring where they landed. 
He was hastily shoving his jeans and boxers down his legs, allowing his impressive hard-on to spring out. I licked my lips. I’d been eager to return the favor after our little pre-dinner interlude. 
His cock was perfectly shaped, long and thick with a slight upward curve, and it felt heavy in my hands. I licked the drop of precum at the tip before swirling my tongue around the head. 
Zayn’s hands threaded into the back of my hair.
“That’s it, Kitten. Open those sexy lips and suck my cock.” He guided my head down.
I opened my mouth and licked around the tip, humming at the desire that flooded my body. I reached a hand down under the waist of my skirt and underwear, and fingered myself, imagining it was Zayn’s cock. 
Zayn moved my head up and down, shoving his cock deeper into my mouth until it hit the back of my throat. I gagged a little, but it was so fucking hot, I was creaming myself.  I looked up at him and our eyes met, intensifying our connection.
His lips lifted into an evil grin as he watched me. “I wish you were wearing real lipstick that could come off. I want to see it all over me. All over us.”
Oh, Zayn liked that, did he? We didn’t need real lipstick to make a sexy mess. I closed my eyes and mentally cast a spell that would make my magical makeup behave like the real thing.
“Aww, fuck yeah.” His hands tightened in my hair deliciously, his eyes locked on my lips around his cock and the lipstick coming off onto his skin. “That’s so fucking hot.”
His reaction to me was like an aphrodisiac. The more turned on he became, the more I wanted him to fuck my brains out. I pumped his cock with my spare hand, the one that wasn’t deep in myself up to the knuckles, adding the movement to what my mouth was doing, and he groaned again.
He thrust a few more times into my mouth before pulling me up and off him, controlling where I went with his fingers tangled in my hair. I loved it. I loved how much bigger he was than me. I loved how he took control, even though I knew I was the one who really called all the shots. 
He released my head to grip my hips. Lifting me up to place me on top of the counter, he slipped my underwear off and hiked my skirt up to my waist. He’d cooked and cleaned and now this? That was something to celebrate. The counter was the perfect height for him to press my knees open and wedge himself between my splayed thighs. He pressed his swollen cock against my pussy.
My lips were wet from my fingers, and he slid against me, the friction making me swallow a moan of pleasure. 
“I’m going to fuck you, Kitten. Is that what you want?” he whispered, his breath tickling my ear. “To scream as you come all over my cock?”
I shivered at his dirty words. Zayn had a naughty mouth, and I loved it.
I grasped his head just to have something to hold onto. He trailed hungry kisses across my collar bone, and down to nibble at my breasts. His lips covered my nipple, tugging and licking until it was hard and peaked. He moved to the other side, lavishing attention on the second one.
With his hand supporting my shoulders, he carefully laid me back until I was splayed on the counter. 
“Reach above your head,” he ordered, “and grab the opposite edge of the counter. Don’t let go unless I tell you to.”
When I didn’t immediately do as I was told, he pinched a nipple. I gasped. And reached up to grab the edge of the counter. 
“Good girl.” He grinned, looking almost dangerous. “Now… Keep them there.”
With both hands on my hips, he pulled me to the very edge. It almost felt like I was going to fall right off, and I squealed, letting go one hand to reach out for him. 
“Ah-ah-ahh, keep your hands there,” he said strictly. “You won’t fall. Trust me.”
I grabbed the counter again tightly while he lined us up, his thick head spreading my slit wide open. He pressed in and I suddenly understood why he said I wouldn’t fall. The only place I’d go was right onto his cock. In this position, almost falling off the counter, I couldn’t stop him, couldn’t even back up and slow him down. I could only feel, as he thrust deep inside. 
I cried out at the sudden fullness.
“Fuck, yeah.” Zayn gripped my hips so hard it almost hurt.
He ground his hips, pressing deep. He pulled out, and I started to slip, only to be lifted back up when he thrust in again. Despite knowing he wouldn’t let me fall, I held the counter tightly over my head. It was the only thing keeping me sane. 
“Oh god,” I whimpered. What was he doing to me? The pleasure of my orgasm was already building, and we’d barely started.
Releasing one hand from my hips, he trailed it up my body, stopping to cup a breast. “Beautiful. So fucking beautiful.”
He set a punishing pace, hammering into me like a piston. I cried out, arching my back and submitting to him. He pushed in hard and deep, rocking into me. His massive cock cleaved me in half. Blinding light exploded in my vision.
I closed my eyes and screamed, my channel tightening around his cock. I gasped for air as I shattered into tiny pieces, my body shaking. 
“No. Eyes open. I want you to know who’s making you feel so good.” Zayn looked feral. He bared his teeth, and the silver of his serpent flashed in his eyes. The sheen of perspiration on his skin shimmered, for a moment looking like scales. His snake was very close to the surface.
Fuck. He was so hot. 
He kept pumping into me as wave after wave of bliss overwhelmed my senses. Tears squeezed from my eyes. It was almost so much I wanted to beg him to stop, but at the same time I never wanted this to end. For a second, I thought it would never stop and I’d expire from the sheer pleasure of it all.  
Here lies Sybil, who was fucked to death.
Zayn pumped several more times, his hips jerking, before he growled low and spilled his seed deep within me with one last thrust. Locked together, I pulsed around him, both of us shaking. 
He hovered over me, breathing hard, strands of his silver blonde hair hanging across his face. His hips held me in place on the counter. Reaching back to remove my hands from the far edge, he kissed them. I hadn’t realized I’d been gripping them so tightly my fingers were aching. 
“My perfect little kitten.” He grabbed a bar towel from the counter and handed it to me. 
I took it silently, not yet able to form words.
Gathering me into his arms, he lifted me off the counter and buried his face in my neck while he carried me over to the couch. Ordering me to drop the towel on the couch, he sat on it, with me straddling him. 
“Sleepy, Kitten?” he asked.
“Mmmhmm.”
“I tired you out?”  He leaned back and I settled on his chest.
“You did.” I closed my eyes, feeling immensely satisfied.
And there on the couch I fell asleep, wrapped in his arms.  
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I slithered through the woods, relishing the rare opportunity to stretch my coils. The soft leaf litter felt great against my scales, and the wonderful scent of petrichor and decaying greenery filled my lungs.  
I’d sunned myself on the rocks next to the pond earlier, and I was nice and toasty warm as I searched for the perfect place to build a nest. Somewhere safe and sheltered from the elements.
This was a perfect area to settle down. There was a human-style home on top of the hill where my female could stay when she needed some indoor time, and a decent-sized pond at the front of the road with slabs of rocks where I could sun myself. The woods behind the home were great too. It was only a small patch of forest with young trees now, but they’d mature in time.
There were fields and rolling hills on one side of the cottage, and an overgrown garden on the other. All the elements were here to build a happy life—most importantly, the little witch who was now waiting for me back in the building. 
Don’t get too comfortable, buddy. This is only temporary. 
I hissed silently at my human. He was so annoying, always trying to tell me what to do and keeping me locked up. If it weren’t for the witch inviting us here, I’d still be stuck in that tiny apartment. Our mate knew what we needed better than he did.
She is not our mate.
I ignored my human. What did he know? Of course she was. Sure, Sybil didn’t have a snake or a naga form, but that didn’t make a particle of difference to me. She was mine. I’d known the moment I saw her. 
I didn’t know why my human was so intent on denying us happiness like this. Denying me happiness.
We hadn’t always been at odds like this. We used to be united, working together to thwart the curse. But somewhere along the way, he stopped seeing me as an ally and now saw me more as the enemy. As if somehow, I was the curse. 
It was beyond frustrating.
The first possible nesting spot I found was quiet, secluded, and cozy, but there was an oak tree above it, and that meant acorns in the fall. I was sure Sybil wouldn’t want to lie on top of those and picking them up would be tedious. I moved on.
The next spot didn’t have any annoying oak tree but it was only at the edge of the wooded area, so it was more exposed. It was also quite a distance from the cottage. That wasn’t ideal. Sybil would want to be close to her home, her magical artifacts, and most importantly, her rodents. I had already seen how important those four-legged critters were to my kitten.
There was also a patch of brambles nearby, and my little witch didn’t have thick scales like me. That was the last nail in the coffin.
This last location was the best. It was hidden in the woods, but still close to the quaint cottage on the hill. There were no noxious plants nearby, and the leaf litter here was thick and would make a soft, cushioned floor for our den. 
There will be no den. She isn’t our mate, and we’re not breeding with her. 
We’d already bred with her. Was my human losing his memory as well? How could he not remember driving into her supple body last night? It had been heaven.
We’d taken a nap after our first round on the kitchen counter, then we’d done it again before the night was over in her room. I took more time to explore her body the second time. It was glorious.
I couldn’t believe he didn’t plan to build her a nest. Worse yet, he planned on leaving her after what we’d shared. I was severely disappointed in him. Sybil deserved better. 
Honestly, how could he plan to leave her, just like our sire left our mother? I’d seen what that had done to her; she’d cried often when she thought I wasn’t paying attention. I’d never let him do that to our mate. Ever. 
Maybe my human was a lost cause. If so, I’d need to find a way to take over. Sybil deserved to be cared for and coveted forever, not just loved and left.
I circled the nesting site, gathering as much of the soft, fallen leaves together as I could before pushing them up into a high wall. I reared back and up to look at my handiwork. Not high enough. I needed something sturdier to hold the leaves up. Maybe digging into the ground would help?
I’d never built a den before, having never met a female who called to me like my little witch did, so this was all trial and error.
I started digging, making sure to save the top layer of leaves to line the nest later. It was fun, but my human seemed displeased at all the dirt falling on our scales. I wasn’t worried. A quick soak in the pond would remedy that after. 
With the foundation of the den hollowed out, I went in search of branches to form a wall and a roof.
The sun moved across the sky, and I lost myself in the building process. I’d spent the morning with Sybil tackling the display cabinet in the dining room that had been filled nearly to bursting with curiosities. After a quick lunch of salads and sandwiches, she’d suggested I shift and go out to explore the area while she finished sorting and bagging everything. My human insisted she cast a spell to keep me out, as if he thought I’d hurt her. 
I gazed up at the sun through the dense foliage. I’d been out here for hours, and I missed her. I wanted to finish up and get back to her.
I circled the den again, pushing more of the dried leaves to settle in between the branches. There—that should do. The den was a large dome with a few strategically placed holes to let in light. Since it was under the canopy of the tree, it should stay relatively dry even in the rain. 
Now for the door. I’d left an opening at the bottom with no branches. Where was it again? Ah, yes. I carefully nudged aside the leaves to make a circular hole at the base of the wall on the side facing the house. It would be big enough for her to enter if she crouched. A large piece of bark made a perfect door.
It wasn’t a work of art, but I didn’t have hands in this form, and it was pretty decent for my first try, if I did say so myself. I’d build better dens for her as my skill improved. I had my whole life to learn.
She’s not going to be impressed by a mound of sticks and leaves on her own freakin’ property.
I could feel him rolling our eyes. At least I was doing something. He planned on leaving her after he’d had his fun. Such an asshole.
That’s not even how nagas build dens. They do it the human way. A proper fucking home. Not this.
Home? More like a palace. 
I’d done research on the other nagas. There weren’t many left in the world and most of them were filthy rich, old money. Our ancestors had been treated as deities in the past in South and Southeast Asia and been given offerings for centuries. And while the dough balls, sweets, and milk were long digested, the fancy pitchers and bowls they were brought in—sometimes made of solid gold, if royalty came to pray—and all the jewels and lengths of colored silk added up over time.
However, the curse had ruined my grandfather, and subsequently, my father and I too. They had enough to live decent middle-class lives, don’t get me wrong, but no matter how hard I worked, I’d never rebuild the wealth we’d lost. I’d never have a palatial estate to roam, or grand fountains in which to soak my scales.
I’d never be able to shower my mate with gifts or build her a den worthy of royalty. And now I didn’t even have my human’s help with the construction. There was only so much I could do without opposable thumbs. 
I’m helping clean up her place.
True, but he also planned to leave after. Our naga would agree with me. As if he’d even let that out. He’d been suppressing it for years. 
Me? You’re the one who keeps taking over completely.
Said the one who insisted on staying human all the time and not letting me out. 
Too annoyed to continue conversing, I shoved the human part of myself as far back as possible. When he was finally silent, I slithered out of the woods to have another soak in the pond. I wanted to be perfectly clean before I brought my mate to the den.
Even if she wasn’t thoroughly impressed, hopefully she’d know I cared enough to offer her forever. And maybe she’d forgive me when my stupid human took over and broke her heart. 




Chapter 15
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Sybil


I stretched my arms up over my head before bending from side to side to relieve the soreness from decluttering all day.  
Well…it wasn’t just the decluttering. Some of the soreness was from all the bedroom gymnastics Zayn and I had indulged in last night. I smiled at the memory.
It was hard not to remember every time I looked at the kitchen counter, or into my bedroom. I couldn’t believe my childhood bed was able to handle that much movement and pressure. 
Zayn had joked this morning about christening every room in the house to truly make it ours, even though he wasn’t moving in or anything. I might take him up on the offer. It sounded fun. 
There was this unspoken understanding between us that this was a temporary arrangement unless we somehow broke the curse, but I now questioned whether that really had to be the case. Why not just have him stay here? We got along great, and when his snake wanted out, he could just roam around outside. 
Even with the curse, things could work out. He would be better off here than back at the condo. And so would everyone else, if his snake truly was out of control. 
I shook my head. I was getting wayyyy ahead of myself. We hadn’t even gone on a proper date yet. He was here to help me out, and in return, I’d try to help him. That’s it. This wasn’t a relationship, no matter how toe-curlingly wonderful last night had been.  
At least I knew now I didn’t have to worry about Zayn’s snake disappearing into the wilderness forever. He’d slithered off into the woods for a while but was currently bathing in the pond out front. He lifted his snout up over the water and turned to the cottage as if checking in on me every so often. 
I was cleaning up the kitchen pantry, having packed up all the stuff from the old display cabinet, the one I used to love as a kid. I was keeping a few of my favorite things, like the silver pan flute with the detailed engravings that glowed with happy magic. That was one of the rules I’d set: I was only keeping the things that gave me happy memories or that I found beautiful.
Then there were a few pieces I didn’t want to keep, but would be dangerous to sell or throw away, lest they ended up in the wrong hands. I couldn’t just dump everything into donation boxes like other people did. I’d try to get them into the hands of collectors first and for anything left I’d call in professionals. With the number of magical artifacts in the world growing every day, some companies were set up to help neutralize and contain those that might be dangerous.
Decluttering food was much easier. Great Granny Syl had dried food and stale cookies hidden in the back of her cupboards that were older than me. They all went into the giant trash bag in the middle of the kitchen floor.
My phone buzzed, and I picked it up off the counter to check the screen. Unknown number. Again. I’d been getting unknown calls all day, which was the reason I’d put my phone on vibrate to begin with. I was hesitant to pick up unless it was a number I recognized, and it wasn’t just because of the sales calls. 
The unknown number calls had started yesterday, shortly after the attack on the ward I’d put on my home. Meanwhile I’d also stopped getting messages from Nigel, so I deeply suspected it was him. My phone let out another short buzz and a message flashed on my screen. Curious, I read it, and my blood froze.
I know your little secret, witch. Agree to my terms or I’ll report you to the EA. They’ll lock you up forever.
No. He couldn’t know. I glanced over at the old cat tree I kept at the cottage. Salt and Pepper lounged in one of the baskets, Pepper’s tail dangling lazily over the edge. The last time I’d cast the youth spell on them was two years ago in the woods behind the cottage. Nigel couldn’t possibly have known about it.
I’d planned on coming back to the cottage on my own next weekend, without Zayn, so I could wait with the ratties in the meadow out back for the owl to go on a hunt. I hadn’t thought of that when I’d invited Zayn back during dinner yesterday, I thought guiltily. I hadn’t been thinking of Salt and Pepper at all.
A knocking at my window had me yelping and scrambling away, only to realize it was just Zayn. He was still a serpent, and he lifted his head up to peer in the window.
I tossed my phone into my purse which still sat on the counter where I’d left it yesterday. There was nothing I could do about Nigel now. I’d worry about him when I got back to the city. 
I wondered if maybe Zayn didn’t give his serpent form enough credit. He was so worried it would go on a rampage and hurt people, possibly even eat them, but maybe he was wrong. The curse seemed to have severed the bond between man and snake, making it impossible for him to return to his half and half naga form. But it also seemed to have cut off communication between the two minds.
Just in case, I formed a magic barrier a fraction of an inch thick around my entire body. If the snake tried to bite me, it would feel as if I was made of diamond, hard and impenetrable. But it would still feel like my hand if I touched him myself. 
I opened the window and reached out. He slithered close and pressed his face against my hand. 
Wow. I’d forgotten how huge his head was. He’d have no problem swallowing me whole if he decided to. His thickest part around was as wide as his human hips. But he didn’t attack, and that was a good sign. I rubbed his jaw and chin, and his forked tongue darted out to flick against my skin. 
I scratched behind his jaw, and his tail thumped against the ground like a happy puppy getting belly rubs. The adorable action had my lips curling up at the corners so hard it almost hurt.
He rested his head in my palms, and I risked leaning in to kiss the top of his giant head.  I wondered if any part of Zayn was present right now. He’d said he blanked out when the serpent took over completely.
“Can you understand me?” I asked.
“Esss.”
Okay. “Does that mean yes?”
Another hiss.
Oh boy. We were getting nowhere.
“Are you going to eat me?”
There was no hiss this time. Zayn only shook his head in a no. Now we were talking!
He opened his mouth and gently took my hand in it, careful not to nick me with his terrifying backward-facing teeth. He tugged, as if encouraging me to slide out the window. I laughed. 
“I need to use the door, silly.”
He released my hand and jerked his head several times to the side while maintaining eye contact. Was he asking me to come out and join him?
“I’m not so sure I want a take a dip in the pond.” I picked up a piece of algae still clinging to his neck and looked at it skeptically before tossing it aside. “It’s not my idea of a fun spa day.”
He repeated the motion, this time eyeing the woods. 
“You want to take a walk in the woods?”
“Esss.” This time, he bobbed his head up and down. 
Stay in the kitchen, or follow a massive constrictor out into the forest? The choice should have been easy, but it wasn’t. I wanted to trust Zayn’s snake even if he didn’t trust it himself. 
The magic barrier would stop him from biting me or suffocating me by squeezing, but would it be effective if he tried to swallow me whole? I thought for a moment. If he tried anything, I could expand the magic, forming a sphere around myself and making me too big to swallow.
Decision made, I opened the side door and stepped outside. 
Zayn did not, in fact, swallow me whole. He curved his body around me and bumped the backs of my legs with his snout. His tongue flicked out and licked my inner thigh under my skirt, right at the panty line.  
“Hey! None of that, you perv,” I giggled.
There was clearly enough of human Zayn in there to see me as sexy and not delicious. Or perhaps he saw me as both. He nudged me again, his tongue flickering. It tickled, and I lifted my knee.  He used the opportunity to slide his tongue in between my legs.
I squeaked as I lost my balance and ended up sitting astride the back of his neck. 
“You want me to ride you? I don’t think you’re big enough to—” 
I squeaked again as he lifted his head off the ground, and I slid down his back. I flung my arms around him, holding on lest I fall. He didn’t stop moving, and I realized he was indeed large enough for me to ride. I just had to change my angle, leaning forward a little rather than sitting upright.
He was difficult to hold onto with nothing but his hard, slippery scales. I had to squeeze with my knees, something he seemed to enjoy a tad bit too much.
We headed toward the woods behind the house, and Zayn didn’t stop until we were in front of a giant leafy dome with gaps in the sides. He stopped, and I climbed off as he moved a piece of bark aside to expose a hole in the side of the dome.
It was a burrow. Serpent Zayn had built himself a burrow and was showing it off to me. Super cute. I grinned. It was a complicated burrow for a snake; it had a door and windows and everything.
He nudged me toward the hole.
“You want me to go inside?” Well, I was already here; I might as well.
I got down on my hands and knees, which earned me a bump of his snout on my satin-covered crotch. Zayn Serpent clearly found my human form attractive enough despite retaining his snake instincts like building burrows with sticks and leaves, which meant the man must not be too far from the surface. Hope fluttered inside me. Maybe it would indeed be possible to reunite the two and give him back his naga form.
The inside of the burrow was surprisingly cozy. Zayn had dug down into the dirt, and I was able to just barely stand if I wanted to. He’d lined the floor with leaves, and the gaps in the dome let in enough light that I could see.
The giant serpent entered behind me, following the curves of the wall around and around until he was coiled up, his body blocking the doorway. His snout came to a stop in front of my chest before he shoved me playfully, and I stumbled back, sitting on one of his coils.
He tried to fit his head under my tank top, but there wasn’t enough space, so he grabbed the fabric with his sharp teeth and pulled, tearing it. His tongue flicked out to brush against the swell of my breasts.
“Hey! I liked this top.”
Zayn Serpent was getting fresh, and I didn’t know what to do. He was fully serpent right now, and I didn’t think things would fit together very well…or at all.
Then he moved, and something hard and spikey pressed against my leg.
I glanced down and gasped.
I had heard once that some snakes had two penises. I could now confirm that this was indeed true. They were fat, with spikes. There was no way in hell we were compatible in this form. And I considered myself pretty freaking imaginative when it came to these things. 
Too late, I realized that this wasn’t Zayn Serpent’s burrow. It was a nest. For us. And by coming in, I’d accidentally accepted some sort of serpentine courtship ritual.
I pushed his head away. “Zayn, I can see what you want. But it’s not going to work between us while you’re like this. We don’t have the right parts. And well, you have…two.”
I never thought I’d ever see a disappointed snake, but Zayn gave me the snake equivalent of puppy dog eyes. 
“I’m not saying no to you, Zayn. You might have forgotten, but the human and the snake are two sides of the same being. Change into your human form, and we’ll do it right here in the nest.” 
The nest he’d built for me. It was the epitome of sweet, so I’d put up with leaves in my hair and stones under my ass. It looked like he’d spent all afternoon on it too. Was his snake trying to tell me something his human wouldn’t? Couldn’t?
He pouted. Yes, pouted. 
“We can cuddle and take a nap,” I suggested.
That seemed to satisfy him, and he tightened his coils just enough to form a comfortable place for me to relax. I leaned back, rested my legs up on his body, and pillowed my head on his tail. He laid his head on my chest. 
A soft wind blew inside through the gaps, and we relaxed together in our den.  
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Zayn


Where the hell was I?  
I blinked at the ceiling of leaves and branches. Oh. Right. The nest. I started to roll myself over but found Sybil in my arms, her dark hair plastered against her face.  
Fuck! What had I done? 
She made a soft sound and blinked a few times, then stretched her body awake against mine and smiled. “Hi. You’re back.”
“I’m so sorry. What happened? Are you okay? What did I do?”
“I’m fine.” She picked a twig out of her hair. “Covered in leaves, but fine.”
“What did I—”
“You didn’t try to eat me, if that’s what you’re asking. I don’t think your serpent was trying to eat me that day in your condo, either. I think he was just trying to give me a hug.”
“So, he brought you here and…hugged you? That’s it?”
She didn’t comment, and I narrowed my eyes at her. 
“Let’s go inside, we can talk about it there.” She scratched at her legs. Tiny pink dots were showing up all over her pale skin. “I’m getting bitten.” She slapped a mosquito on her thigh. “I wasn’t kidding when I said mosquitos love me.”
“Fuck. I’m sorry.” 
“Don’t worry about it. It’s my fault. I should’ve sprayed on some repellent or cast a spell or something before I fell asleep. I should know better by now; I’m their favorite meal.”
I’ll fight them all. Every single one.
Damn it. My snake was still around. I shoved him deep inside my head, like he did to me earlier. I didn’t need him taking over to fight off the tiny bugs, no matter how good his intentions.
We stepped out of the den into the early evening air and made our way back to the cottage.
“You don’t have a single bug bite.” Sybil looked me up and down enviously. “That’s not fair. You’re buck naked too.”
“I had scales for most of the time in the den. They’re pretty tough. And I don’t think bugs find me interesting when there’s someone as delicious as you around,” I said, holding the door open for her.
The kitchen was a mess: packages all over the floor, and an overflowing garbage bag in the middle of it. She must have been cleaning the old food out of the pantry when my snake… Well, I actually didn’t know what happened. I remembered building the den and arguing with my snake over whether Sybil would be impressed or not, and then he’d locked me right out.
It was the strangest feeling, like having a door slammed in your face in your own head, and there was no way I could avoid it. It sucked donkey balls. 
“What did my snake do?” I asked as we stepped over the mess to get to the living room, which was much less cluttered. 
“He… Um…” Sybil took a long drink from the glass of water that had been sitting on the coffee table. “He… Your snake has two cocks.”
“Jesus fucking Christ.” I ran my hand through my hair.
My snake’s cocks were not nearly as impressive as my human’s, or my naga’s. They wouldn’t work with a person, considering their shape and the fact that they were spiked. Wait till she found out that my naga had two cocks as well, most definitely compatible with her body, where my human one was instead of down by the tail. Damn it, why couldn’t Sybil have seen those first?
I hoped my snake hadn’t scared her away. “He didn’t try to—”
“He was happy with just some cuddles and a nap.” Sybil sighed, flopping down on the couch. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I think you’re being too hard on your snake in expecting the worst from him. He’s honestly not some rampaging monster. He’s kind of sweet.”
“Tell that to my apartment.” I sat down, angling my body toward hers. “And I hate not knowing what I did. I remember soaking in the pond, exploring the woods, and building the nest, but nothing after that. It sucks being kicked out of my own head. What if one day I just disappear forever?” 
“Do you ever kick him out of your head?”
That gave me pause. I’d done just that minutes ago. 
“Zayn, I don’t know what is and what isn’t part of the curse, since we have so little information on it, but maybe try to be nicer to your snake. I really don’t think he’s the enemy.” Sybil reached up to cup my face. “Be nicer to yourself.”
I closed my eyes and leaned into her palms, putting my hand over hers. She was right. I needed to stop treating my snake like the problem. I relaxed my mind, giving my serpent freedom.
Angry at being suppressed, he surged forth wildly, and I felt my eyes flashing silver and my face elongating. Sybil instinctively flinched, but to her credit, didn’t move away. 
Then my snake burst out of my skin, all scale and menace. A tail knocked over her glass, spilling the water, and a coil shoved away the coffee table with a loud bang. 
“Shh… It’s all right.”
Sybil’s soothing voice broke through the angry hissing in my head. She cradled my head against her bosom, and magic emanated from her, surrounding me and calming my beast. Slowly, I began to feel more human.
“Is this your naga form?” Sybil’s eyes shone with interest. “I like it. It suits you.”
I looked down at myself. I was human on top and snake on the bottom, but something was off. 
“It looks right but feels wrong, if that makes sense. I feel like half human, half snake, instead of full naga.” I wasn’t stable. I was sure that if I relaxed, my snake would take over completely. I wouldn’t be able to stay in this form for long, and it definitely didn’t feel natural. Not like it should.
“I think I understand. Kinda like an imitation?”
“Yesss.” There was my snake again, slipping out. 
She leaned back and looked me up and down. “It’s wavering.”
I concentrated until I was fully man again. I was ravenous, which was a good thing I suppose. It meant that my snake hadn’t hunted down some poor deer for a meal.
“You hungry?” I asked.
“Famished.” She glanced over into the kitchen. “But I don’t think we can use the kitchen till it gets cleaned up.”
She mumbled something and waved her hand, the most adorable look of concentration on her face. The food packages that were scattered all over the floor started to arrange themselves into neat piles. The cloth on the counter rolled up into a ball and dipped itself into the soapy water in the sink before beginning to scrub away at the counter.
“That’s convenient,” I mused.
It still impressed me every time she used her magic. She’d explained that whenever she did it siphoned energy from her, but these simple household spells didn’t take much, and as long as she stayed well-fed and well-rested, it wouldn’t affect her wards.
“Too bad it can’t figure out which of those packages of shortbread are expired and which are still good. I still need to do that myself. If you’re hungry now, there’s a charcoal grill outside next to the gazebo. We also have the fire pit.”
I imagined my little witch dancing naked around a bonfire under the full moon, the bass pumping loud and filling the air with music. 
“If we do the fire pit, will you dance around it naked?”
She laughed. “That depends. Is it a full moon?”
“Nope, but we can pretend it is.” I waggled my brows at her. “Is that even a real thing? Or is it made up?”
“The witch’s sabbath was most definitely a real thing. But it fell out of fashion a long time ago, probably because witches were being burnt at the stake and had to go into hiding. But yeah, they used to call demons, satyrs, incubi, and succubi to their gatherings to help replenish their magic through…”
“Through sex?” I finished, my brows raised. 
“You got it.”
“Is that how you replenish your magic too?” I asked.
She dropped her eyes. “A little bit. But mostly I recharge with food and sleep. I also augment my magic by surrounding myself with magic-infused objects and other things I love, like my familiars. Great Granny Syl was the same, except she didn’t have a pet and just recharged with her objects.” She looked around at the clutter. “But all this is too much for me. I need it to be neatly arranged and tranquil.”
Like the shrine she’d set up in her childhood room. I had noticed it was aesthetically pleasing and harmonious. Even her rats’ cage was decorated with matching hammocks and toys. The set in their cage right now had a jungle theme, with fleece vines and leaves. Adorable.
Which reminded me. “Where’s Salt and Pepper?” They’d been out when I left to let my serpent out.
“I put them back in their cage when I started clearing out the kitchen. They ripped open a package of decade-old cookies, and I had to wrestle one out of Pepper’s mouth.”
“Shall we take them outside? Or do you not trust them near the grill?” 
“No, they can’t go outside. but it’s not the grill I’m worried about. There’s an owl in the area. And you must’ve seen the hawks out during the day.”
“Right. I didn’t even think of that.” I wondered what the hawk had thought when it saw my snake.
“I might build a big enclosure so they can hang out outside when I do. They really enjoyed chilling by the pool at the Redrock penthouse.”
“Nice. They’ll enjoy that.” I got up from the couch, my stomach growling. “I’ll go fire up the grill.”
I was just reaching for the door handle when Sybil cleared her throat.
“You’re real brave to barbeque naked.”
Crap. I’d forgotten I was still in my birthday suit.




Chapter 17

[image: image-placeholder]
Sybil


Lightning flashed across the sky, illuminating the wet road in front of us. I sat in the passenger seat of Zayn’s pickup as he drove us home. Home as in the condo, not as in the cottage, of course. It was easy to fall into the trap of thinking of the cottage as home since we’d been playing house in it all weekend. 
It had taken a lot longer than we’d thought it would to drop off all the stuff. We’d only managed to get to one of the donation places in the morning before realizing that we’d never be able to get it all done before the van was due back at the rental place at noon on Monday.
It had been Zayn’s idea for us to transfer everything into his pickup. After he’d insisted that it wasn’t taking away from his work and that he didn’t have any meetings on Monday afternoon, I’d agreed.
We’d picked up his truck from the condo’s underground garage and moved all the bags and boxes into the back. I hadn’t expected the shiny rims and luxury interior. But it wasn’t the massive twelve-inch touch screen, ambient lighting, or the leather upholstery and real wood trim that impressed me the most. No, that honor went to the amazing sound system.
That, and the massaging front seats, which were something I really needed after a weekend of organizing. 
We’d spent the rest of the day dropping off the items, first to the donation centers, then a run to the dump. Then we grabbed a late lunch at the Starving Aardvark, a restaurant that served all-day brunch.
It was his first time out at an honest-to-goodness restaurant in years, and I’d assured him that I’d help him control his serpent if it threatened to bust out after the first bite of chicken and waffles. The rain had started just as we stepped out of the restaurant, and we’d giggled and laughed like teenagers as we ran for his truck.
I didn’t want this to be over, and judging by how slow Zayn was driving, he didn’t either. What had started out as just a boring weekend cleaning out Great Granny’s place had ended up as a memorable romantic getaway. Zayn had left on Friday as my hot, cursed neighbor who needed my help and returned on Monday as something more. 
We hadn’t actually talked about it, so maybe I was reading too much into it, but he did build me a nest, and that had to count for something. Right? Maybe that was why he was driving so slowly. He didn’t want to have the talk when we got back to the apartment building. 
An alert from my phone sounded in my purse, and I temporarily made space at my feet for Salt and Pepper’s carrier so I could check the notification. I knew from the ring tone it wasn’t an unknown number or the dreaded Nigel. It was the tone I assigned to messages from the Let’s Talk About Hex forum chat group. Someone by the handle hellsbellsncheapmotels wanted to chat about the question I’d posed concerning curses and nagas. 
“We got a bite on the forum about the curse,” I said. “She wants to do a video chat. When are you free?”
“Any day this week after 2 P.M.”
I messaged her back, and we decided to meet online the next day at 6 P.M. I hoped this was the break we needed. 
Zayn had managed to sustain his naga form for a few minutes at a time, but he still said it never felt right, and after a short while, his serpent or human would take over completely. I had an idea of how I could help stabilize the shift, and I planned on working on it this week, but I hadn’t told him about it yet, just in case I couldn’t figure it out. 
Even if I did, it wasn’t the same thing as breaking the curse entirely. It would just be a Band-Aid, not a permanent cure. I sure hoped hellsbellsncheapmotels could give us something useful.
Zayn pulled into the underground parking lot, and soon we were in the elevator heading up to our floor. 
I felt it in my gut the second we got out of the elevator and stepped out into the third-floor hallway: a feeling of dread pooling in my belly. I held my breath, expecting something bad to happen. Zayn, who’d been holding my hand, moved his body in front of me protectively. 
But there was no one there. The hallway was empty. Quiet.
We got to his door first, since it was closer to the elevator. Zayn inhaled through an open mouth, tasting the air.
“What do you smell?” I whispered.
He just shook his head and dug his keys out of his pocket. I reached out with my magic but didn’t feel anything either. He put the key in the door and frowned. “It’s unlocked.”
There was that eerie feeling again.
“Stay behind me,” he said, pushing the door open. 
His place was a disaster, and by the look on his face, this time his snake wasn’t to blame. Furniture had been thrown everywhere, and the curtains had been pulled down from the windows together with their rods.
But that wasn’t what had my blood running cold.
Scrawled across his walls in red paint were the words “I know what you did, Which.”
“Weird. They spelled witch wrong.” Zayn’s voice sounded distant. “Someone was testing your ward this weekend. They must have come into my place when they failed to get into yours. And I did tell that asshole you lived here.”
He stepped over to the coffee table, where someone had stabbed a knife through a folded piece of paper, pinning it in place. Extracting the note, he unfolded it and read it, then crumpled it up with an angry hiss.
“That fucking asshole.” He looked ready to punch a hole in the wall. As if his walls hadn’t taken enough of a beating already. “Shit.” He carefully uncrumpled the note. “I shouldn’t have read it. Sorry.”
He held it out to me, and I took it from him gingerly, almost afraid to touch the paper. My hands shook as I read it. 
There was no name on it, but I knew who it was from: Nigel. It threatened to go to the EA with “my secret” unless I agreed to his “terms” and met him alone at a given time and place. 
“Tell me, little witch,” Zayn said as I looked up from the note. “What’s this secret that you are hiding?”
For a long second, I considered lying to Zayn, telling him I had no idea what Nigel was talking about, but he’d never believe me, not after we’d spent four solid days together.  He’d trusted me with his own secret and opened up about his serpent. What would it say about me if I lied to him now?
Then again, if things between us went south, it would leave me exposed and in a bad place. I didn’t think Zayn was the type to betray me, but you never knew.
Zayn held my chin with his hands, firmly but tenderly tilting my face up so I met his gaze.
“I can’t protect you if I don’t know what’s happening. Please, Kitten.”
Protect me? That was his first reaction? 
The pull in my heart made the decision for me. I hoped I wouldn’t regret it. 
I glanced around the room. I didn’t trust Nigel not to have his hired goons install cameras in here before they left or otherwise bug the place. 
“Come over to my place. I’ll help you clean up yours after.”
Back in my condo, I placed Salt and Pepper’s carrier on the coffee table, locked the door, strengthened the ward that prevented anyone from listening in on our conversation, either physically or magically, and spilled my secret.




Chapter 18 
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Zayn


Sybil was not, in fact, a serial killer.  
“So the deep dark secret is that you go out into the woods and transfer some already dying creature’s life force into your pets every few years to keep them young? I don’t get it. What’s the big deal about that?” I leaned back on her burgundy leather couch. 
Sybil gawked at me like I’d grown another head. Salt sat on her lap grooming himself, and Pepper was grabbing handfuls of her hair, trying to climb on top of her. 
“What?” I asked. “Owls and hawks need to eat, too. So do snakes and other reptiles. It’s not like you’re the one hunting down a perfectly healthy bunny, tearing its life force away, and tossing the carcass in the trash.”
She blew out a breath and started to absentmindedly pet the rat in her lap. They really did ground her. I saw that, now that I’d spent a weekend with her. 
“That was my line of thinking too, but the EA doesn’t agree. To them, it’s a slippery slope. If we start doing that with animals, what’s stopping witches and wizards from going to a hospital and transferring the life forces of dying humans to themselves? Or offering it as a service to rich people? And what happens if the patient isn’t dying fast enough? What’s stopping an unscrupulous wizard from hurrying the process along for some coin?”
As she explained it to me, her face got paler and paler and she got more and more agitated. This was clearly something that she’d warred with herself over and kept hidden for years. Her guilt was palpable.
When I really thought about it, I saw why it could be a problem. Some people would do anything for money. Others would surely do anything for eternal youth. It was most definitely something that could be abused. I had a feeling many immoral magic users already did a version of this. I’d heard of wizards who would disappear overseas for a decade or so, then come back as their own long-lost son.
What Sybil did for her beloved pets didn’t bother me. Especially since she only took the life force of animals lost to natural causes. Death was a natural part of the cycle. Predators needed to eat too. As a naga, I was able to digest both animal and plant materials, but snakes were obligate carnivores and relied on meat for their sustenance.
Something still bothered me though. “Am I right in guessing that I am the only person who knows about this?”
“Great Granny Syl knew. She made me promise I’d do everything I could to keep it a secret.”
“She let you keep doing it.” It was a statement, not a question.
“As long as I was being ethical, yes.”
“And you are. So how do you think Nigel knows about it?”
She screwed her face up miserably. “I don’t know. But he does.”
She pulled her purse into her lap, displacing the almost indignant-looking white rodent, who shoved at the purse, demanding his place back. Digging out her phone, Sybil showed me the scores of missed calls and unread messages from an unknown number.
“These all came in over the weekend.” I gritted my teeth and forced my understandably pissed-off serpent back down. I was angry enough myself. “Why didn’t you say anything?”
“I’m sorry. I didn’t realize he was going to destroy your home.” She wrung her hands. “I’ll pay for any damages and a cleaner.”
This asshole was threatening to get her locked up unless she bore him a child, and she was worried about the state of my apartment? Was she fucking serious? 
“I don’t care about the apartment. My serpent already—” I paused, realizing I was falling back into the trap of blaming my snake as if he was another person. “I already destroyed all my good furniture. This”—I gestured at the shared wall between our apartments—“is the cheapo crap I bought afterward. And even if it was nice stuff, that’s not what I’m worried about. You should have told me he was threatening you.”
“Why should I bother you with this? Why would I lay my troubles on you? You’ve got enough on your plate already with the curse. It’s not like we’re…”  She pressed her lips together. 
And here it was. The talk I’d been avoiding. Not just with her but with myself. 
“Aren’t we?” To be honest, I didn’t know either. 
Ssshe’s mine.
I envied my serpent for being so sure. I envied him for being so unafraid, despite the curse hanging over both our heads. 
Ssshe ssslept in our nessst.
Sybil peered at me through her lashes. “You tell me. Are we?”
“I’ve spent my life trying to avoid exactly this. I never wanted to burden someone with my curse or pass it on to a child. But you seem to calm the curse.” I rubbed my forearm above the watch. 
“But not break it.”
“No.”
I knew that all too well. And if I were logical, and smart, I’d stop talking to Sybil this instant so I couldn’t fall for her any more than I already had. I couldn’t torment myself with false hope that even now colored my vision of the future a rosy tint—a future with Sybil in it, and a family to call my own. 
Should I keep going down this wonderful and exciting path I suddenly found myself walking? Could I even stop? I’d denied myself this level of connection with anyone for so long that I’d remember this past weekend for the rest of my life. My serpent believed she was my mate, even though technically that was impossible since nagas only mated with other nagas. 
How much harder would my serpent be to control if I took Sybil away from him? From us?  
“How do you feel about it?” I asked her. “You know about my curse. Are you willing to risk what could happen if we got to know each other better?”
“I wouldn’t have told you about my secret if I didn’t think you were worth getting to know better.”
Well, that decided that. I smiled.
“I want to see you again next weekend. We’ll finish cleaning out your place. The weekend after that, I want to take you out on a real date.”
The corner of her lips lifted. “Yeah… We kind of skipped that, didn’t we.”
I reached over and hauled her onto my lap.  “Doing things in order is highly overrated.”
Technically, because she’d already slept in our den, that made us mates. I didn’t care that she wasn’t a naga. She was mine. I owed it to her, to us, to give this an honest try.
I kissed her tenderly, hardly able to believe I’d finally found her after a lifetime of loneliness. Warm and gentle lips welcomed mine, so sweet and full of promise. When our lips parted, her eyes stayed closed, and she was smiling. She cuddled in my arms, utterly perfect.
Then her inky lashes fluttered open, and I was lost in the beautiful green of her eyes. 
“That conversation wasn’t nearly as awkward as I thought it would be,” she mused softly.
Nothing with her was ever awkward, not even that first time she knocked on my door, pissed off as hell and ready to give me a piece of her mind. I still couldn’t believe I tried to ask her to dinner despite my curse. I guess a part of me had known even then. 
“I’m glad you came over that day to tell me off,” I said. “For the record, you can tell me off anytime.”
She giggled, then pulled my face closer to plant loud, smacking kisses all over my cheek. We stayed there like that for a little while longer, just enjoying each other’s company, before deciding we really had to clean up my apartment. 
She climbed out of my lap and walked over to her bookshelf. “Let’s see. The perfect spell is somewhere in here.” She reached for a colorful book with the words 101 Spells for the Modern Homemaker on it. It didn’t look one bit modern; the font had a retro 70’s look. “Fair’s fair. You helped me clean up my place. I’ll help you clean up yours.”
That had me grinning. Cleanup wouldn’t be so bad if my little witch was helping. 
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Zayn


Hellsbellsncheapmotels was a young witch in her mid-twenties named Helen. She had blue-gray eyes, high cheekbones, and white-blonde hair she tried to hide with bright red hair dye. A piece of it kept falling in her eyes as she spoke to us on our video call.  
I took another sip of my Earl Grey tea to calm my nerves, unsure what I was about to find out about myself, but realizing it was about time I learned it. 
“My mom spoke of a curse like this a few times, but I never asked her more about it.” She pushed her plastic cat-eyed frames up higher on her nose. “It wasn’t something I was interested in, because it didn’t affect me.”
As she spoke, Salt ambled across the keyboard, and Sybil scooped him up before he could step on something important and disconnect the call. I reached for him, and Sybil handed him over so she could go back to taking notes on the cutest mouse-themed notepad.
Salt was the one showing the signs of aging and worrying Sybil the most. Now that I knew what to look for, I could see it too. He was much slower than Pepper, and I could feel his ribs under his fur. Pepper, on the other hand, was a solid unit. He was what you saw when you looked up chonky in the dictionary.
“I’ll give you the quick rundown of everything I do know, though,” she said. “My grandmother met a naga. He was from a rich family, and she was poor, but they fell in love anyway, or rather she fell in love anyway. He didn’t feel the same. He used her for a bit of fun and left afterward, saying something about him being only able to find his true mate amongst his own kind. She was devastated. And really, really angry.”
I was afraid it was something like that. Granddad had sown more than a few wild oats before settling down, and I’d figured the curse had to do with scorned love.
Helen fidgeted.  “Anyway, she cursed him, and they never spoke again.” She exhaled loudly. “And nine months later, my mom was born.” An image appeared on the screen over Helen’s face. “Here’s a picture of me and Mom together.”
Wow. Her mom was a female version of my dad, except with lighter skin, so her white-blonde hair wasn’t as striking a contrast. I wasn’t the only person who picked up on it. Sybil looked from me to the photo on the screen, then back to me again.
“Damn. We’re related, aren’t we?” Helen asked.
“Most likely, yes,” I agreed. What did you call your dad’s half-sister’s daughter, anyway? Your half cousin?
“Is that why you came looking for me? Is our grandad still alive?”
I shook my head. “No. He got caught as his serpent. They put him down.” At least, that was the story I had been told. 
“Shit.” She combed her fingers through her hair. 
“I didn’t know him; this all happened before my time.” I rubbed the back of my neck. Helen would be only the second person I told about my curse. But technically, she was family, even though I’d never met her. I launched into my story.
“...and I promised to help him break the curse,” Sybil finished when I was done. 
“Wow. I didn’t know the curse was multi-generational.” Helen wrinkled her nose. “It was always just a story my mom told me to make sure I didn’t lose my heart to the first guy I fell in love with. I should have asked her more about it. I’m sorry.”
“Hey, you didn’t know.” I didn’t blame anyone but my granddad for the curse, and maybe my dad for having me, though to his credit, he’d thought that marrying a human and having a half-human kid would stump the curse. It wasn’t his fault it hadn’t. 
“No, you’ve helped us a lot,” Sybil said, putting down her pen. “We now know the curse was the result of unrequited love. That narrows it down. And him using his naga as an excuse makes sense, since the curse seems to affect the naga form the most.”
“I’ve been unable to shift into it since the curse hit,” I explained. “I’m either in my human form or appear as a wild serpent. It’s like my halves have been severed. Like I’ve been broken in two.”
“Just like the pieces of Granny’s heart.” Helen was nodding now. “It makes total sense.”
“Is your grandmother still alive?” Sybil asked. “Do you think I can talk to her?”
“She’s still around, but she doesn’t want to help. I asked her about it after I saw your question on the forum, and when she heard I was meeting with you, she kept insisting I tell you to stay away from the naga in question.” Helen looked pointedly at me before returning her gaze to Sybil. “Actually, she was so adamant about it that it made me a little suspicious. If you catch my drift.”
“You think maybe us spending time together might be the key to breaking the curse?”
“Maybe. Who knows? But she was so clear she didn’t want it lifted that that was my conclusion.”
“Interesting…” Sybil tapped her pen against her chin. 
“If I find out anything more, I’ll let you know.”
“Thanks. It was a long shot, posting on the forum. This already helps me immensely.”
We said goodbye to hellsbellsncheapmotels and ended the call.
I didn’t see how it got us any closer to breaking the curse, no matter what Sybil thought. It only confirmed what I already suspected: my granddad was a womanizing asshole who got into a witch’s panties and left her with a kid, using his naga as the excuse why they couldn’t be together. 
“I don’t get it. How does this help us at all?” I asked, deciding to be completely blunt.
“We know now why she cursed him, so we can narrow down possible ways to break it. Curses follow a certain pattern. There’s always some sort of poetic justice to them. For example, if I were to craft a curse for Nigel because he spilled my secrets to the EA, the solution would be something to do with his mouth, or his power of speech.
“In our case, we know now that this was the result of unrequited love rather than, say, murder. So that means the way to break it has to be related to matters of the heart rather than of the grave. A good thing too.”
“So the punishment fits the crime?”
“The perceived crime, anyway. Do you know any of the words that were spoken between them? That would help.”
I shook my head. 
“That’s okay. We can try a few things.” She flipped the page of the heavy book on curses and blessings sitting on her coffee table and read a bit more. “According to this, we’ve already tried one of the possible solutions. Well, your snake did. It didn’t work.”
“What do you mean?”
“Your serpent built me a den and invited me inside. That’s like asking someone to marry them to a snake.” She pointed to the print on the page. 
Crap. I’d hoped she wouldn’t know what that meant. My face heated up at the memory of the half-assed dome of twigs and leaves.
I did my fucking best, asshole. You didn’t lend a hand. Opposable thumbs, remember? 
Sybil already had a great cottage in the country, as well as the condo, but when we broke this curse, I’d build something for her. She’d mentioned wanting an outdoor area for Salt and Pepper to play in, someplace protected from predators. It wasn’t quite a nest for us, but maybe I could start with that. 
I’d noticed a few things at the cottage that needed fixing too. The eavestroughs were loose, and they needed cleaning out, and one of the shelves of the gorgeous curiosity cabinet was held up by a book. I could fix those. 
Sybil was still reading. “Oh! Another possibility is for one of the victim’s descendants to fall in love with one of the descendants of the person who cast the curse—”
I made a face. Helen was nice, but she didn’t catch my eye the way Sybil did.
“But I don’t think that would work here anyway, considering you’d be related.” She squinted at the tiny print on the page. “Or you can also sacrifice something important to you. Or give up the one you love.”
“My dad did that,  assuming he really loved my mom, that is. I don’t think it worked.”
“Maybe it did. For him. Since you are already your own person, you’d need to do it, too.” 
I frowned. I didn’t love many people. I loved my mom, and I’d already stopped seeing her in person, worried I’d shift and hurt her. Now I was falling for Sybil, though my snake had jumped the gun and already done the whole mate thing. I didn’t want to give her up yet. And besides, I didn’t know if it would count. I cared about her, and liked her a hell of a lot, but was it love?
“Pass. What’s the next option?”
She went through the various possibilities one by one. Some of them were ridiculous, such as making an offer to every love-related deity in the history of mankind, while others, like bathing in herbs, seemed too easy and simple.
“We have to pick one. Where shall we start?”
“It’s hard to tell which one would work. We’ll have to try them one at a time. Let’s start with the easy ones. I saw some angelica root at the cottage in the kitchen.”
I made a face.
“Hey, if it doesn’t work, we haven’t lost anything, and we can check it off the list. And you’ll be clean. I need to do some more research before we try it.” She pushed herself up from the couch. “But let’s grab dinner first. I’m famished.”
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The rest of the week zipped by, and I found myself up at the cottage again with Zayn before I knew it. We spent Friday finishing cleaning up the kitchen and the dining room before moving on to the spare room, which had been Great Granny Syl’s crafting room. If there was something she hoarded even more than magical artifacts, it was craft supplies. 
I always loved being in the craft room and digging through her fabric scraps when I was little. She’d taught me how to sew and crochet, and though I didn’t do either one much these days, I missed it. I wasn’t nearly as good as my dressmaker friend Shelby, but I could hem a pair of pants in a pinch. 
I took a few photos of the antique treadle sewing machine sitting in the corner and sent them over to Shelby, just in case she was interested. It was still in great condition, and all the parts moved smoothly after a few squirts of machine oil.
I warned Shelby that I sensed magic from the machine, but nothing malicious. Things like sewing machines that were used to create personal items were prone to soaking up the magic around them. It had been in my great granny’s collection for decades, and before that it had probably belonged to another witch, so that wasn’t surprising.
Shelby replied almost immediately, saying she’d take it. Awesome.
Sitting back on my heels, I glanced around the room. We’d made a dent in the mess, but I was getting tired, and I dreaded going through yet another pile of fabric. I didn’t want to just donate it all, but at the same time, I couldn’t justify keeping everything either.
The yarn had been easy; I was donating it, every last ball. I didn’t have Sylvana’s gift for crochet. Everything I made came out crooked, thanks to my inability to keep track of and count stitches. I’d resorted to using magic to straighten everything out. It seemed like cheating.
“Want to take a break?” Zayn asked as he dug out yet another bin of fabric from under the large crafting table. “We did get through a lot already.” He eyed the room. “This might be a multi-day affair.”
“Yeah. We should’ve done this last.” If we’d decided to do the closets and Sylvana’s bedroom, we’d be finished already. As it was, it was already late afternoon, and we’d been tackling this room all day.
“This room is like one of those crazy clown cars,” Zayn said. “I don’t know how we can still be pulling bins and bins of stuff out of it.”
“It’s the inherent magic of a craft room, any craft room, whether it belongs to a witch or not,” I laughed, remembering how Sylvana had once explained it to me.
“Let’s take a break,” he said. “I’ll go make us some tea lattes.”
I’d brewed a strong batch of coffee yesterday when we’d first arrived. Now it was sitting in the fridge, ready to be turned into iced lattes. Yum!
We moved to the dining room and Zayn booted up his laptop, which he’d brought with him.
“Check this out while I make us some drinks.” He guided me over to the chair, his hand warm on my arm, and kissed the top of my head before heading to the kitchen. 
My jaw dropped at the detailed sketch on Zayn’s laptop. 
“Do you like it?” he grinned at me through the doorway.
The “it” in question was a plan for an elaborate rat patio—or, as it was labeled on the blueprint, a “Rat-io”—that would involve building an enclosure around the current patio and a protected walkway all the way to the gazebo. The rat-io would also enclose part of the gazebo. The barbeque and any non-rat-safe items would be outside it. 
There were two human-sized entrances, one at the patio end and the other at the gazebo. Both doors had springs so they would close and automatically latch, to prevent escapes and keep unwanted intruders out. There were, after all, foxes, coyotes, martins, and birds of prey in the area. 
“We don’t have to install the rat door leading into the house if you don’t want to put a hole in the wall, but if we do, it can be connected to their cage so they can go out anytime they want. All you’d have to do is open the latch.  The design’s not quite complete. I need to do some testing to make sure predators can’t dig or squeeze their way in.” 
The sketch had the outdoor furniture inside the rat-io, so we could spend time with them. That was ideal, since the whole point of the rat-io was so that we could hang out with Salt and Pepper outdoors without worrying a hawk would swoop down and carry them away. 
“It might be better if we only let them out there when we are out there too,” I said. I tended to be quite protective when it came to my babies. I loved them and wanted to give them everything I could to keep them happy, but not if it jeopardized their safety. “That patio set is rattan and won’t last a day with Pepper’s chewing. We might not even need to connect the two sections yet.”
“Way ahead of you.” Zayn pressed a few keys, and another diagram popped up, this one showing the two sections separated. This design was accessorized with hidey huts, climbing ropes, bridges, and hammocks.
He must have spent all week designing this. Warmth swelled in my chest. It was rare to find someone who didn’t see my ratties and go, “Eww, those tails.” And most people thought of rodents as disposable pets, because of their short lifespans. But Zayn got it. He understood how much they meant to me.
He didn’t think it was weird that I cared about them so much that I was willing to break the rules and keep a secret for years just so I could spend more time with them. 
“Salt and Pepper are going to love you more than they love me,” I laughed. 
Hearing their names, the troublemaking duo stretched in their hammock in the rat tree, which we’d moved to the living room along with their cage. They crawled down, hopped onto the top of the couch, and bobbed their heads, trying to figure out the best way to get to the dining room table without touching the floor. 
They had a natural wariness for open spaces and as a result played the-floor-is-lava often. Back at the condo, I had my furniture arranged so they could easily play this game. They didn’t mind traveling short distances on the floor and obviously had decided that the floor cushions counted as furniture. 
I picked up the laptop and moved over to the couch. They both took their customary spots on my shoulders. 
“Salt’s already looking so much better.” Zayn joined us with two glasses of iced lattes and a couple of chocolate bars. 
He really was. We’d gone out back last night at dusk, the rats in their carriers. After Zayn did a quick perimeter check to confirm that we were indeed alone, we waited for the owl to go hunting. We didn’t have to wait long. Salt would stay young for several more years now.
Pepper had gotten his extra bit of life this morning, courtesy of a hawk swooping down on a lizard sunning itself on the driveway. That hadn’t been planned, but I’d taken advantage of the happy coincidence.
I grabbed my drink and took a long swig as Salt climbed down my arm and onto Zayn’s lap, begging for a piece of his chocolate bar.
“Is it okay for them to eat chocolate?” he asked, holding the sweet up in the air and out of Salt’s grasp. “Or is it off limits, like for dogs?”
“Rats can digest theobromine, so it wouldn’t kill them. But don’t give him too much. It’s still more sugar than they should really have.”
Zayn broke off a tiny piece and offered it to Salt, who shoved the whole thing in his mouth before Pepper could steal it from him. Pepper scrambled down my arm and tried to get at the sweet anyway, physically trying to pry open Salt’s mouth. 
Zayn chuckled. “Too late, buddy. Here, have this.” He pinched off another piece.
The interaction warmed my heart.
I turned my attention back to the rat-io design on the screen. “Does this mean you plan on coming over again?”
He rubbed the back of his neck. “I guess I was presuming a fair bit, wasn’t I?”
“I don’t mind.” I didn’t. I enjoyed his company. “Besides, I still haven’t broken the curse yet.”
We’d tried several things already, including having him make proper offerings to goddesses and other deities of love. We’d also tried bathing him in angelica root, milk, honey, and neroli oil. He came out smelling great but with the curse still intact.
We hadn’t moved onto the more elaborate options yet, though I had already ruled out him falling in love with the curser’s descendant. I’d asked Helen about it, and when she mentioned it to her grandmother, the older woman had cackled and asked why she’d ever want to burden her future descendants with a guaranteed asshole. So that was a no. 
“I didn’t actually expect you to break the curse.” He said it as if it were a lost cause.
“Well… I think I’ve found a way to give you your naga back, at least temporarily.”
His eyes widened and he sat up straighter. “You have?”
“Don’t get too excited yet. It might not work.” I held out my hand. “Give me the watch.” 
He held out his wrist so I could remove it. He still wore it 24/7, except when he’d let his snake out last weekend. The moment I had the watch off his wrist and in my hands his snake surged forward, his face elongating into a snout. Salt and Pepper, who had been on his lap, scrambled off him.
I sent my magic out to keep him calm, at least until he could get to the door and hurl himself outside. His jeans and boxers fell to the ground as his serpent took over, ripping right out of his t-shirt. 
“You clearly needed to let him out anyway. Go soak your tail in the pond and relax.” I held up the watch. “I’ll work on this while you’re gone.”
I returned to the couch, where Salt and Pepper had curled up on the warm spot Zayn had vacated. Pulling the spell book out of my bag—I’d had to physically bring it with me in the truck since it wouldn’t fit through the opening of my magical purse—I got to work. 
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Zayn stepped in through the side door just as I was finished casting the complicated spell. It was another forbidden one, originally meant to control and oppress. It allowed indentured shifters to shift to do their job but not to harm their “masters.” Gross. In this case, I was hoping it would give Zayn some control back over his naga.  
It had made me wonder if there were any truly “bad” spells, or if it just depended on how they were used. Context really did matter. 
I’d reworded the incantation so that it would allow him to shift, but only into his naga. The watch would stay on his wrist, helping him keep control. I’d never done anything like this before, so I wasn’t sure how well it would work, but the theory was sound.
“Give it a try,” I urged, handing Zayn his watch back. “No promises, since it’s my first time casting the spell, but if it doesn’t work, I can always try again.”
He took it from me, glancing nervously around the room. “Let’s move anything breakable out of the living room first. We spent so much time cleaning this place up.”
Good point. We pushed the larger furniture pieces against the wall to get them out of harm’s way. Then he stripped to avoid wrecking his clothes. It was a little distracting, but I did my best to remain focused.
“All right, here goes nothing.” He took a deep breath and started shifting. His lower half became flushed with scales; they shimmered as he grew and elongated into his naga form.
I almost expected the spell to fail and for him to shift right past his naga into his serpent. But he didn’t. And boy, he was the most impressive specimen I’d ever imagined. 
Zayn Naga had fangs! Those weren’t there when he was in that half-shift before. There was also a smattering of silvery scales along his cheekbones, extending up to the hairline, that accentuated his chiseled features. A black forked tongue darted out past his lips as he smiled.
His delighted grin said it all. He had his naga back.
It was only temporary and would only remain if he wore the watch, but it gave him back something he’d thought long gone, even if it was just for a short while. I could feel my magic draining, but not a lot, and I didn’t mind. I wasn’t going to tell him that, though, because if I did, knowing him he’d probably shift back right away and wouldn’t get to enjoy this time with his naga form.
“You did it! Holy crap!” He continued to touch his scales lovingly. “It feels right too. Wow! It’s been so fucking long.”
As a human, he was already tall; as a naga, he positively towered over me. I had to crane my neck to look up at him. Luckily, the living room was a good size with a high ceiling, and he had plenty of room to move around. 
“Thank you so much.” He picked me up, hugged me hard, then kissed me, careful not to prick me with his fangs. 
He helped me move the furniture back, still in his naga form. There was a lot more room here compared to at his condo, and while he couldn’t actually sit on the couch while he was like this, he had room to move around it or lie down on it with his tail hanging off the end.
His muscles rippled as he lifted the heavy couch easily, and I couldn’t help but stare.  His dark tanned skin was in sharp contrast to his silvery scales. His washboard abs continued down to a flat lower belly, and the “happy trail”—that line of hair extending from navel to crotch— started out as white-blond hair but finished as scales.
His brawny human top half was supported by an even stronger, more muscular serpent. His bottom snake half was literally all muscles. Was it wrong that I found him just as attractive in his naga form as in his human form? Maybe…oh wow…maybe even more? 
He looked up and caught me staring. Oops. 
“I’ve been waiting to get a hold of you while I’m like this.” He grinned, displaying his fangs, and slithered toward me, looking very much the predator he was.
The feeling of being hunted sent a thrill up my spine, and I took a step back, adrenaline coursing through my veins. I flashed back to the moment in his condo when I’d thought he was going to eat me. I knew now that he’d never hurt me, but that didn’t stop my heart from pounding. 
“Well, technically, you haven’t got a hold of me yet. Catch me if you can.” I stuck out my tongue at him and darted away. 
He chuckled. “Naughty little witch.”
I made it into the dining room and put the table between us, then deked into the kitchen. I eyed the stairs. Could I make it up to the bedroom? Or should I run outside? The rattle of the glass in the curio cabinet door made the decision for me. I ran out the side door. 
I only made it one step off the porch before I skidded to a halt. Holy fuck! Zayn Naga was fast. He’d gone over the railing and had blocked my path. I changed direction, heading for the gazebo.
“Nowhere to run, Kitten.”
I caught my breath as we circled the gazebo. He was toying with me, an amused look on his face. Suddenly I found myself wrapped in thick silver coils, his iridescent scales shining in the sun. Firm fingers held me by the jaw. “It looks like I’ve caught myself a sweet little kitty cat.” He leaned down to kiss me, stealing my breath and turning my knees to jelly. If he hadn’t been holding me up, I’d have melted into a puddle.  
He took my wrists and held them behind my back with one hand, same as he’d done that day on the couch. Except this time, he bent me over his coils. He pulled my favorite tentacle leggings down and grabbed my naked ass possessively. 
“There’s something you should know about my naga.” He traced a finger along the seam of my pussy and up to the tight ring of my ass.
“What’s that?” I panted breathlessly.
Instead of answering, he moved, and a coil tightened around my legs, holding me in place as his human half came into view in front of me, one hand still trapping my wrists behind my back. His other hand lifted my chin, and I was looking exactly where his crotch would be if he were human.
The scales parted, and from a slit grew not one but two cocks, one on top of another. They weren’t shaped quite like his human one, but much to my relief, there weren’t any spikes. I was willing to deal with two…quite happy to, in fact…but I didn’t think I could deal with spikes. 
There were no heads, either. Instead, each cock consisted only of a smooth shaft that swelled thicker in the middle than at the tip or base. Only the top one had a slit in the tip; the bottom one just had an indentation where the slit would have been. His internal workings must still be mostly human. I didn’t see any balls. What I did see, though, was that these cocks looked very much compatible with my body. 
“Surprise, Kitten.” He placed the top one to my lips. “Open wide.”
The skin was so smooth it was almost slippery as it invaded my mouth. The second cock slid against the front of my throat. He raised himself up a little taller, forcing me to look up. The angle let his cock slide farther down my throat. Tears squeezed out of my eyes as I tried not to gag at the massive size.
“I’m glad your neighbors are miles away,” Zayn murmured, petting my hair. “You’re so beautiful with your lips wrapped around me. This might get a little loud.” 
He pulled away, and I gasped for a breath. Then he slithered back behind my body, and the coil holding my legs in place released me. 
“Turn around,” he ordered. “Sit on my coils and lean back. Relax.”
Relax? He wanted me to relax? 
When I didn’t immediately move, he grabbed me, stripping the rest of my clothes off me and arranging me on my back, naked, on his coils. He leaned back to look at me, his eyes shining like he was admiring a masterpiece. He leaned in, pressing a hand to my collarbone, then sliding it up to grip my throat gently but firmly. It was so erotic. Waves of lust shot through my body.
“You’re already so wet,” he murmured, tracing a finger along my slit. 
He pushed two fingers inside me, and I inhaled sharply. Pressing his thumb to my clit, he rubbed in firm circles. I arched my back, unable to stop the moan that escaped my lips. He fucked me with his fingers, and the pressure built, winding tighter. 
I whimpered when he pulled his hand away, but it was instantly replaced by his bottom cock. He thrust in, and the cock on top rubbed up against my clit. I cried out, not expecting how perfectly it would hit all the right spots. 
Zayn grinned down at me, pleased with himself. “You like that, Kitten?” He thrust in and out again, slowly and deliberately. “You’re going to take both my cocks, and you’re going to love it.”
He sped up, setting a brutal pace, and any protest I might have had was lost. The pleasure built so fast I couldn’t stop it as it came crashing down over me. I gasped and panted as my channel tightened around him, pulsing.  
He pulled out just enough to press the tip of the top cock to my pussy as well. That wasn’t how I’d thought he’d do it. Both cocks in my pussy at once? I wasn’t sure if I could handle that; he was big enough with just one.
“Relax, Kitten.” His hand moved from where it had been resting on my collar bone to cup my cheek. “May I nick you lightly with my fangs? My venom will help you relax and enjoy this even more.”
I eyed the sharp tip warily. Venom? Why oh why hadn’t I done my research on naga sex? I’d assumed that his naga would be built like his snake, which as a constrictor didn’t have venom. Zayn Naga was something else altogether. I was in over my head. But I didn’t want him to stop, not when it felt this good. And not when he looked at me like I was his world. 
He must have noticed my hesitation because he added, “It’s not really a strong venom, and it’s not dangerous, I promise.  Plenty of nagas have used it on humans with very pleasurable results.”
I nodded and tilted my head. “Well, if you put it that way…”
He didn’t even bite, he just dragged his fangs down my throat. The tips must’ve just barely scratched the surface because it didn’t hurt at all, but wow. I felt the effects right away.  Warmth flowed through my veins, giving me pure bliss.
Lust ran through me like an out-of-control eighteen-wheeler. I wrapped my legs around Zayn’s hips to pull him closer to me. I rolled my hips, wanting, no, needing everything he could give me.
“Fuck! It’s more potent than I thought it would be. I barely nicked you.” He was clearly trying very hard to control himself. 
“Please,” I begged. “I need…I need…all of you.” I rolled my hips again toward him, getting impatient that only the tip of one cock was inside me. “Give it all to me.”
Zayn gritted his teeth. “I’ll give you everything, Kitten, everything I can. You’re so fucking perfect.” 
Holding my hips still, he pressed in. The tips of his cocks were not as thick, and the first inch of each one slid in with little resistance, but as they thickened near the middle, he slowed down. 
Oh God! I was so full. Stuffed. Zayn had stretched me to the max.
Pain and pleasure mingled together, heightening the enjoyment.
“Are you okay?” He brushed the damp hair out of my face.
“Yes,” I groaned, pulling him closer with my heels on his back.  
He swore through gritted teeth, and his hips jerked forward, thrusting into me. I cried out as he filled me completely. I could barely breathe. He didn’t continue thrusting; instead, he ground his hips in tight circles, his thumb moving to my clit. The first touch had me screaming and drenching his cock with my juices. 
“Yesss,” he hissed, his forked tongue flickering over the shell of my ear. “Come all over my cocks.”
My wetness made him more slippery, so he thrust a few times. Each time he did, it was like he was opening me up all over again. I sobbed, overwhelmed with the intensity of each movement, tossed on a sea of euphoria.
When I finally came back down enough to be aware of my surroundings again, Zayn had mostly pulled out of me. He kept the tip of his top cock still in my pussy and moved his bottom one to my ass. He rubbed at my puckered little hole with the slippery tip, circling the rim and waking up new nerve endings I’d never been aware of before. The sensation had me holding my breath.
“Tell me to stop, and I will,” he whispered, the tip of his lower cock pressing against the rose bud on my tight hole, teasing me. 
No fucking way. I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to walk or even sit after this, but if Zayn had to carry me everywhere for the next few days, then so be it. “Don’t stop.”
Zayn leaned forward and grazed my neck ever so slightly with his fangs again before kissing the skin there. Fresh desire spiked through me and I mewled, needing more of him inside me. I didn’t even recognize the needy sound as my own. 
This venom of his needed to be bottled and marketed. It wasn’t just the aphrodisiac effects; it also made me feel as if Zayn and I were one. Connected. Bonded. It relaxed without numbing me and enhanced all the good feelings while also diminishing pain.
Not wanting to keep me waiting, Zayn moved, rocking our bodies so that every movement got him seated more deeply in my body. There was a momentary pinch of pain, but then he rubbed my clit, and the pain blossomed into intense pleasure. Once again, I was fuller than I’d ever been. 
The sensation rushed through me like two rivers pushing against a single dam. The pressure built, everything tightening within me until the dam finally burst under the relentless pressure, and the wave surged forth, unstoppable in its devastation. I screamed, spasming around the two rock-hard cocks invading my body. 
I clawed at Zayn’s bicep, worried that if I didn’t hold on to something, anything, I’d be washed away by the tsunami and lost forever.
His voice pierced through the fog. “I’ve got you, Kitten. I’ll take care of you.”
The last word ended in a snarl as he emptied into me. 
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“You’ve got a little something in your hair,” I said, gesturing at the long strands of vegetation Zayn had brought in from the pond. 
I really needed to fix that pond up. It had been a lot clearer and cleaner when I was younger. I’d played in it myself then, but I wouldn’t swim in it now. Great Granny Syl must have stopped looking after it near the end of her life. 
Zayn Serpent didn’t seem to mind the overgrown vegetation, though. He’d gone for a dip in the pond as his serpent today. I was glad he was making an effort to spend time in all his different forms. Still, I needed to get the algae problem fixed. 
He leaned over to look at himself in the mirror on the wall. He frowned. “I’ll go have a real shower.”
“You know there’s an outdoor shower, right? At the back.” I plucked Salt and Pepper out of the donation bin where they were foraging hopefully. “Back into the cage, you two.” I didn’t trust them not to tear into the chocolate on the table if I left them alone.
Zayn met me around the back of the house.
“There, behind that fence.” I turned the water on for him and tossed his jeans over the porch railing, together with the towel I’d grabbed on the way out. 
Moments later, a soaking wet but squeaky-clean Zayn stepped out from behind the fence, water droplets glistening on his perfect pecs. He dried himself off and pulled on his boxers, and I grinned as he rubbed the towel over his hair. The fact that it grew in black at the roots but faded to a silvery white at the tips made so much sense now that I’d seen his serpent. His iridescent scales were the same way.
The sudden sound of an approaching vehicle had us both frowning. No one should be coming down the driveway unless they had been invited. The turnoff from the main road was well hidden, and few would mistake it for anything but a private lane. I wasn’t expecting anyone, and from his face neither was Zayn. 
Zayn tossed the towel over the railing and stalked around to the front, clad only in his boxers, and I followed. We got there just in time to see Nigel climbing out of his BMW, a scowl on his face as he took in the splash of mud on the side of his car. It had rained earlier, and there was a huge mud puddle halfway up the long driveway.
“Ugh! My car!”
Nigel turned to glare at me. 
“You! You’re the one putting me and my car through all this.” He stomped toward me. 
“Why are you even here, Nigel? And how the fuck did you find me? This address isn’t listed.”
As I spoke, Zayn neatly put his body between Nigel and me. 
I peered around Zayn and saw that Nigel held something that looked like a compass in his hand, and I knew exactly what he’d done. How he’d gotten hold of something personal of mine to cast the finder spell I didn’t know; but I was damned sure he hadn’t cast it himself. He’d probably paid someone else to do it.
I stomped around Zayn and snatched the compass out of Nigel’s hand, resetting it with a simple touch.  Now that the compass had led him to his destination, it would stop working. I danced out of the way as the asshat tried to grab me. 
“Leave. I don’t want anything to do with you.”
“You forget, witch,” Nigel said with a snide smile, “that you don’t have much of a choice unless you want to be locked up and behind bars. It would be a shame to ruin your oh-so-perfect reputation.” 
Zayn let out something that sounded like a hiss, and I remembered that he wasn’t wearing his watch. It was still on the coffee table.
“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I said. “Whatever dirt you think you have on me, you don’t. I’ve got nothing to hide.” It came out sounding pretty convincing, if I do say so myself. 
I didn’t know why he was so set on having me as his baby’s mama. Didn’t he know any other witches?
“Ha! I’ve got enough to put you away and you know it.” Nigel strode toward me. “If you’re smart, you’ll come with me and do as I say right now.” He grabbed my arm, but I formed a red-hot barrier around my skin just as he did so.
He screeched, releasing me. “You bitch!” He reached behind his back and brought out a gun, pointing it at me.
Well, that escalated quickly. 
“You dare threaten my mate? I will fucking swallow you whole, you little twerp.”  Zayn’s voice changed as he stepped toward Nigel, becoming both more sibilant and sounding more like a growl at the same time. 
His body changed too, and his snake took over. First, it was just his bottom half, and he stayed in his naga form as he slithered toward Nigel, who was now stumbling back toward his car, fumbling with the weapon he clearly didn’t know how to use. His eyes went wide, and panic filled his face. 
Zayn’s tail whipped around, knocking the gun from Nigel’s hand. It flew into a pile of leaves at the side of the driveway. 
“I will crusssh you.” Zayn reached out and grabbed Nigel by the shirt, then lifted him into the air as his snake continued to take over more of his body, moving up his torso. 
“No. No. No. I’ll leave. I’ll leave,” Nigel blubbered, a wet spot growing across the front of his pants where he’d pissed himself.
“You dare sssay anything to threaten my mate?” The snake had almost reached Zayn’s chest now.
“N-no, oh god, oh god. I’ll never speak of it, I swear. P-p-please j-j-just let me go.”
Too late. Zayn went full serpent, dropping Nigel as his arms vanished. Nigel scrambled to his feet, but Zayn Serpent was lightning fast. It threw several coils around him, trapping him just feet from Nigel’s car. Zayn squeezed. And squeezed.
Holy shit. Zayn really was about to crush him.
I threw myself at Zayn, wrapping my arms around his neck and using my magic to command him to stop.
Still trapped in Zayn’s coils, Nigel’s face was turning purple and his eyes were bugging out of their sockets. 
“Please, Zayn. Let him go. Just this time. If he comes back again, you can have him then. Please. I don’t want the EA to come and ruin our weekend.” Or to spend the next week answering questions about a disappearance. “Come on. Let him go. Please? I’ll make it worth your while.”
Zayn did not return to his human form but he did loosen his coils, just enough for the asshole to scramble out of them.
I returned my attention to Nigel while keeping my arms firmly around Zayn’s thick snake body.
“Whatever you might think you know about me, Nigel, you’re wrong. The only reason the EA will come here is because you went missing inside a snake’s belly. I work with the EA.  Do you really think they’d have me on speed dial if I had anything to hide?”
“I saw the watch. You’re holding a shifter prisoner. I might not be good at casting spells, but I recognize a slave bracelet when I see one. That’s illegal.” Nigel peered out from behind a tree.
Oh. This was about the watch, not my rats. I didn’t need to worry at all. 
“Well. I mean, I can release him right now,” I said. “And then he can have you for lunch. Would that work for you?”
“No!” His eyes went wide. “I promise, I won’t say anything. Just tell him to stay away from me. That snake is fucking crazy.”
Zayn hissed and feigned striking at him, and the coward let out a terrified scream. 
“Never mind a slave bracelet. That thing needs to be locked up or put down.”
“Hey, you threatened me,” I reminded him. “He was protecting me. I have it all recorded.” I pointed to the birdhouse. He didn’t need to know there was no security camera in there. 
“Fuck this. Your crotch goblin ain’t worth it, not even for the family wealth and business.”
“I’m glad we’ve finally arrived at the same conclusion. Now, you have five seconds before I let this snake at you. Five. Four—”
Nigel ran for his car, tripping and stumbling the whole way. As he pulled away, tires screeching, I focused my attention on Zayn, encouraging him with a healthy dose of magic to change back into human form. 
Which left me standing in front of the cottage, my arms around a very naked human Zayn.
“Well, that was an adventure,” I said. “How are you feeling?”
“Okay, I guess. What happened?” Zayn said, grabbing his head.
“You don’t remember any of it?”
“I remember the asshole showing up and threatening you,” he said. “And then…and then…” He blanched. “I think I threatened to eat him.”
“Yeah. I was pretty sure he’d taste terrible, especially since he’d pissed himself, so I stopped you.”
Zayn looked at me like I’d grown another head.
“What?” I said defensively. “I didn’t want you to get food poisoning, or indigestion.”
“That’s your response to me almost eating someone?”
“Anyway, you didn’t eat him, and I don’t think he’ll be bothering me anymore.” I hoped not, anyway. “So… Thanks for scaring him off.”
We headed back inside the house, and Zayn went straight to the coffee table and started to put the watch back on.
“Fuck,” he said. 
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
“The clasp just broke.”
I took the gold band from him and examined it. “I guess it’s a little old to be worn day in and day out.” I’d just gotten that spell updated on it, too. So much for all that work. 
It was a nice watch, good quality, probably passed down from his grandad from the time when the family still had money. But Zayn had worn it when he was sleeping, and in the shower. Add in the fact that his snake fighting the spell would have put extra wear and tear on it, and the delicate gold antique clasp had given out. 
Zayn looked crestfallen, like a part of him had died.
“It’s okay,” I assured him. “You’ve lived without its protection for years. You can do that again for a few days until I recharge enough to fix it. We’ll choose something more durable this time.”
I could tell he was still worried, so I did the only thing I could to distract him.
I took him to bed.
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I slithered through the forest, my eyes, ears, and tongue all on high alert as I hunted for prey. I was hungry. Very hungry. My stomach was an empty pit, and it felt like I hadn’t eaten in weeks, months, maybe even years.  
The woods looked vaguely familiar, though I couldn’t quite place where I was. No matter: this was a forest, and there had to be food somewhere. But as I continued through the forest, all I saw were trees and leaves. Nothing edible. 
This wasn’t good. I was growing weaker by the moment. 
A sound in the distance had me pausing. What was that?
Whatever it was, it was alive and therefore edible. I headed toward it. 
The woods opened up to a meadow, and on top of a small hill, there was a house. Like the woods, the house looked familiar, though I didn’t know why. I slithered through the tall grass toward it.
The sound of a woman’s voice filled my ears, but I didn’t understand what she was saying since she was speaking in the strange human tongue. It was choppy and awkward, lacking any of the sibilance and flow I was used to.
I snuck in closer, my stomach growling. The woman was talking to two small rodents. 
How wonderful! Two appetizers and a main course. 
Something in the back of my head screamed for me to stop, but I pushed it back. I was too hungry to listen.
Silently, like the stealthy hunter I was, I got as close as possible. The bigger black rat, which was sitting on top of the human’s head, sniffed the air before letting out a screech and scrambling down to hide in the human’s clothes.
Fuck! It had spotted me and sounded the alarm. The human whipped around, spying me in the grass. But she didn’t run.
“It’s okay, Pepper. That’s just Zayn. He won’t hurt us.”
Both rats were hiding in the human’s clothes now. That was fine. I could swallow them all together. 
Stop it! Stop it now!
That voice in the back of my mind again. Always telling me what to do. So annoying.
I ignored it, rearing up onto my back end. 
“Zayn, Zayn. What’s wrong?” The dumb human stepped closer. 
I didn’t wait. 
Ravenous, I lunged.
---
I bolted upright in bed, awake and sweating, the blood pounding in my ears. 
“What’s wrong?” my little witch mumbled sleepily from beside me, her hand touching my arm. She yawned and cuddled in a little closer to me.
I blinked a few times as my hammering heart slowed, and I got a grip on reality. I lay back down and took her in my arms. Sybil was already falling back asleep.
I stared at the ceiling. We were in the master bedroom at the cottage. We’d cleaned out most of her great grandmother’s stuff this evening and moved some of Sybil’s things in. We lay on brand new sheets, sheets we’d picked up on the way up on Friday like an old married couple. We’d even talked about getting a new mattress, like we expected me to move out here with her. 
What the hell was I doing, playing house with this woman when the curse was still hanging over my head like a death sentence?
I felt my wrist for the watch, only to remember that it was broken. Sybil had put it in her magical purse, so it was currently sitting in the cabinet at her condo.
The last two weeks with Sybil had altered my thinking. I’d started to trust my serpent, started working with him again. But I saw now just how dangerous that could be. It only took one moment of anger and everything could be completely ruined. 
I’d lost control completely today. I could’ve killed the sniveling bastard Nigel and not have had a clue what I’d done. I could’ve hurt Sybil in the process. 
I thought back to my nightmare. What if one day I got so hungry that I—
No. My brain refused to even entertain such a possibility.
I looked down at Sybil, sleeping peacefully again. I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that she was my mate. Nagas could only mate bond with other nagas, but I clearly didn’t follow that rule. Maybe it was because I was half-human. Or maybe it was a fairy tale, made up to keep centuries of wealth firmly in naga hands. I didn’t know, and I didn’t care.
She was mine. But I couldn’t keep her.
I’d spent my whole life avoiding just this quandary, and yet here I was.
Sybil was sure my serpent would never harm her, but she was wrong. She was in danger. I understood now why my father left us, because I knew I had to do the same. I pulled her in closer, wanting to remember every detail of the way she felt in my arms. I inhaled her scent, committing it to memory as well. These memories would be all I had of her for the rest of my life. But they would have to do. 
I’d think of her and recall the two weekends of perfection fondly. In my mind, I’d live with her here forever. We’d get that new mattress, and I’d build that enclosure for Salt and Pepper. We’d oil the joints on that creaky swing and cuddle on it, watching the sunset. And everything would be perfect. Forever.
In my head, I could pretend, and remember. I clenched my jaw at the wave of desperate longing that filled my being.
“I love you, Sybil,” I whispered, not wanting to wake her. I needed to say the words, needed her to understand that she was all that mattered. 
She stretched and rolled around so we were spooning. “I love you too,” she murmured, still half asleep.
Her words filled me with elation. She loved me!
But the feeling was quickly drowned out by the realization that I’d already failed at keeping my mate happy. She’d be hurt when I left. Maybe she’d even hate me, even though it was for her own good and safety. 
I didn’t want her to hurt like Mom had when Dad left. Which meant I had to cut the cord quickly, before she had a chance to get any more attached. 
It would be difficult, but it had to be done. 
To keep her safe. From me. 
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I read the note again, even though I’d read it a dozen times already.  A part of me refused to believe it was true. 
But it was. Zayn was gone. He’d been gone for days, and his apartment had been cleaned out. He wouldn’t pick up his phone. After the two wonderful weekends we’d spent together, he’d ghosted me. 
I picked up my wine and chugged it straight from the bottle. It was the cheap stuff, because my usual fancy pinot gris reminded me too much of Zayn. We’d had some that moment we’d shared on the balcony before I’d found out about his curse, and had it with dinner when he made that scrumptious creamy pasta.
That fucking curse! And fucking Nigel! If he hadn’t shown up, none of this would have happened. If I could turn into a giant constrictor, I’d have crushed him myself.
After everything we’d been through, all the headway we made, Zayn still believed his serpent was dangerous. He still believed it would hurt me, which was ludicrous, I was sure of it. 
He said in the note that he left because he loved me. Honestly, that made it hurt even more. He loved me enough to leave, but not enough to stay. Enough to give up, but not enough to keep trying. 
I held the bottle up to the light and eyed it as I shook it from side to side. It was already half empty, and it was the last bottle. How had that happened?
Looking in the mirror, I concluded that I was way too much of a mess to go out to the liquor store for more. I flopped back down on the couch and ordered myself not to cry. I was a big witch, and big witches didn’t cry, right? 
Wrong. I was already crying. Fuck.
Salt, ever the sensitive one, clambered over and climbed up my arm. He nuzzled my face softly. 
“Hey, buddy,” I sniffed. “Do you miss him too?”
Pepper made his way over too. And there, with my two best friends, I let myself cry it out.
A woman’s voice in the hallway brought me out of my self-indulgent pity party. She was calling Zayn’s name, and she sounded just as desperate as I was. What the hell?
Eyes still rimmed with red, I opened the door. Standing in front of Zayn’s now-empty apartment was a distraught-looking older brunette with a lined face. Her hair was piled on top of her head in a bun even messier than mine. Even though they didn’t have similar coloring, I somehow knew they were related. Was this the mom he’d spoken of? The one who worried about him so much?
Zayn didn’t have a sister. He was an only child. It must be his mother. I cleared my throat, and the woman turned to me.
“I’m sorry,” she said, fidgeting with the keys in her hands. “I didn’t mean to bother everyone on the floor.”
“You’re Zayn’s mom?” I asked, deciding to be frank.
She blinked. “Yes. Do you know where he is? He won’t answer his phone.”
I swallowed hard, and my hands tightened on the note still in my hand. Aw, fuck. What did it matter now? We were two women upset about the same thing.
“I’m sorry. He’s gone. Because of me.”
“You?” 
Not knowing how to explain it, I handed her the note. She read it for the longest time, and when she lifted her eyes back to me, they’d changed.
“So my little Zayn found someone.”
Little? Zayn wasn’t so little anymore. I wondered what he’d looked like as a boy. 
I gave her a rueful smile. “And promptly ran for the hills.”
She handed me back the note, then looked me up and down, as if noticing my bedraggled state for the first time. She eyed the wine bottle in my hand. She looked like she needed it just as much as I did. So I held it up to her, and she took it gratefully, swallowing down a healthy gulp.
“I’m Sybil,” I offered, since Zayn had only called me Kitten in his note.
“Farah.”
How ironic. Farah meant joy, but she only emanated sadness and despair. She’d lost her husband to the curse, and now she was losing her son as well.
“I’ve got something I should probably give back to your family,” I said, thinking of the watch on my table. The clasp was still broken, and I hadn’t bothered to fix it since Zayn had left the day after we’d gotten back.  
She seemed confused but followed me into my apartment anyway. 
Salt and Pepper greeted us from the couch, and Farah made a small, strangled sound in her throat before she stopped herself.  Oops. I’d forgotten how most people reacted to them, especially when they were roaming free and not in their cages. 
“They won’t bite, and they’re very clean,” I assured her as I picked up the gold timepiece and gave it to her.
“My husband’s watch.” She took it from me, and tears filled her eyes.
I explained how I’d cast a forbidden spell using the watch to help Zayn control his shift. “It kept the curse at bay but didn’t break it,” I finished. “I’m sorry.”
My phone rang, and I dashed for it, picking it up without even looking at the number. Some stupid part of me hoped it was Zayn. It wasn’t. It was Tansy. Unlike me and Zayn, Tansy and Eamon were still happily together. They’d fixed their evil spirit problem and were now officially a couple. 
“What’s wrong?” She heard it in my voice almost immediately. 
I wasn’t typically one to share my problems with others; I preferred to be the one doing the consoling. 
“It’s nothing.” 
“Liar! You’re upset. I can hear it all the way though the phone. I was calling to ask if you wanted to come by and spend some time poolside. Now you don’t have a choice. You’re coming over.”
“Give me a moment,” I said before covering the microphone on my cell.
I turned to Farah uncertainly. My speaker was pretty loud, and she looked like she’d heard everything.
“Go. Be with your friends. I’ll be fine. I’ve gone through this before.” 
Hmph. She didn’t look like she was going to be fine.
“Where are you staying?” I asked her. Zayn had mentioned his mom lived in New York City. She must have driven here when he stopped answering his phone.
“I don’t know. I didn’t think that far ahead.”
“I’ll see if I can find you a place to stay tonight. You shouldn’t drive back without some proper sleep.”
I uncovered my phone’s microphone. “I’ll come by in exchange for a favor. I’ve got a friend here who needs a place to stay for the night.” 
“We’ve got the spare rooms here. No one’s using them right now. Let me practice opening a portal,” Tansy said excitedly. 
I smiled and relaxed the ward around my place. “Go for it.”
“A word of warning, I’m still super new at this. All right, here goes nothing…” 
The air shimmered, and a portal opened up on the other side of my coffee table, and Tansy stepped through, looking very proud of herself. Then her eyes landed on me and her face fell.
“Oh, Sybil. What happened?” 
I must have looked as miserable as I felt. And I didn’t have the energy to fix the way I looked with a spell.
She zeroed in on the almost empty bottle of wine, and the numerous chocolate bar wrappers on my coffee table, then narrowed her eyes at me. “It’s man trouble. I can feel it.” She didn’t know I’d been hooking up with Zayn. To her, he was still just the annoying neighbor next door.
Then she noticed Farah hiding behind me. I blew out a breath, introduced the two women, and told Tansy the short version of the story.
“I had no idea,” Tansy said, hugging me. “You should’ve called me. I called you when Eamon was being dumb.” She had, and I’d put her in touch with Seth, the wizard who had been instrumental in helping destroy the evil spirit determined to steal her body. 
Eamon and Tansy had ended up working out their differences, and this was all before I even invited Zayn over to my country home. How I wished things could work out that well for me. But no. I wasn’t that lucky.
“Come on. I’ll get Eamon to pick us up some more drinks.” She gestured to the portal. “You can tell me the rest at my place. You too, Farah. We’ve got a spare room you can stay in.”
I picked up Salt and Pepper, put them in their carrier, and grabbed my bag. Farah contemplated the portal nervously. I guess she’d never stepped through one before.
“It might make you a bit dizzy the first time, but it’s totally safe,” I assured her. 
She took a big breath and stepped through the shimmering gap in my living room. I went in behind her and stepped out into a brightly-lit penthouse with giant, floor-to-ceiling arched windows. Two mature bird of paradise plants framed the French doors leading out to the rooftop patio.
A yellow, orange, and green bird sat on one of the branches, preening. It eyed us and bobbed its head up and down before flying over to say hi.
“Hello, Nugget,” I said.
Nugget was Tansy’s sun conure. She’d met Salt and Pepper the last time I was here, and while the three weren’t exactly friends, they tolerated each other well enough. At first, Salt and Pepper had been hesitant because, to them, birds meant scary predators. But they outweighed the small parrot by quite a bit, and they eventually realized she was harmless. 
I put their carrier down on one of the numerous couches in the living room. Eamon lived here with three of the four Redrock brothers, gargoyles who co-owned Redrock Protective Services, and none of them liked to share, so there was a full-sized reclining couch for each of them. 
Nugget flew over to check out Salt and Pepper, and Tansy headed over to the door leading to their private apartment. The Redrock penthouse was huge, comprising the entire top floor of the building. Each brother, and Eamon, had their own section, each one an impressive home complete with state-of-the-art kitchens, luxury baths, lofted bedrooms, and gorgeous views of the city.
Tansy waved Eamon out. “Can you go pick up a few things for us?” she asked as they made their way to us.
“Of course. Anything for my little witch.”
I stamped down the envy I felt hearing his words. If only Zayn thought the same way, he’d be here trying his best to make things work between us. 
He turned to Farah. “Who’s this?”
Tansy did the explaining this time and once she was done went off to show Farah the guest bedroom.
Eamon approached the carrier and peeked inside. “Hey, Salt. Hey, Pepper. You guys look great. Did mommy Sybil refresh your life again? Yes, she did, didn’t she?”
I froze as Eamon turned to me. 
“What’s on my shopping list?” he asked, as if he hadn’t just spilled my secret.
“How did you know?”
Eamon looked back at me, confused.
“You mean the refreshing life thing?” He made a dismissive motion with his hands. “I’ve known for a while. I visited Sylvana at her place a few times when you were much younger. When I met Salt and Pepper again, it was clear they were the same rats. No big deal. A lot of witches do that with their familiars.”
I gawked at him. Privately I’d suspected as much, but I didn’t expect Eamon to be so blasé and candid about it. 
“It’s true,” he insisted. “But everyone keeps it hush-hush. Don’t worry, I know to keep my mouth shut. I value my life. Angry witches are no bueno.” He grinned.
Well, he should know; he’d mated with a powerful one. 
“Smart man. Well, uh, thanks?” I didn’t quite know how to react. I’d been hiding this for so long and had even thought that I’d need to stop seeing my friends for a while and do the whole “these are new rats” charade again. 
Tansy returned with Farah.
“I’m craving a mojito,” Tansy said, getting right to business. “Can you grab all the fixings for that?” She turned to me. “What about you?”
“Mojitos are fine.” I probably didn’t need any more cheapo wine.
Farah thirded the mojitos as well. Then we sat down on the couch, and Eamon left to go shopping. Tansy came and sat next to us. 
“Now, from the very beginning,” she said. “Spill it, witch.”
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“Congratulations on figuring out how to break the curse, young witch.” 
I gawked at the older woman on the screen. It took me a moment to process her words. “You’re Helen’s grandmother?”
“Yep. I’m Dolores, but you can call me Dottie. I still think you’re naïve for trying to help this naga in the first place, but oh well.”
Tansy’s mouth dropped open as she realized we were talking to the very witch who’d originally cursed Zayn’s grandfather. I hadn’t planned on staying at the penthouse for so long, but I didn’t relish going back home, so I’d stayed in another one of the penthouse’s guest rooms last night. 
Farah had left in the morning to head back to New York, but only after we exchanged numbers. If I found Zayn, she’d be the first to know, and vice versa. I liked her. She was a good woman. 
Tansy and I had been poring over the giant book on curses and blessings when the video call from the unknown number came in. Since I hadn’t gotten any more strange calls after my encounter with Nigel last weekend, I’d picked up.
“I still don’t know how you got that selfish prick to sacrifice something important for you, but I have to warn you that those nagas are tricksters. He might be proclaiming his love for you now, but don’t believe him. I adore my daughter, but spare no love for her father. I bet he told you he loved you, so you’d help him find the answer. It’s a lie.” Dottie slapped her hand down on her table. “Don’t believe it. And whatever you do, don’t sleep with him.”
Yeah, well, too late for that particular bit of advice. But that wasn’t what had me so confused.
“But I didn’t find any answer,” I admitted. “I didn’t break the curse.”
Next to me, Tansy pointed to the section on the page that listed making a personal sacrifice as a possible solution.
“Interesting.” Dottie adjusted her thick plastic tortoiseshell glasses. “So the naga figured it out himself. Where is he now?”
“He’s gone.” I pressed my lips in a firm line.
“Unbelievable. Like father, like son,” the older witch huffed. “He found something important enough to sacrifice for you to break the curse, but he didn’t love you enough to stay. I’m sorry, child. I cursed his grandfather so he wouldn’t break any more witches’ hearts. I didn’t mean to pass the problem on to you.”
“You said he needed to sacrifice something for Sybil,” Tansy said. “Why her?”
“Because she’s a witch and not a naga.” Dottie said it as if it was obvious. “Let it go, girl. It’s for the best he’s gone. You have your whole life ahead of you, and there are plenty of good men out there. Good luck.”
“What the hell did he sacrifice?” I asked aloud when Tansy and I were alone together again. I was worried now. What had the idiot done?
Eamon cleared his throat from the kitchen. “I wonder if it has anything to do with the reports I’ve gotten from the EA about a naga turning himself in.”
I stood and turned to see if he was serious. He was the dictionary definition of smug.
“You knew about this the whole time?”
“You didn’t ask,” he said mildly. Then he took a swig of his beer. “And I wasn’t sure what type of man this Zayn was. If he left you for any other reason, I’d have kept my mouth shut, but it sounds to me like he really did leave you to keep you safe. That was his sacrifice; he sacrificed you for you.”
“All right there, Mr. Poet. Real deep.” I walked around to where Eamon leaned against the counter. “Then I’m guessing they’re holding him. Can you take me to him?”
The EA and the human police both kept Eamon on their roster, and he had more access than I did at the EA. They only called me in for temporary wards. 
“The EA don’t have him anymore.”
“What do you mean?” 
“He claimed to not have any control over his shifts, and since they have a record of his grandfather losing it, they kept him overnight. They had him shift from form to form, but he had complete control, so they told him to go home and stop wasting their time.”
“But he didn’t go home.” I was losing my patience.
“No. He insisted he was a danger and refused. The EA can’t entertain a delusional shifter, so they sent him to the Reserve.”
The Reserve was a large piece of land the agency used for training and rehabilitation. It was kept mostly natural, except for a few bunkers and buildings near the entrance. It was the perfect place for a giant serpent to roam. For bonus points, I knew exactly where it was. 
“Who’s up for a road trip?” I asked. 
“Can’t,” Eamon said. “I’m supposed to be working right now. I’ve got paperwork up the wazoo.”
I eyed the drink in his hand skeptically. “You’re drinking a beer even as we speak.”
“This is how I prepare for paperwork.” He brought the can to his mouth and took a big sip.
“It’s true,” Tansy said, nodding. “He hates paperwork.”
“I think Gunnar’s free though. Let me grab him.” Eamon went to one of the doors leading out of the common area, made his head immaterial, and stuck it through the glass pane, yelling, “Gunnar! Sybil wants you.”
I rolled my eyes. Why did he have to put it that way? Gunnar and I had spent some time together when I’d stayed at the penthouse while I dealt with the WEC pricks messing with my wards, and I knew he liked me. Now I was going to have to tell him that I was officially off the market. 
A few minutes later, the door opened, and a massive gargoyle ducked through it, wearing only pants. His broad shoulders and rock-hard pecs were on display in all their stony, blue-gray glory. His hair was damp, like he’d just gotten out of the shower. I used to wonder how the gargoyle brothers fit into a shower until I saw Gunnar’s custom-made walk-in unit. It looked like a waterfall, and he had no problem fitting under it. 
“Hello, Beautiful. You wanted me?” Gunnar sent me a playful grin. 
Oh, boy. I shot Eamon a nasty look. Now I had to explain to Gunnar that this was not, in fact, a booty call. 
Eamon took pity on me and explained, “Sybil needs help finding her naga mate.”
Gunnar’s wings drooped. “Mate?”
“Yeah.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “Sorry. It all happened really fast.”
“These things usually do.” Eamon pulled Tansy into his arms and looked at her like she’d hung the sun and the moon. “One moment you’re free as a bird, and the next you’re stuck in bondage—”
Tansy wrinkled her nose at him and wiggled her fingers, like she was threatening to cast a spell.
“And deliriously happy!” Eamon added quickly. 
Yep. Smart man.
I explained to Gunnar what was going on.
“Of course, I can get you to the Reserve. Just let me throw on some clothes and get a glamour on.” He disappeared back into his portion of the penthouse.
“I should bring the babies home,” I said, looking around for my ratties. I found them cuddled in the corner of one of the couches with Nugget.
“Aww, look. I guess they’re friends now,” Tansy said.
“Guess so,” I agreed. 
I packed them up, made a quick portal, and brought them home. Just in case it took us longer than expected to find Zayn, I refilled their water bottles and food bowls before stepping back through the magical door just as Gunnar returned.
With the glamour on, he was much smaller and looked very much like a human, though I could see the glimmer of magic that surrounded him. Since the fall of The Wall, many magical folks walked around in public without a stitch of illusion or glamour. But some, like the Redrock brothers, preferred to wear a disguise. Not everyone liked to be gawked at, and the general public still found certain monsters hard to accept.
“Let’s go,” Gunnar said, grabbing a set of keys from a hook by the door. “We’ll take one of the company SUVs.”
---
The sole ranger who patrolled the Reserve, a bear shifter named Mason, met us next to his Jeep at the entrance. The buildings, not being in use, were closed, as were the roads leading into the heart of the wilderness. 
“Looking for the naga, are we?” Mason and Gunnar exchanged fist bumps like they were old friends. “I told him I could open up one of the bunkers, but he insisted on heading out into the woods. Seemed to think his serpent was out of control or something.”
“Yeah. Or something,” I agreed gloomily. 
“Technically, the roads are closed, and we haven’t done any repairs since a landslide washed out part of the road halfway through, so you head in at your own risk. But you can pick your way around if you’re careful.” He tapped at the radio on his belt. “If you run into any trouble, just give me a shout. I’m in the cabin under the comms tower on the hill.” He gestured to a large metal tower rising high over the trees. 
We thanked him and continued down the road as he returned to his cabin.
“You know that if this naga breaks your heart, I’m going to whoop his ass, right?” Gunnar said, glancing over at me from the driver’s seat.
“Thanks. I know you care.” Shit. I felt bad. “Listen. About the naga. Things just happened, you know?”
“You don’t need to explain, Sybil. You can’t fight a mate bond. I’m happy for you, but this naga better treat you well. He gets minus one for leaving you alone, but plus one for sacrificing something important. So…I won’t tie the snake into a pretzel. Yet.”
I chuckled. “Please don’t.”
“I’ll try. Can’t promise nothing.”
We found Zayn’s truck half-hidden in the brush at the side of the road just before the washed-out part.
Gunnar parked behind it, and we headed into the woods. 
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I’d been an idiot for thinking that I could live away from Sybil without the help of hard liquor. Now there was no alcohol for miles, and I didn’t trust myself to get back into my truck and drive. 
Barring owning a piece of land myself, this area the EA called the Reserve was perfect. There was nature all around. Woods for me to roam, a lake for me to swim in, and caves for me to explore. There was even a bear shifter ranger to shoot my ass if my snake decided to cause some shit. The only thing missing was my mate.
I kept imagining her stepping out from behind the next tree. I saw her face in the clouds and even heard her voice on the wind. She was all I ever thought about, and it was a struggle not to get into my truck and drive right to her, especially during the long, lonely nights. I’d purposefully driven my truck deep into the brush to make it harder to do just that. 
Even now, I swore I could hear her talking softly, which was ridiculous. She was safe in her condo or maybe at her cottage. Either way, she wasn’t here, and that voice that sounded exactly like hers was all in my head.
I was officially losing it. For some reason, my snake had decided to be perfectly cooperative the moment I’d gone to the EA with my curse. That should’ve been my first clue. It was always the calmest before the storm. 
I ignored the auditory hallucination and stared out into the lake. So far, no fish had bitten, but I had all day, and technically, I didn’t really need the fish for food. I planned on paying the bear shifter ranger to pick up food for me. With all my savings, I could live like this indefinitely, now that I didn’t need to buy a piece of land.
Sybil’s voice came from the woods again. That was some delusion: it sounded just like her. Except this time, there was another voice. 
A male voice.
The green-eyed monster had me looking around for who it was, despite knowing that it was all in my head. 
But it wasn’t in my head. Sybil was right there at the edge of the woods, and next to her was a large man I didn’t recognize.
My mate was standing next to a fallen tree, glaring at me with her hands on her hips. What the hell was she doing here? And who the fuck was the mountain of a man standing behind her and staring at me like he wanted to fight?
“How did you find me?” I kept my eyes warily on the huge monster behind her.
He was wearing a glamour, so I couldn’t quite tell what type of monster he was. He stared levelly at me, looking me up and down. Usually, I’d say my serpent could take anyone on, but this guy had an aura about him that made me unsure. 
He stepped in between me and Sybil. “This is the naga you chose? He doesn’t look like much. I bet I could pummel him.” 
Not being one to back down, and because my serpent was feeling ornery, I stuck my fishing rod into the hole I’d dug into the ground and stood, shifting as I did into my naga form. I reared up to make myself as tall as possible. 
“Who the fuck are you?” I didn’t like the way he stood in front of Sybil like he had some right to protect her. She was mine to protect.
Behind him, Sybil frowned. 
The asshole eyed the fishing rod. “What? Your snake can’t hunt?” 
“Gunnar. Stop it.” Sybil put a hand on his arm, and I bit back a hiss.
“Why don’t you come a little closer and find out, jackass?” I slithered forward.
The man mumbled something under his breath, and dropped his magical disguise. There was a brief shimmer, and he was transformed into a gargoyle, complete with wings, a tail, and stone-colored skin. 
“Try me.” The gargoyle stepped toward me.
“Enough!” Sybil yelled, getting in between us. “There’s so much testosterone in the air, I think I’m going to drown. I appreciate you bringing me here, Gunnar, but stop antagonizing my mate.”
The gargoyle shrugged exaggeratedly. “Well, if he runs off again, you’re always welcome in my bed.”
That did it. I hissed and lunged at the gargoyle, only stopping short when Sybil stood in my way. Her magic surrounded me, and it felt as if I was glued in place. 
“Zayn, stop. He’s just goading you, and you’re falling for it.” She glared at Gunnar. “Can we please have some privacy now?”
“Of course.” He kept his gaze on me. “But if you decide to leave Sybil again, I won’t hesitate to step in.” He had the audacity to grin at her. “I’ll go hang out with Mason for a bit. If you need a ride back, call me.” 
The fuck she would. 
Sybil’s magical hold relaxed, and I was able to move again. The gargoyle sauntered away, looking way too pleased with himself. 
“You weren’t supposed to find me.” I didn’t have anywhere to hide, and there was nothing to do but face her. 
“And you weren’t supposed to run.”
“I did it for you.” I had, even though I selfishly wanted to stay with her.
Her face softened, and she stepped in close. Unable to stop myself, I threw a coil around us and wrapped my arms around her. She fit so perfectly in them, and I never wanted to let go.
“Didn’t you know you can’t run from a witch?” Her voice cracked at the end of the sentence and turned into a soft sob.
And there it was. I’d hurt her. 
“I’m so sorry.” I sat her down on one of my coils and kissed away a salty tear that was sliding down her face. “I did it for you. I only wanted to protect you.”
She leaned into me like she wasn’t strong enough to stand on her own. “From what? You’d never hurt me.”
“How can you be so sure? I feel like I’m hurting you right now.”
“Because I was there, Zayn. I was present when you shifted. Your snake would never hurt me.” She reached up and touched my jaw. “But even though you were wrong about that, you did the right thing. Because it broke the curse.”
My heart leapt. Of course! That was why I’d been able to control my shifts so perfectly in the Enforcement Agency’s building. The curse was broken.
“But how?”
“You sacrificed something important. That was the solution.”
The words in her book flashed in my head. In leaving, I’d sacrificed my own happiness to keep her safe. 
“But will the curse return now that I’m here with you and happy?”
She shook her head, brushing aside a tear with the back of her hand. “That’s not how these things work. You’re free. It’s over and done with. So, no.” She wrapped her arms around me and squeezed. “You’re stuck with me. Forever. Whether you like it or not.”
I grinned. My little witch was just as possessive about me as I was about her.
“I’ll never leave you again, Sybil. I love you and plan on making the most of every moment with you.” I nuzzled the top of her head.
She looked up at me, her green eyes shining. “Say it again.”
“What? I plan on making the most of every moment with you?”
She wrinkled her nose. “Not that part. The other thing.”
“I’ll never leave you again?” I kept my face straight despite my lips threatening to curl up at the corners. 
“Grr! You’re being obtuse on purpose.”
I chuckled, then said that she wanted to hear. “I love you, Sybil.” 
She sniffed, then buried her face in my chest. “I love you too.”
We held each other until the mosquitoes found Sybil. I slapped them off her arm. They really did love her almost as much as I did. 
“Let’s get out of here and go home,” she said.
“Which home would that be?”
“Whichever one you are in.”
That had me beaming. “First, let me pick up my stuff from the cave.” I’d found a comfy cave that was a much better location to stretch my scales than sleeping in my car. It had also reduced the temptation to go to her. “Hop on.”
In my naga form, it was much easier for her to ride me since she could wrap her legs around my hips where my coils were the thickest and hold onto my human half. She did just that, and we were off.
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We were heading back through the woods toward my truck with the oversized hiking backpack I’d been living out of when Sybil stiffened behind me and clutched my arm.  
I peered around, but while I vaguely sensed danger, I couldn’t actually see or hear anything. “What is it?” I asked, stopping. 
“Magic. We’re not alone.” She climbed off my back. “Show yourself,” she announced into the woods. “I know you’re here.”
The space in front of us shimmered, and a woman appeared. She looked to be in her late twenties, and her platinum blond hair fell in loose waves around her shoulders. Magic surrounded her in an aura, much the same way it did with Sybil. She must be a witch too.
Her face was beautiful, perfect. Too perfect. It was almost creepy the way she looked airbrushed and filtered, like she wasn’t real. Most likely, what we saw with her wasn’t what we got. I bet it was all illusion. 
The woman smiled, and her pretty face turned mean. “Well, will you look at that. Nigel wasn’t lying after all. A naga for my collection. I almost didn’t believe him when I got to your home and found only the witch.” She pointed a slim finger at Sybil. “You almost gave me the slip, ward witch, using a portal to get to the gargoyle’s abode like that.”
I put Sybil behind me, out of danger.
“Who are you, and what do you want?” I demanded.
“My, my. You’re a feisty one. So full of fire.” She glanced down at my wrist and tsked, glancing behind me at Sibyl. “Amateur move. You should never take the bracelet off. It gives them an attitude if they think you’re their friend.” Her eyes went back to me. “Nigel said you were already tamed. Clearly, he’s wrong.  But that’s okay. You’re still a great trade. And I don’t even need to take care of the kid after.”
That was what she wanted. Me. Nigel must’ve approached her to be his baby mama after giving up on Sybil. “Who are you?” I asked again. 
“Your future mistress. Once I get rid of this pesky bitch.” The woman waved a hand, and a group of men in fatigues stepped out from behind the trees around her. How had I missed them before?  I scented the air with my tongue, but there was still nothing. 
They must be using a chemical to mask their scent, or maybe it was more magic. Despite the fatigues, these thugs weren’t from the army. They were mercenaries. 
A few of them held tranquilizer guns, which they kept trained on me. The rest had regular firearms. 
“Keep him alive and as unharmed as possible,” the haughty woman ordered. “I want him pristine for my collection. As for the witch, do whatever you want with her. I don’t care. Just get rid of her.” She turned and started walking away.
“The witch is fucking hot. I get first dibs,” called a man with a mullet.
I snarled. “Try it and die, asshole.”
One of the goons with a tranq gun fired his weapon at me. Sybil stepped out from behind me and waved her hand. The dart flying toward me hit an invisible wall and fell to the ground.
“What the fuck?” exclaimed the guy who’d made the shot.
One of his friends tried. This time, the dart didn’t just stop. It hit the invisible wall, made a 180, and shot right back into the man holding the gun. He stared at the dart sticking out of his thigh for a moment before slowly sagging to the ground with a grunt.
“Get the witch,” yelled Mullet Man. 
They rounded on Sybil as two of them kept their weapons trained on me. A glow extended out from her body like a forcefield, surrounding both of us. It didn’t stop the men from trying to attack and shrank with each assault, although it held them back.
Slowly we inched toward the road where I was parked. 
“Someone’s attacking my wards as well,” Sybil gasped. “I don’t think I can keep this up for much longer.”
I let my serpent take over. The scales extended up my body, enveloping me in hard armor. A look of terror filled a few of the hired goons’ faces when I hissed. 
“Shit! Nobody told me he went full snake.” Mullet Man scrambled back behind his friends.
I aimed first for the armed men who were closest to Sybil, swiping them aside with my body and sending them flying. One hit a tree with a loud thump. Leaves and twigs rained down on us. 
That had the idiots focusing their attention on me again. Good. 
Several tranquilizer darts flew my way, but they just bounced off my scales.  
Sybil waved her arm, and one of the mercs went flying into a tree. He stayed stuck in it as if he was pinned in place. Moments later, another one joined him. Wow. My sexy mate was kicking some serious ass. 
Something pricked my tail, and I whipped around to find a dart sticking out between two scales.
Fuck! The men focused on Sybil, believing I was out for the count. But I was too big for one dart to put me out, even a dart made for shifters, which these were.
I hissed and swung my head in an arc, knocking several men off their feet with my sheer weight. I threw my coils around them and squeezed hard as I cast my gaze about for my next victims. 
By now, the goons had realized the dart hadn’t been enough to take me out. They aimed their weapons at me again. Thwack, thwack, thwack. Most of the darts fell off me, but one of them stuck. I fought the effects, but it was too much, even for my giant snake. 
The world went hazy, and the trees blurred. Sybil screamed, and I searched for her through the blurry fog. One of the men had her on the ground, his hands around her neck. 
My mate!
I used my last bit of energy to throw myself towards them. Too late.  I watched as Mullet Man grabbed hold of Sybil by the hair. She dropped her phone on the ground, and he dragged her away as the world faded into darkness.




Chapter 28
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Sybil


Zayn! 
I struggled to get away from the asshole with the terrible hair as I watched Zayn’s giant serpent slowly sink to the ground. There were still two men wrapped in his coils, and several of their comrades were trying to pull them out. 
I closed my eyes, feeling around mentally to see which of the wards I had up for my business had not been found and attacked, and dropped the largest of them only for a few minutes, as I gathered my energy for one big spell. I also released the magic holding the assholes to the tree, and they screamed as they fell. I relaxed and focused on my breathing.
“Bitch finally gave up struggling. About time.” Mister Mullet jerked me toward the road by the hair, and I let him. That was the direction I wanted to go anyway.
Behind us, the hired goons surrounded Zayn. We’d given them a good fight, but now they were ready to truss him up and deliver him to Avalon, the rich witch bitch.
I had recognized Avalon right away. She came from a rich family and got social media famous when The Wall fell. She was the reason some non-magic folk thought all witches were rich AF and sat around all day taking photos of their crystals and doing yoga. So annoying. And so untrue.
(Nothing wrong with crystals or yoga, I loved those things myself, but I also worked my ass off to keep Sylvana’s business going.)
Avalon stood lounging against her Mercedes, a scowl on her perfectly made-up face. “I don’t care what you do with her as long as you get rid of any evidence after. If anything gets traced back to me or my family, it’s your hide on the line.” 
One of the mercenaries stepped into the van and came out with a length of rope that glowed with magic. He’d never get that around Zayn. I was exactly where I wanted to be.
I started the spell in my mind, thinking back to when I first met Zayn’s snake. Then, as the asshole dragged me past Avalon, I reached out and touched the back of her arm.
Just as I thought. The amateur had cast a physical barrier around herself but wasn’t protecting her magic. It only took her a fraction of a moment to realize what was happening, but by then, I’d siphoned enough of her energy to cast the biggest sleep spell I ever had. Time for a little nap!
The man holding onto me fell first, relaxing his grip and sinking to the ground. Next was the one holding the magic-infused rope. One by one, Avalon’s little army fell. 
The only person immune to the sleep spell was Avalon herself, who’d wised up and blocked my magic just in time. I grabbed the gun from Mister Mullet and pointed it at her.
“You have three seconds. One…two…” I counted slowly, purposefully giving her plenty of time to focus her magic on creating a physical barrier to repel my bullet. 
“Three.” I shot at her leg, and she threw all her energy into the barrier, stopping the bullet. I took that moment to hurl my sleep spell at her. She could only focus on one barrier at a time.
She blinked a few times, realizing she’d been duped, then sank to the ground. 
She wouldn’t stay asleep for long. I’d had the element of surprise on my side, but she was still a pretty strong witch, despite her lack of real-world experience, and would wake soon. I grabbed the magical rope on the ground. It took several tries, but I got her tied up. I didn’t know anything about knots, so I just freehand it. She woke up just as I was tying the last one.
“You bitch,” Avalon spat. “Do you have any idea who I am? Once my family discovers what you’ve done, they’ll come after you. You’re going to regret this.”
I couldn’t stop my eye roll. “Yeah, whatever. I’m so scared.” 
Not to mention, I highly doubted I’d regret being alive, considering she’d told the men to get rid of me.
I should never have stopped Zayn from destroying Nigel when he had the chance. He’d gone to this witch and promised her an enslaved naga in exchange for a baby. What utter pieces of crap they both were. They deserved each other.
Ignoring Avalon, I picked my way over to Zayn, who had fallen asleep on top of two of the mercenaries. He wasn’t squeezing now that he was sleeping, but they were still trapped under his considerable weight.  
I found my phone. It was still connected to Gunnar. I’d called him when Miss Social Media had been babbling away, and he was on his way back here with Mason. Since she attacked me with deadly force in the form of a group of armed men, I was perfectly within my rights to reciprocate in a similar vein. But that would be letting her off too easily. 
And besides, she had mentioned a collection, so she must be one of those weirdo collectors with a private shifter zoo somewhere. Those poor souls needed to be saved. The EA would get the location out of her and free them. 
“Gunnar?” 
“We’re almost there, Sybil.”
“Good. I cast a sleep spell on everybody, but I don’t know how long it will hold. Did you hear everything she said?”
“I did. And so did Mason. The EA will want to investigate if she really has a collection of enslaved shifters, so they’re on their way too. I hope you don’t mind.”
“I’d much prefer just being able to go home with Zayn, but getting those shifters freed is important too. I’ll see you soon.” I hung up. 
“You’re going to pay for this. I won’t see a day behind bars.” Avalon cackled.
The worst part was, she was probably right. Total bullshit, but her family was loaded and could pull some strings.
As I grabbed all the weapons and put them into a pile, movement in the corner of my eye had me turning to see Zayn returning to his human form. It released the two men, who woke when they fell onto the ground. They looked around, confused.
I pointed my gun at them just as Mason’s Jeep rumbled into view. 
“Damn it! Everyone’s asleep,” Gunnar grumbled as he approached the scene. “I was itching for a fight.”
Thank goodness. The cavalry was here!




Chapter 29
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Zayn


Oh man, not again.  
I always hated waking up not knowing what had happened. The ceiling wasn’t one that I recognized. This wasn’t my condo, or Sybil’s home, or even the cave at the Reserve. And there was a small yellow, orange, and green parrot flitting from beam to beam overhead. Where the hell was I? 
“Hey, look, Sleeping Beauty is awake.” The male voice sounded vaguely familiar somehow. I didn’t know who it was, but I knew I didn’t like him. 
“They shot you full of tranqs. You’re lucky your snake is so huge.”
That brought back memories of the fight. That was it. The asshole had just gotten hold of Sybil when I’d blacked out.
“Where’s my mate?” I pushed myself up, looking around. “And where am I?”
I was in a fancy penthouse with high ceilings and large floor-to-ceiling windows. There were several oversized couches in front of a giant screen, and I was lying on one of them. The place screamed understated class and money. Everything was dark wood, soft leather, bronze, and granite. The splash of greenery in the form of oversized houseplants added a light, fresh touch.
“Sybil’s taking a shower. And you’re in my penthouse.” It was Gunnar, the gargoyle who’d challenged me before. The one who was clearly upset that Sybil was off the market. 
Shit. The guy lived here in this luxurious penthouse, and my serpent had offered Sybil a crappy dome of leaves and twigs.  
Gunnar held out a bottle of water. “Drink up. You need to flush that shit out of your system.”
I opened it, smelled it, and when I didn’t detect anything suspicious, chugged it all down. I hadn’t realized how thirsty I was.
The gargoyle dragged over a chair, set it down with the chair back facing me, and straddled it like he was about to start an interrogation. I sat up to face him.
“Tell me why you deserve someone as perfect as Sybil, especially after you fucking left her.” He was now giving me some big brother vibes in addition to being potential competition.  
I shrugged, refusing to show any signs of fear. “I don’t deserve her. You’re right, she’s perfect, and I’m just a cursed naga. But you can’t fight a mate bond.”
“She is not a naga. You can’t form a mate bond to her.”
“I am not a full naga. My mom’s human.”
He squinted at me. “Where is your father?”
I knew better than to reply to that question. If my dad left me and my mom high and dry, what was stopping me from doing the same? 
A woman cleared her throat. “That’s enough, Gunnar. He had his reasons for leaving, and he won’t do it again. Right?” The blonde sent me a chilling look that said there was only one acceptable answer. It was full of magic and honestly scared me a hell of a lot more than the brute force of a gargoyle.
“No, ma’am.” I knew better than to fuck with an angry witch. One curse was bad enough. I didn’t want to be turned into a frog as well. 
The blonde stuck out her hand. “I’m Tansy. You must be the naga neighbor who won’t stop banging the wall.”
“He’s banging a lot more than the wall now,” Gunnar quipped.
Tansy rolled her eyes. 
“I was there when Dottie called about you breaking the curse,” she explained.
“Dottie?”
“Dolores, the witch who cursed your granddad.”
Oh. Helen’s grandmother.
“I, for one, think it was very romantic of you to put Sybil’s safety ahead of your own happiness. It was a bit misguided, but it broke the curse, so there’s that.”
The small parrot flew in and landed on her head. It bobbed its head up and down at me. 
“Hello, cutie,” I said, greeting it.
“Oh no,” Tansy sighed.
Before I could ask what the problem was, the little bird exploded into an excited flurry of, “What a cutie! What a cutie!” and squawking.
“Cutie is Nugget’s favorite word,” Tansy said, shaking her head. 
A set of glass double doors opened, and Sybil stepped out, her dark hair still slightly damp from her shower. Nugget was still squawking, flapping her wings, and screaming “What a cutie!” at the top of her little lungs, but I didn’t notice it anymore. Sybil had stolen all my attention. 
“You’re awake.” She hurried over to me. “How are you feeling? Any headache? The EA said you need to be watched until any headaches fade. You were given quite a heavy dose.”
“The water helped a bit.” I didn’t add that my head still hurt a little; I just wanted to get us home. 
Gunnar produced an enormous stack of paper and set it in front of me. “I just need a signature.”
I frowned. 
“Sybil already answered a bunch of questions for the EA,” he explained. “We have most of what Avalon said on record. Sybil called me when she showed up. You just need to confirm it.” 
I trusted Sybil, so I just flipped through it briefly before I signed. It was only then that I realized Gunnar was one of the Redrock brothers and co-owner of Redrock Protective Services, and it was their penthouse I was sitting in.
They were big names, especially since they worked security for Desmon’s wedding. Sybil had mentioned staying here when she’d needed help with the WEC messing with her. I hadn’t realized they were so close. Too close, considering the vibes I was getting off Gunnar. My little kitten had friends in high places.
“The best part of it is that Avalon mentioned Nigel, so now he’s being investigated too,” Sybil said, grinning. “I doubt he’ll be inheriting anything after this.”
“I should have crushed that whiny little fucker when I had the chance,” I said. 
“Yeah. And I should’ve let you. Sorry.”
“I would’ve totally helped with the coverup,” Gunnar added.
Okay, so the gargoyle wasn’t that bad. 
“We should let Farah know Zayn’s safe,” Tansy said.
Wait. How did she know my mom?
“Way ahead of you. I called her and let her know.” 
And now Sybil too? What was going on?
Seeing the confusion on my face, Sybil said, “She came to look for you at the condo, and we talked.”
“Yeah. We had mojitos and totally blabbed about you behind your back,” Tansy piped up.
“And I promised to call her if I found you,” Sybil finished.
“You… You had drinks with my mom?”
“Yeah, I really like her,” Sybil said.  She stayed here for the night and everything.”
Oh god. What if she showed everyone my naked baby pictures.
“Let’s get back to your place,” Sybil said. “I’m exhausted. Your truck’s downstairs, but we can come to pick it up tomorrow after we’ve had a good night’s rest.”
And with that we were stepping through a portal into Sybil’s condo.
---
The morning sun shone through the gap in the blinds, waking me from my sleep. We’d moved over to my condo simply because I had the larger bed. It was already late morning, and Sybil and I had slept in. After a day like yesterday, we both needed it. 
She yawned and stretched, sliding her body against mine. 
I’d never get tired of the feeling of her round ass rubbing against my front. I couldn’t believe I’d wasted so many years waking up alone. 
“Good morning, Kitten.” I buried my nose in her hair, breathing her in.
She arched her back, pressing her ass against my morning wood. Oh yeah, this was definitely the right way to wake up. My hands slid down the curve of her waist to her hips, pulling her close to me.
Her ring tone, an eight-bit rendition of The Cure’s “Friday I’m in Love”, interrupted us.
Sybil bolted straight up in bed. “Shit! I was supposed to call to let them know you’re okay.” She grabbed her phone and answered it.
“Oh, it’s you. Hey, Gunnar.”
I grunted. What did he want? 
“Yeah, we slept in, and I forgot to call. Sorry.” Sybil looked at me and covered her phone. “They called him thinking we were still over at Redrock’s, and Gunnar told them he’d check up on us,” she explained. 
“I’m feeling fine. Great, in fact,” I said loud enough for Gunnar to hear through the phone.  I would’ve been even greater if he hadn’t interrupted us, but I didn’t say that.
I leaned over Sybil to pick up the half-empty glass of water on the bedside table, trying to listen in on their conversation. 
To my surprise, she handed her phone to me. “He wants to talk to you.”
She got out of bed and made her way into the bathroom, closing the door behind her. 
“Zayn?” The gargoyle’s voice came through the speaker. 
“What do you want?”
“Are you alone?”
I lowered my voice. “Yeah, Sybil’s in the bathroom. Why?”
“I thought you might like to see where this Nigel character works.”
That got my attention.
“I think I might.”
“Good. See, the thing is, Avalon comes from a rich ass family, and unfortunately, she’d probably just lose her collection and get a slap on the wrist.”
“Fuck. Does that mean Sybil might be in danger if that bitch tries to retaliate?”
“Not if we send a message first. Future rumor has it that Nigel disappears from his workplace later today and is never seen again, probably because he’s suspected to be running from the EA.” He paused before adding, “Do you catch my drift?”
I nodded, understanding perfectly. I wasn’t the only one who wanted this asshole gone for good and willing to do something about it. “Of course. If I was caught enslaving and selling shifters to private collectors, I’d run too. You’d never see me again.”
“I’m glad we agree. Come by. I’ll get Tansy to distract Sybil for a second, and we can head out.”
We ended the call just as Sybil was stepping out of the bathroom. 
“What did he want?” Sybil asked as she searched my room for her clothes.
“Just wanted me to go pick up my truck.” I walked over to the bathroom.
She rolled her eyes. “What’s the big rush? We’ll go when you’re ready.”
I got dressed quickly, and we went next door to check in with Salt and Pepper, who were still snoozing, before stepping through another portal back to the Redrock residences. Sybil was greeted by Tansy holding out a giant spell book.
“I need some help with these potions. They’re confusing.”
Sybil waved to Gunnar, then eyed the book warily. “Ooh, you don’t want to start with that one, even if you have strong magic. Especially if you have strong magic. Let me grab a better book for you to start with.”
“Why don’t I drive my truck back on my own, and you can help Tansy out?” I offered. 
“Are you sure?” 
“Yeah. We don’t both need to go. I’ll meet you back at the condo in a bit.” I rubbed her arms. “We can get a late lunch.”
She grinned up at me. “Sounds good.”
She stepped back through the portal to grab a spell book, and I followed Gunnar out the door and down their private elevator.
We found Nigel picking up lunch at a soup and salad joint. His phone rang, and when he answered it, his face went pale. 
“Right on time. It’s the EA calling to ask him to go in for some questioning,” Gunnar explained. “They always ask nicely once before they send someone to drag you in.”
As the twerp hung up, he noticed Gunnar and I standing outside the window. I gave him a big wave and grinned. He panicked.
Running back to his car, he did exactly what we wanted him to do. He drove. And we followed him right out of Darlington, away from any cameras and witnesses. What an idiot. 
When he realized he was only driving himself deeper into trouble, he opened his window and shot at the Redrock SUV, but it was armored, and the bullet ricocheted right off. Too focused on us, he didn’t watch where he was going and swerved off the road and right into a ditch. 
“Leave me alone!” he screeched as he extricated himself from the car. He brandished his weapon in the air, as if it would save him. “It wasn’t my idea.”
“Sssuch liesss,” I hissed, as I let my serpent take over. 
His eyes bugged out of his head.
Next to me, Gunnar laughed. “Run, little boy, run. Before the big bad snake gets you.”
Nigel did exactly that. He ran. And I did what any snake worth its salt would do; I chased him down.
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“Just five more minutes,” I murmured, fumbling around on my nightstand to turn off the alarm on my phone.  
Why was it going off? I hadn’t set an alarm since I quit my shitty day job years ago to help with Auntie Syl’s Wards and Witchery. 
But my phone was nowhere to be found, and the alarm kept blaring. Grumbling, I finally opened my eyes and found the wretched thing under the bed where it had fallen, probably during all the fun Zayn and I had last night. We’d moved his king-sized bed over to my place for just that purpose.
Zayn was not in bed, but the smell of breakfast wafted in from the kitchen, so I forgave him for sneaking off. Mmm. Bacon and eggs. I inhaled again. Were those pancakes? Or waffles? Had he dug my Hello Kitty waffle maker out of the moving box?
I peeked out the door to see Zayn piling two perfect waffles shaped like Hello Kitty’s head onto a plate. But that wasn’t even the most delicious part. Zayn was topless. He was a brave man to fry bacon without a shirt on, but I appreciated the view. 
“You’re up. I thought we should start off with a good breakfast since we have such a big day ahead of us.” He came to give me a kiss, two plates in his hands, before setting them down on the table.
Today was a big day indeed. We were making the move over to the cottage from the condo. We’d spent two more weekends getting the place ready and all of this week packing up our things. I wasn’t as bad as Great Granny Syl, but I still owned a lot of stuff. 
Zayn had also been busy staging his condo and getting it ready for sale, so it meant I hadn’t seen him much this week. We planned on keeping my apartment, to have a place in the city. It made perfect sense that, as mates, we moved in together. So we did. 
Things had all fallen into place after the Avalon incident. We even got a personalized apology from Arthur, Avalon’s father—the family had an unnatural obsession, claiming to be descendants of the legendary king—though I didn’t for one second believe that he was innocent in the enslavement of shifters. He’d probably only apologized to distance himself from any bad publicity. 
Nigel had conveniently gone missing, and while I had my suspicions that Zayn or maybe even Gunnar might have had something to do with it, I kept my mouth shut. Honestly, it was best if I didn’t know. The EA and the police just thought he’d gone into hiding, and Avalon’s family wasn’t going to stick their neck out for him. 
After breakfast we started moving the boxes I’d lined up in the hallway out to his truck. Since we were keeping my condo, we didn’t need to move everything, just all the magical artifacts I needed to surround myself with, my spell books, and my other favorite things. The furniture was staying. We got Salt and Pepper into their carrier, and we were off.
The drive out was just as much fun as it was the first time. And then we were there. Home.
“I have something to show you.” Zayn took my hand and led me around to the back of the cottage. 
I gasped. The outdoor enclosure for the ratties he’d designed was already in place. He must’ve snuck out throughout the week to work on it. 
There was a giant rat tree in the center of the enclosure, protected from the rain under the gazebo.  It looked custom-built and was much sturdier than the one they had indoors. There was a tunnel leading from the rat tree to the exterior walls and ledges—complete with railings to prevent falling because Salt was, and always would be, a klutz—climbing ropes, and other fun details. There were tons of hammocks and hidey houses everywhere. It was rodent heaven.
There was even a feeding station with little ceramic food bowls for when they wanted a snack, and—
“Oh my God, is that a drinking fountain?!” It was one of the ones that moved the water around to keep it aerated. Zayn had added some clean river rocks to it to make it look more natural. 
“I thought they might like a water feature. We can upgrade or tweak it later if they like it.”
“You sneaky bastard. I love you so much.” I threw my arms around him, still holding the pet carrier. 
He chuckled. “It’s not completely finished yet.” He pointed to an empty space. “I wanted to create an area for you to do your yoga, but we need a rat-proof chest to store the mats and blocks first.”
Zayn had already spent enough time with my rats to realize they loved chewing yoga mats.  Every single yoga mat I owned had the corners chewed off. The blocks, too. Something about the texture was just *chef’s kiss* to rodents.
We let the babies out into their new play area and cuddled up on the metal and fabric love seat next to the rat tree. Unpacking could wait. 
“Thank you, Zayn. I love it.” 
Salt jumped over from the rat tree, with Pepper following behind. They grabbed Zayn’s arms and started grooming his arm hair.
“And they obviously love it too.”
Zayn cupped my face in his hands. “I never got to build you a proper nest. That burrow in the woods didn’t count: I looked it up and nagas build their mates mansions.” He looked around. “You already had the perfect place, so I decided to at least build a mansion for your ratties, and do everything I could to make this a forever home for both of us.” 
Warmth filled my heart. “We can build our nest together.”
“What’s our next project?” he asked.
“I think the downspout—”
“Way ahead of you,” Zayn said triumphantly. “Already fixed. And I ordered the UV clarifier for the algae in the pond.”
“Ooooh, talk dirty to me, baby,” I said, laughing. “What’s next? Vacuuming topless?”
“Better.”
“Better than you cleaning in nothing but briefs?” I gasped. “Impossible. Surely you jest.”
“Salt and Pepper have been practicing a new trick for you.”
“Oh really?” This I wanted to see.
“Yup. Salt. Pepper, go get The Thing.”
I frowned when Pepper ran straight to the corner of the enclosure as if he’d been here before. Clearly, I was the last one to find out about this place. Zayn had “borrowed” my rats for “company” this past week. He must have been here teaching them to…to what? This was going to be good.
Pepper returned from behind a rock holding a little velvet box with a ribbon tied around it to make it easier to carry in his mouth. Salt “helped” by batting at it and generally making the entire process more difficult.
No. It couldn’t be.
I turned to see Zayn getting up from the loveseat with the biggest, goofiest grin on his face. 
“Thank you, boys.” He took the small velvet box, pulled off the ribbon, and knelt down. “Sybil, my sweet, sexy kitten, will you marry me?”
I might have squeaked. “Yes! In a heartbeat.”
“You haven’t even looked at the ring yet,” Zayn said, laughing.
The largest freaking pear-cut emerald I’d ever seen was winking up at me. It sat in a band of roses and vines carved in black gold. It was gorgeous and right up my alley. 
“I love it.” He could have proposed with an onion ring and I’d have said yes. But the fact that it fit my style perfectly made it even better.
“I couldn’t see you wearing a dainty ring, so I went for the black gold. I didn’t even know black gold existed until I started looking,” he admitted. 
He slid it on my finger, looked at it, then at me. “It matches your eyes and hair.”
“It’s perfect. You’re perfect.” I threw myself at him, and my ratties scrambled to get out of the way as he swooped me up into his arms. 
They watched from the safety of one of their hammocks as he carried me out of the rat-io, closed the door, and headed up to the house.
“They can hang out in there while we celebrate our engagement. They have everything they need.” Zayn kicked closed the side door. “And I have everything I need too, right here in my arms.” He headed to the master bedroom and our brand new king-sized bed. “And now I’m going to ravish my little kitten.”
He tossed me on the bed, and I landed on the silky, midnight blue satin sheets we’d picked out last week. 
“Do your worst, serpent. Ravish away.”
And there, in the arms of my sexy naga, I was taken to heaven and back. 




Epilogue
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Zayn


“Are you sure you don’t want to stay one more night and leave in the morning instead?” Sybil asked Mom as I helped load her pink and gold luggage into her car. 
“You’re sweet,” Mom said. “But I’d rather break the driving up into two chunks and get a decent night’s sleep in between.”
Privately, I thought she just couldn’t handle sleeping in a tent for one more night. The Redrock penthouse was much more her speed. She also loved the freedom of being on the road, and I bet she had a bunch of little stops planned on the way.
Now that I was happily settled with Sybil, Mom was a lot more relaxed. She’d quit her job when she found out I’d broken the curse and had been enjoying life for the past few years.
Mom gave Sybil one last hug before she got into her car and started the long drive back to New York.  I’d offered to pay for a round trip plane ticket, but Mom had insisted she’d enjoy the trip more without worrying about things like airport security and being stuck in a tin can thirty thousand feet in the air.
Sylvana had always held a large barbeque every year during the fall harvest season, inviting all family and friends. Everybody would pitch tents in the yard and stay for the weekend. There was good food, drinks, and singing around the campfire. It was something that had meant a lot to Sybil growing up, and Sybil had decided to continue that tradition. This was our third year throwing the shindig.
We would set up a bunch of tents, string up some fairy lights, and order enough meat to feed an army; then, we’d invite my mom, her parents, and all our friends up to celebrate. Even Helen came by every year; we’d kept in touch, and it was nice to know I had more family out there. The Redrocks always brought the booze, since each gargoyle could put back enough beer or whisky to down an elephant. 
It had been strange, but good, the first time I saw my mom getting tipsy and having fun with my mate and her friends like they were best buddies. It was even stranger to realize they’d first bonded over being upset with me. Well, that wasn’t something they had to worry about ever again. No way was I leaving again, ever.
Since Gunnar and I had gone to take care of Nigel, I had to consider him a friend now. Eamon too, since he’d helped with making everything untraceable. These people really did care about my little witch.
I’d made Gunnar promise never to tell me anything that might have happened between Sybil and him before I’d arrived on the scene. I knew and accepted that my kitten had dated before she met me, but I didn’t want to hear about it, lest my snake insisted on chomping his ass. 
“We really should get going too,” said Sybil’s father, his arms around her mother. “I’ve got a business trip tomorrow and haven’t even packed yet.”
The man was a complete workaholic. Sybil had explained that it was because he was the first in a long line of witches to be born with very little magic and had used work to compensate.
There was another round of hugs, and we were finally alone again; the Redrock brothers and their mates had already left earlier, and Helen with them.
With our arms around each other, we went back inside to find Salt and Pepper sleeping in their rat tree, completely exhausted. They’d had enough socializing for a very long time.  
Sybil flopped down on our couch. It was no longer the floral thing that had once belonged to Sylvana, but one made of black leather that was much more Sybil’s style. The velvet throw pillows on it matched the large cushions on the floor. 
We were still building the perfect den together. It was an ongoing project, one I loved and would continue working on for years to come.
We were even planning to add more members to our little family, if we could. I’d gone back to the doctor and asked him to undo the snip. The procedure had an extremely high success rate with shifters, since we healed so easily. We’d been trying to get pregnant for a month now, but nothing yet.
“Man, I’m exhausted.” Sybil sprawled out on the couch.
“Well, if you’re too tired, we can have more baby-making adventures tomorrow.”
She narrowed her gaze at me. “I’m not that tired.”
I laughed. 
“Actually, before we do that, I have something for you.” She reached under the couch and brought out a gift bag stuffed with pink and blue tissue paper.
I took it from her, frowning. I hadn’t expected a gift and hadn’t bought her one. “Thank you,” I said, taking the bag from her. “But I thought we agreed it’s my job to give you presents.” She gave me the gift of happiness every single day.
She grinned. “Well, technically, you did.”
I didn’t follow, but I untied the ribbon on the bag anyway.
I fumbled around in the tissue paper for a moment, then my hands shook as I took out the little piece of plastic. “Is this what I think it is?” I asked, staring at the double blue lines.
“I’ve been dying to say something all weekend, but I figured you’d want to find out when we were alone.” Sybil beamed at me. “Congratulations, Daddy.”
“We’re going to be parents,” I said, stunned. 
My whole life, I’d thought this was something I’d never have, something I didn’t deserve. But then I met Sybil, and she’d changed everything. There were happy tears in her eyes too, and I knew everything was going to work out.
“I love you, Kitten.” I put the bag down, hauled my mate into my lap, and kissed her. 
“I love you too,” she replied when I finally let her take a breath. “But does this mean we’re not trying anymore? I kind of enjoy it.”
“Only kind of?” I asked, raising a brow.
“Okay, maybe a lot. I enjoy it a lot.”
I grinned. “Don’t worry, Kitten, I plan on fucking you every chance I have from now until forever.”
“Yeah?”
“Yeah.”
She smirked, looking every inch the mischievous witch I knew her to be. “Then prove it!”
I scooped her into my arms and headed for our bedroom. 
“My pleasure.” 
THE END
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