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      Helena

      

      “So, this is my new house.” Graham stepped out of the car looking stunned. “It feels strange to be given the house of a man I barely remember.”

      “A midcentury modern. Wow! East coast wizards never have homes like this.”

      We were in the most California place I could imagine, in a tiny town unmarked on maps called Avalon Wood. It was definitely a wizard town, the name hinting at magic while the town’s unincorporated, very low-key vibe definitely suggested they didn’t want any strangers poking around. We had passed through a 1920s-era downtown with several shops and cafes but none of them had signs. Any tourist who stumbled on this town would keep on going.

      On a hillside rising just over the town was this neighborhood of large midcentury homes, clustered into a wizard community. It was getting into the holiday season, but flowers were still blooming in yards, citrus trees fruiting, spiny desert-y plants eternally green. Very different from Thanksgiving in the Hudson Valley where I’d grown up. The houses were all angles and glass, rock gardens, and ancient cars parked in driveways.

      “Is that a ’57 Chevy next door? And whatever that is…” Graham held a hand to his eyes to shield the sun as he looked toward the next driveway down, which had a European sports car in the driveway with 1960s style. “Is this a car collectors’ community?”

      “These are probably all the original owners,” I said. “Wizards live so long. They hate moving. They hate change. And they hate modern cars. So I bet almost everyone here is ninety to a hundred or else their kids inherited these houses and the cars too.”

      “The original cars from when the neighborhood was built?” Graham said.

      “Yes.”

      “There’s something eerie about it,” he said. “I don’t think I want to live in a wizard retirement community.”

      “Well, no one said you had to live here,” I said. “We’ll just search it and sell it. Byron’s body has to be here. I wonder where the graveyard is… Maybe you can find it since you’re so keen on digging up bodies.”

      “I’m not keen, I’m just not scared of a pile of bones. He died forty years ago.”

      Billie and Gaston pulled up behind us just then. The Sullivan brothers were farther back somewhere because Jasper was a slow-ass driver and they also seemed to get hungry more than Graham and I did. Billie, as a newly made vampire, and Gaston, as a very old vampire, naturally brought their food with them.

      Billie jumped out of her truck, flip flops hitting the pavement, huge coffee in hand, and did a few stretches. Despite that I had always heard becoming a vampire was a traumatic experience, she seemed to be handling it pretty well. “Hel, did you see that there’s another house for sale on this street? And it’s real rundown. Boy, does it need help.”

      “No! Where?”

      “A few houses down!”

      Graham dropped a hand on my head and stopped me from running. “You two are not buying another house. We’re not really here for houses, are we? We’re here to find the last piece of the map. You don’t even have money for another flip since Greenwood Manor hasn’t sold.”

      “That’s not fair to say until we know what price the house is,” I said, but he wasn’t buying it. I glanced at Billie. At the least, we would go poke around the property later.

      The Sullivan brothers arrived, completing our group.

      Jasper and Jake got out and both kissed me on the cheek just to mess with me in front of Graham.

      “Hey!”

      “Well? You are our girlfriend, right?” Jake said. “You didn’t miss us on the road?”

      “I wouldn’t miss you if you drove faster,” I muttered.

      “That’s all Jasper.”

      “I was doing eighty the whole way, I don’t know what you want,” Jasper said.

      “When Helena took a turn behind the wheel of the BMW she went for it,” Graham said. “I’m surprised we didn’t get a ticket.”

      “I just hit a hundred for a second on a very empty stretch of highway because I wanted to see how it felt,” I said defensively. “My truck doesn’t have that sort of mojo. But I got it out of my system.”

      “It was a pretty sexy thing for my girlfriend to do,” Graham said, slipping an arm around my waist.

      “What is this girlfriend business!? Now you’re all just trying to embarrass me!”

      “I can’t let them have a monopoly on you,” Graham said. “We’ll probably get more competitive and aggressive as the days go on, I imagine, until you won’t have any peace at all.” He was speaking right into my ear, his nose pressed to my hair, and this mild threat made me wet.

      Oh god, what had I gotten myself into?

      “Let’s…get to business,” I said, shoving Graham off, not without effort.

      Graham’s BMW, Billie’s work truck and the Wolves at the Door company van definitely stood out in the quiet neighborhood. I didn’t love how close these houses were, considering how our plan was to use the maps to tear down the barriers between the magical worlds. How popular would this plan be with the locals? Probably not very.

      At least the house was surrounded by some lush gardens. Probably one and a half acre lots, I figured. The house was one story in front, two in back, overlooking a hillside view. The house itself was all boxy shapes stacked on each other and large glass windows, typical of midcentury design.

      “I’ve never worked on a midcentury modern before,” Billie said.

      “Me neither, but there is a warlock around here who does midcentury design and restores furniture and stuff. Tom Atomic. I watch his videos sometimes and he’s pretty cute and funny.”

      “Well, we’re not taking any advice from him,” Jasper said. “Cute and funny? Sounds like a fucking nightmare.”

      I snorted.

      Graham was still just looking at me in a seductive way, like the world had stopped for him, except for me, as he pondered my apparently sexy handling of his BMW. Then he ran a hand through his dark hair and fished the house keys from his pocket, striding to the door before stopping at the lock.

      “Will there be a demon in this doorknob?” he asked.

      “Maybe,” I said. “You just have to man up and try it. Don’t be scared.”

      He gave me a scathing look that was still plenty sexy, his dark green eyes piercing, and turned the key in the lock.

      No demons. But something worse than a demon.

      “Excuse me!” An old man with a withered voice tried his best to yell at us from the street. “Excuse me!”

      We all turned.

      The old man was bald but had an impressive mustache. He was hunched and pot-bellied, wearing all black—polo shirt, dress shoes and slacks. (You know he called them slacks.) He was wearing a big gold and crystal pendant around his neck like a rapper with bling. I guess this was wizard fashion around here.

      “Who are you?” he demanded of all of us, Graham especially, since he had the keys. “Sam didn’t have any sons, did he? I never heard of it. You look like him, though, come to think of it.”

      “I was a family friend,” Graham said. “He left the house to me. Graham Capello.”

      “Capello! That sounds Italian! Capello… Hey, Hepzibah, where do we know the Capello name?”

      A female voice shouted from somewhere in the distance behind the neighboring house, “That was Sam’s friend! Freddy or something!”

      “Fiore,” Graham said.

      “Fiore Capello!”

      “So you got this house, eh? Well, you better take good care of it. We’re all watching you, eh, Graham? Keep it in the family, you know what I mean? My name’s Al.”

      “Sure, Al, nice to meet you…,” Graham said.

      “You know the history of this place?”

      “Maybe not in the way you’re hoping to tell me.”

      “Oh, you’re a funny one. An incubus, right? I can tell. I can always tell. Well, this neighborhood here, we’re all the kids and grandkids of the town founders who came out here because the elitist witches and warlocks out in New York and such didn’t want to make room for us. They’d all been here forever. And then we came over through Ellis Island, you know…and it was a whole little group of our grandparents who said, hey, you know what? What if we tried going out to Hollywood?”

      He went on for a while. I resisted mentioning that we were a pretty long drive away from Hollywood. His entire story seemed like it held a grudge against my family, or at least any wizard who fit the exact description of my family. I was expecting him to actually namedrop one of my relatives at any moment.

      “But who are the ladies?” the old man asked, turning his attention to me and Billie. “They look a little sweet to be Sinistrals.”

      Is this a Sinistral wizard community? I immediately felt awkward. I didn’t know I’d be stepping into that. I assumed that the final house on our little tour would be as isolated as the first two. Nosy neighbors seemed like a bad mix with everything we were planning.

      “We’re all Sinistral,” Billie said. “We just look sweet, but that ain’t our fault and we’re trying our best to overcome it.”

      “That’s right,” I said.

      “I’m glad to hear that. What are you doing with all these vehicles? You going to renovate? I hope you don’t gut the place. All these houses were built from 1957 to 1975 by Frank Pedrewsky. Graham, you ever heard of Frank Pedrewsky? Like Frank Lloyd Wright, but better.”

      Maybe I was a bad girlfriend, because at this point I just straight up abandoned Graham and went inside the house. And so did everyone else.

      “This is a real test of Graham’s demonic powers of charm,” Jake said. “Don’t feel bad. He has to work on it.”

      “Hmm…” It was easy to forget about Graham once I was faced with the first interior room of Bel Tramonto.

      The very first room was an entrance room that definitely did not have, and could not have, any other purpose. A patch of terrazzo floor faced a minimalist fountain set into a wall made from huge stones. The fountain fed into a little trickling stream that flowed out of the house and fed the garden outside. At least, it used to. Now it was dry.

      “Doesn’t California have water issues?” Jasper asked. “Can we even get this thing going again?”

      “Witches have their ways,” I said. “Maybe. Hopefully there isn’t some spirit of the spring we need to bargain with.”

      Two bridges crossed the stream, leading to two more doors, so when you came in, you passed through a front door and then another door.

      “I can only imagine how awkward this gets when you’re greeting guests,” I said. “I would definitely take these doors down, if not move this entire wall and…”

      “I would ditch the fountain,” Jake said. “And this whole Meet the Flintstones rock wall.”

      “I was gonna say Brady Bunch,” Billie said.

      “Can we open it up into…oh…wow,” Jasper said. “This living room.”

      Byron was standing in the center of the sunken living room holding out his hands. “Welcome to Bel Tramonto. I told you that you might want to make a few changes. You might have noticed that Fiore and Deveraux inherited grand old family homes, but Sam had to make his own way in the world, and this was his final home, the one he bought when everything was going well. The perfect house for entertaining glamorous movie stars who also happened to be demons…in the peak of the 1970s.”

      My brain was collapsing into 1970s overload. The living room was sunken. There was this huge groovy fireplace in the middle of it that had sort of the shape of a lava lamp, with a couch wrapped around it to seat about twenty people. All the carpeting was orange, the sort of orange that was making my eyeballs bleed on contact. One of the walls were that same stone treatment as the entrance, one wall was just glass overlooking palm trees, and one wall had been done in a psychedelic green wall paper, and that was also the wall that had a huge stereo system and shelves of records. Ash trays were scattered around and the smell of cigarettes permeated the carpet in such a way that this house would still smell like cigarettes in the year 2400 if we didn’t ditch all of this.

      Gaston, of course, took this as an invitation to light a cigarette.

      “Go outside!” I said.

      “As if it would matter at all if I smoked the ten thousandth cigarette this house has ever seen…” He shrugged and opened a door in the wall of glass, which led to a small deck that was shaped in a point, like the prow of a ship. It had sort of a tiki vibe in back, by the looks of it.

      “At least we have an open floor plan,” Jasper said.

      The kitchen connected to the living room, blocked off by a half wall. When you stepped up from the living room, you were in the kitchen and dining area. The kitchen cabinets were all that dank dark midcentury wood color, with light formica tops, green and chrome appliances and big globe lights hanging down over an island. More expansive windows looked out over the palms. I wondered if there was a pool down there in the backyard.

      “This hardly even seems like a wizard house,” Jake said. “It seems to be loaded with electricity and I don’t know where you would make spells or anything.”

      “I agree,” I said. “Definitely one of the least magical warlock houses I’ve been in. But he was a lawyer.”

      “He was the grooviest lawyer!” Billie said. “I love this place! I mean, we definitely have to change most things…but I love it.”

      Byron had stopped to look at some photos hanging on the wall in the hallway. I came up behind him and wished I could touch him. He could become touchable for brief moments, but only when he chose. My hand hung in the air just behind his back, the memory of my skin knowing all too well how solid he could feel.

      “All these celebrities are demons?” I murmured.

      “Yep.”

      “Hm. Well, I guess that explains how Tom Selleck got that reverse mortgage gig. Sam must have been a really fun guy.” The photos were full of what looked like totally rocking parties, like old photos of Studio 54 and everyone having a good time. Probably better than Studio 54. Wizards never trusted cocaine.

      “Byron…this must be hard for you, to say goodbye to the last of your friends.”

      Some of the photos of Sam and the other Sons of Pandora on the wall included Byron in them. He looked just the same, younger than the other three. I saw Graham’s grandmother there too.

      “I’m just glad you’re here,” Byron whispered. “This is all so long gone. Another life altogether. But when we’re together, Helena, this house feels reborn. And so do I. It’s so close now that I can taste you.”

      “Don’t you mean taste it?”

      “No, the first one.” He winked at me. A little mischief buried his sadness over losing his old—very old—friends. I couldn’t really imagine how hard it would be.

      As we looked at the photos, I felt like I could hear some very faint, sad female singing. The neighbors? “Byron, do you hear that?”

      “That’s Maya,” he said.

      Female. Singing sadly. Broken fountain. Crap.

      “Is Maya a water spirit?” I asked.

      “Indeed.”

      “Aw, crap.”

      The front door flew open and Graham ran in looking more disheveled than when I last saw him, you know, about five minutes ago.

      “Is your shirt scorched?” My eyes zeroed in on a brown mark on Graham’s arm, like you might get if you left an iron there too long.

      “We have problems,” he said.

      “It’s too soon for problems!” I cried.

      “Well, we have them anyway.”

      “Graham, you can’t handle a couple of old wizards?” Jake said. “I’ll talk to them.”

      “I wouldn’t—”

      Jake opened the door and was immediately zapped back into the door.

      Yep. We had one of the worst problems. Termites were easy to get rid of. Roof leaks could be fixed. But a mob of angry neighbors? Shit.
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      Helena

      

      This was not what you wanted when you were trying to deal with ancient artifacts and raise dead demigods. You know. The stuff you might rather do in private. Nor was it what you wanted when you were just trying to renovate a house.

      Somehow, in the five minutes we left Graham alone, one rambling old man had turned into more like a dozen old people shambling toward the house on wizened staffs and cool canes topped with silver animal heads. They were a chorus of, “Are you going to ruin Sam’s house?” and “You better not make noise past five o’ clock!” and “You’d better be aware that we have a town ordinance against any spirit summoning without approval!”

      I mustered up my best boarding school manners and said, “Excuse me, ladies and gentlemen, let me just make a few things clear. We’re just here to spruce up this absolutely beautiful house. We won’t make noise after dark—”

      “We won’t?” Jake said behind me, but I barreled on,

      “And we’re not going to summon any spirits! We just want to make this place shine.”

      The old people looked a little deflated.

      “I mean, you could summon spirits, just not without permission,” one old woman said. I was going to guess she was Hepzibah because she was standing next to Al. She was wearing a black dress with a white collar that looked so much like the dress I was wearing that now I wouldn’t be able to wear it again, which sucked because I didn’t have that many clothes with me.

      “Yes, we want to know who the spirits are first,” a tiny old lady with a long white braid said. “Maybe you could even invite us over.”

      “You just shot me with a fireball a minute ago because I didn’t answer all your questions about summoning demons fast enough,” Graham said. “Now you want us to invite you over for a demon summoning party?”

      “Well, I had to test you, young man.”

      “It’s been a long time since any young people moved in,” the Hepzibah said. “Al and I were just wishing something would happen.”

      Oh, it will, I thought. Be careful what you wish for and all…

      “So many handsome men,” said a woman with thick black curls streaked heavily with gray and a lot of spangly jewelry as she emerged from the back of the group. “Are they all taken? I have granddaughters. For that matter…some of you look old enough.”

      Old enough…? For her? Yikes.

      “Yes,” Gaston said. I didn’t even realize he had snuck out here after we kicked him out back to smoke. “We are all taken. I’m with the little redhead.”

      “And the rest of you are with the blonde then?”

      When no one immediately denied it, Cougar Grandma said, “My my. Do you know, dear, that I, Zuzana, am the master of charms and seductions and all the spells of love. If you end up needing any help managing this madness, you know where to find me.”

      I wanted to melt into the floor. Jake looked at me as if reminding me that if I wanted this, I had to be brave and own it. I was finding it very hard right now. So many old people eyes and all of them were locked on me.

      “I’m just here to work,” I said, a little faintly.

      “And then you’re all moving in?” Hepzibah called. “Or are you just going to tear up poor old Sam’s house before he’s cold in his grave!?”

      “We’re giving it an update and we’ll find some new owners,” Graham said. “I am honored to inherit this house but I’m not a west coast guy. Maybe some of you have children looking for a house in your neighborhood.”

      This idea sparked some interest but Zuzana was still eyeing me up.

      “Four men is too many, girl. I don’t think you can handle that without magic or they’ll just fight over you all the time. But I have spells that will open up your sexual chakras,” she said.

      “I’m good.”

      I stepped inside the house, feeling very exposed. This was the first time anyone outside of my little circle knew I was in a bond relationship. Jake and Jasper came inside with me, flanking me with their reassuring presence.

      “Hey,” Jake said. “Don’t let them get to you. They’ll all die before we even finish this remodel.”

      “Some of those witches were looking at me like I was ruined as a person.”

      “Maybe Helena von Hapsburg is ruined as a person,” Jake said. “But you could be reborn as a better person. Helena Sullivan.” He spread his hands like the name was going to be on a marquee. Or maybe, more likely, the side of a work van.

      “Eye roll,” I said, but what I thought was, Aw, a shared van?

      Graham escaped back into the house, looking pissed off. “You left me with them again!”

      “Well, you’re a politician. You’re good at public speaking, right?” Jasper said.

      “I was always prepared for my statements,” Graham said. “I am not prepared to answer their questions about what we’re doing with this house and whether I plan to live here forever and have babies and whether I know how to share and…”

      “Well—let’s—let’s check out the rest of the house,” I stammered.

      The bedrooms were fairly standard—one master suite, two guest rooms. They were small for modern day standards, a common problem with midcentury houses, and I hoped there was another bedroom downstairs. If so, I wanted to combine the two guest bedrooms into one grand master suite with a walk-in closet, because the current one just didn’t cut it for such a large house. There was also the pleasant surprise of no wood paneling. I totally expected wood paneling.

      “Bets on the bathroom color,” Jake said, before we opened the door.

      “Avocado,” I said.

      “Pink,” Jasper said.

      “I’m betting some shade of gold,” Jake said.

      “Judging on the rest of the decor, I feel like Sam liked vivid greens,” Graham said. “I’m going with that.”

      “One of you is close,” Byron said.

      It was turquoise and white. Intensely so. Floor, tub, and shower, all the same bright tiles with white grout. “Point to Graham,” Jake said. “You get to shower with Helena in the remodel.”

      “What!?” I cried.

      “Never mind. She doesn’t want to.”

      “I didn’t say that either, I just—!”

      Graham chuckled. “All right, I’ll take the win.”

      They’re all making a real effort to get along, I thought. Could this actually, really work? I was getting anxious just looking at the bedrooms while surrounded by the four of them. When you added them all up their presence was so overwhelming that I could hardly think. I swear I could smell their pheromones and I wasn’t even a wolf.

      Then we went down the stairs. As we walked down, the air grew damp and cool, and I heard a plink-plink of water dripping. I would swear we were walking into a cave.

      “Ohh…,” I breathed. I was hoping for bedrooms down here. Instead, I got an indoor pool, in an artificial rock grotto. It was lit gently with pink and blue lights. A strong sense of magic filled the room. There was also a second kitchen with no oven but a big fireplace, so this must be where Sam had worked on spells.

      “This explains everything,” I said. “Upstairs is normal, downstairs is all about the magic. I like it. I wish I could get another bedroom in here, but…”

      “I think making it a two bedroom is fine,” Jake said. “I’m going to make a bet right now that we sell this to a gay male couple over sixty. If they had kids, they’ll be grown. This whole space can work as an office, so one guest room is fine.”

      “Only two bedrooms with a house this big?” Jasper said. “Are you nuts?”

      “Hmm, he might be right,” I said. “I follow Kiersten and Caleb on social media and their market is so different from ours. The northeastern wizards are so stodgy that openly gay couples usually move to California. And since this is an expensive house with extremely old neighbors, I doubt a younger couple would buy it. So no kids to worry about. I feel like having a really large, upscale master suite will be more of a selling point than three bedrooms.”

      Graham clearly had no opinion on housing markets so he was crouching at the edge of the pool. “Looks deep…” He touched the water.

      “The map must be here somewhere,” I said.

      A figure flew out of the water, grabbed him by the collar, and pulled him under clouded blue-green waters that even had plants growing within. The pool needed some work.

      “Graham!” I shrieked. “Byron! Was that Maya?”

      “That’s right,” Byron said. “I was just about to warn you that she’s been very lonely.”

      “Where the hell is Graham?” I ran to the edge of the water but they had both disappeared. “Tell me about Maya now!”

      “She’s an undine Sam summoned a long time ago to enchant the waters and keep the pool clean and the fountain running,” Byron said. “She’s usually harmless, but…”

      “But?”

      Byron glowered into the still blue-green water. “Well. she has the ability to kidnap men and drag them to her magical lair. I just haven’t seen her do it in a long time. However, in Sam’s later years he was getting senile. He didn’t remember her and he stopped visiting her, so she grew very sad and the fountain stopped running and the pool got murky.”

      “Maybe you should have mentioned that before we came down here!”

      “You probably need to release her from her bond to this body of water. But you’ll have to be gentle with her. She’s sensitive.”

      “How do I get Graham back?”

      “Might have to use one of the Sullivans as bait to get her to come back out. But you’ll need ear plugs. Her song is what enchants you.”

      “I don’t want to be drowned by an undine…,” Jasper said dubiously.

      “She doesn’t want to drown you,” Byron said. “She would want to seduce you in the hopes that you would marry her so she can gain a soul.”

      “I’ll take one for the team. Jasper, get the ear plugs out of the van,” Jake said, taking off his shirt.

      “Wait, waaait. Are we sure this is a good idea? I don’t want to lose any of you to a water spirit.”

      “We know where your heart lies,” Jake said. “Despite all the embarrassment. If we never come back, you’ll still have Jasper.”

      “Fuck,” Jasper said. “I should have volunteered to go. If I’d known you were going to make me your ear plug fetch boy while you make yourself into a hero…”

      Jake shrugged. “It’s a risk, but if I die, you definitely seem like the smart brother.”

      The water rippled.

      “Jake, you’re standing too close to the—“

      The watery female spirit leapt out of the water and wrapped her arms around Jake’s knees, pulling him into the water with her. She looked at me and gave me a fanged hiss as she dragged him down. Despite the fangs, I couldn’t help but notice that she was a very beautiful spirit with rippling waves of hair, huge blue eyes and pale blue skin that seemed to melt into the water farther down her body. Undines were just water nymphs, so appeal was their specialty.

      “Shit!” Jasper tried to catch Jake’s hand while I fumbled for my wand.

      “Abandonner!” I cried. “Release!”

      Jake looked a little more freaked out than heroic as the undine sucked him deep into the pool and they seemed to disappear into a fathomless depth, a few bubbles coming to the surface and then he vanished before my eyes.

      Billie walked down the stairs as I was on my hands and knees searching desperately for my last sight of him, wand at the ready.

      “She won’t drown them,” Byron said. “She just wants to…play.” This was not reassuring to me at all.

      “This basement is even groovier,” Billie said. “An indoor pool! Wow! Hey…are you okay?”

      “We have a spirit problem,” I said, trying not to sound as upset as I felt. I wasn’t feeling worried so much as pissed off. It wouldn’t be the first time I’d dealt with a pesky house spirit, but…everything was different when I had other people to care about.

      Let’s face it, girl. The biggest thing you’re worried about is that an undine might lay a finger on your men.

      This must be what jealousy feels like.
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      Helena

      

      I had lost a lot of my enthusiasm for looking at the house until I knew Graham and Jake were safe, but Billie was poking around in the kitchen.

      “This is nice,” she said. “So much storage. But I wonder where the map is…? That pool is radiating a lot of magic.”

      “I noticed,” I said. “I certainly hope that Sam didn’t make the undine the keeper of the map.”

      Billie and I both stared at the pool for a moment. I took out my wand and waved it over the water, feeling the pulse of magic like the water had a heart beat.

      “Well, shit,” Billie said. “I hope Graham and Jake figure out something. You could also use that pool for scrying. This would be great for a seer.”

      “Hel and Jake think the likely buyers would be a gay couple,” Jasper said, crossing his arms. Seers were usually female.

      “I think it’d be great for an older lady,” Billie said. “A glamorous type. The sort of lady who has a lot of boyfriends but never settles down. Like Auntie Mame.”

      “Well, that works,” Byron said. “Auntie Mame will have the same taste as the old gay couple, I expect. Helena…it’s no use brooding over the pool. I’m sure Jake and Graham can get out of it on their own.”

      At what cost? I wondered. I guess it shouldn’t really matter. If she seduces them that’s coerced sex. Of course, they would probably enjoy it in the moment. Nymphs have that power. But afterward… Jake seems very loyal. Graham…well, Graham too. I knew Graham had slept with a ton of women already, but he’d stopped doing that when he met me and he seemed serious about it. I wasn’t sure if I should be jealous or just worried. What if I was dragged into the pool by a male spirit instead? They would save me, as they should.

      “You can’t get to them,” Byron said. “Maya can choose who she wants to bring into her realm. Keep exploring.”

      Byron seemed on edge. He wanted me to find something. Did the undine have the map or not? He couldn’t tell me.

      I started circling the pool, inspecting the rocks. Then I noticed a small, dimly lit hall leading off from the pool area. The hall was cluttered with some dusty old boxes and folding chairs covered in cobwebs. Just a storage area. Two solid doors branched off from the hall. One of the doors had cold air radiating off of it. That’s weird.

      I tried the doorknob and it was absolutely freezing. I could only rattle it for a second before I had to pull my hand back and warm it up.

      I cast a heat spell on the knob and tried again. Still stuck. Either it was locked, or it was iced over on the other side. I kept the heat spell going for a few minutes and when I tried the door again, it flung open and a wave of frigid air swept out as the door opened to an ice cave with walls of crystalline ice. Some boxes with packaged meat and whole chickens were stored in here, and I was just thinking that this natural freezer was a very practical feature when I turned the corner and screamed my head off.

      Byron’s body was frozen in a big block of ice like some primitive man archaeologists might discover on a mountaintop.

      “Hel!” Jasper came running in, followed closely by Billie, and they both jumped too. Gaston meandered in from behind, carrying a frying pan. I guess he thought there might be some demon smashing to do.

      “Thank the gods,” Byron said. “You made it here. Finally! Good lord!”

      “G—guhh…” My teeth were chattering in the extremely frigid room. “You’ve just been chilling here for fifty years?” As if there was any question. Frozen Byron was wearing a 1970s suit with lapels to his shoulders and bell bottoms. The ice block that held him was propped against the wall but it looked like he had been laying down unconscious and then his friends froze him and stuck him in here. His skin looked bluish. It was a disconcerting sight.

      “It’s just me,” Byron said. “Aren’t you glad you don’t have to find some way of reconstituting bones? That’s so much messier. You’d have to make animal sacrifices and all sorts of very unpleasant business. But there’s a reason my friends saved me down here instead of just consigning my body to the ground.” He looked pointedly at Gaston, who had suggested that the Sons of Pandora murdered Byron to stop Pandora’s Box from opening.

      Gaston shrugged. “It was still suspicious. They did murder you, didn’t they? I think I was justified in warning the ladies about it.”

      “Murder is a strong word,” Byron said. “Mainly, they grew so terrified of the consequences of opening Pandora’s Box that they decided they had a duty to stop me, and yet, almost immediately questioned their choice. And so, here I am.”

      “I guess we’d better thaw him out,” Billie said.

      “Then what? That still won’t bring him to life. We have to sacrifice something to bring him back,” Jasper said.

      “If the Sons of Pandora truly wanted Graham to bring Byron back and open the Box, then…it’s possible they already make a sacrifice,” I said.

      “You’re a smart woman,” Byron said.

      “Oh, really?” I sucked in a breath. “So is that all I have to do? Thaw you out and cast a simple resurrection?”

      “That’s not…all,” he said. “Helena…I would like to have a moment alone with you.”

      His words held a particular weight, even more than usual. Byron always spoke in a way that let me know there was so much more he couldn’t say. But this was different.

      Like the end of the road.

      Jasper looked worried. “There’s something about this I don’t like,” he said. “Graham and Jake sucked out of the picture first, and then…”

      “It’s all right, Jasper,” I said. “I can take care of myself.”

      “I just hope you’re not putting her in danger.” Jasper looked at Byron like he didn’t really know what to think. He looked a little angry and then a little helpless. Whatever forces we were dealing with went far beyond a witch or a werewolf. Byron was something else entirely. And he was kept from explaining

      “Jasper, do you trust me?” Byron asked, in a tone that was soft and serious…almost veering toward a plea.

      “I—I guess I must, after all we’ve done,” Jasper said.

      Byron gave me a look that made me tremble inside, and I wasn’t sure whether it was good or bad.

      “Give us a minute,” I said.

      Jasper, Billie and Gaston left, but a little reluctantly.

      Up until now I had managed to compartmentalize all of this and tell myself it wasn’t really that big of a deal, despite the battles we’d had so far. I mean, my family wasn’t a stranger to some drama. Even Billie getting turned into a vampire was easy to dismiss because she was coping with it pretty well.

      Now I was faced with the real Byron, and whatever ancient thing Byron actually was. I felt it, seeping into me like the cold.

      Jasper shut the door on us, but he didn’t go far.

      Oh yes. There was no light in the frozen tomb now.

      I was shivering in the darkness, and Byron’s prison of ice began to glow softly. His voice came from his old body.

      “Helena,” Byron said. “Do you trust me?”

      That had always been a difficult question. Byron wasn’t like the other men who stood beside me. He led us all while he was unable to say much. Since he could never tell us what he was really about, all I had to go on was my gut.

      Byron was, without a doubt, the most beautiful man I had ever seen, every inch of his body from his golden eyes and long lashes to the classically strong, statue-perfect lines of his nose, mouth and chin. From his sculpted body and broad shoulders to the hands that knew just how and where to touch me. And the taste of him…the feel of him inside me…I would never forget any of that.

      But what faced me now was death. And this was not about getting with a gorgeous man. This was about what I knew, deep down, to be right. During these months I had been faced, time and again, with the evils of the wizard council. My family had been a part of the ruling class for longer than we could even trace—and we could trace our ancestry awfully far.

      Byron didn’t win my trust with his incubus charm. He had simply shown me that something must be done, and could be done.

      My gut knows, I thought. It always has. After all, I wanted Billie to be my friend when I first met her. My sisters turned me away from her, but here we are crossing paths again. Hell, we could have been sharing house flipping tips and stories and helping each other out all these years. And the Sullivans—I would never have been allowed to know them. I was ashamed to love them. Sometimes I still struggle with it all.

      That has to stop. My heart knows who it wants.

      “I trust you, Byron,” I said.

      “And I trust you,” Byron said, his voice a whisper in the shadows. “Will you be my queen, dearest?”

      “What are you really asking?”

      “I’m asking you to save me.”

      I took a deep breath. “I will be your queen.”

      The cold air closed in on me. The world turned on its head. And everything went black.
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      Helena

      

      “My lady Hulda. My lady Hulda!”

      “Huh?” I woke up in a large carved wooden bed, and…whoever the hell I was, I definitely wasn’t who I’d been. Or where I’d been.

      “My lady Hulda, you must get ready for your wedding! You have slept long enough.”

      I guess I was Lady Hulda. I was wearing a plain white nightgown and I had braids practically to my knees. Whatever language this girl was speaking, I understood it, but it wasn’t English as I knew it.

      “I would not sleep in if I were you. You are marrying one of the strongest of demigods who still deigns to walk with mortals.”

      Strongest. Strengest. I remembered that as one of the first words of Cyprium, the old language that Byron translated for me. “Oh!” I breathed. We’re speaking Cyprium!

      “Indeed, it will be quite a day!” the servant girl said. At least, I assumed she must be a servant. I decided the best thing for ‘Lady Hulda’ to do would be not to ask any questions. Clearly I was reliving something and…

      Am I marrying Byron?

      I looked around the room and saw that I was in very primitive surroundings, all stone walls and rushes on the floor, no glass in the windows, not much furniture, but what I did have was all carved or painted or gilded. The most ornate thing in the room was an altar with a scrying bowl, a cup and knife for simple spell casting, and some small icons. I also saw a staff leaning against the wall.

      So I am a witch, then…

      I must be in the eleventh century. Very little was known about this older history in the magical world because at this time, wizards guarded their knowledge fiercely and would rather burn their books than let them fall to an enemy. This era had some terrible wars so that didn’t help at all, but it wasn’t until the 1400s or so that wizards finally decided that preserving all their knowledge was better, even if it meant giving up some secrets.

      I was a little fascinated but also definitely a little scared. But I would see Byron soon, hopefully. I wondered if he would know who I was.

      The servants caught me in a whirl of preparations. A small breakfast was followed by a chilly bath in a basin, with the servants bringing up hot water in pails. This was all sort of weird but I just went with it. Who cared itfservants saw my naked body? I wasn’t even me, although besides how long my hair was, my body still looked like mine. Then there was a lot of hair combing, braiding, pinning, face painting, undergarments, lacing of the dress, jewelry, shoes, and so on. It was very strange to be getting all the fuss of a wedding when a moment ago I’d been stomping around a 1970s house, already ripping up carpet mentally.

      The girls went on about how handsome my husband-to-be was, but how strange, and how they hoped I would be happy in the magical realms, and that I could handle a massive cock. I guess the 1000s was before prudery was invented. I wasn’t sure how Lady Hulda should act so I just laughed nervously and said, “I’m sure I will manage.”

      I realized I was starting to get tingly all over, nervous and excited, thinking that I would soon see Byron the demigod, whatever that would mean.

      “You are all ready. Your lady mother will see you now.”

      “Oh…thank you.”

      My lady mother? Shit. I didn’t want to deal with someone who knew me—or rather, Lady Hulda—that well.

      There was a hand mirror on the table, probably the best mirror available for Lady Hulda at this time in history. I looked at my reflection, with my long braids bound with ribbons, and pearls and jewels adorning my hair and throat and ears.

      I looked like my own distant relative. My hair was lighter and my face powdered so my blue eyes stood out intensely. I looked a little more inbred, maybe. Not the European blooded mutt I was in the real world, with ancestors all the way from England to Romania. But I wouldn’t be surprised if I was related to Lady Hulda. A thousand years is a long time.

      “My daughter.” A woman opened the door, in a dominating way, and swept in to sit beside me. The woman was tall and beautiful but in a very stern way. The family resemblance was strong, although the mother’s hair was swept up into a cloth that covered her head. A wimple, I think. She still didn’t look very old, but despite her utter lack of wrinkles, she had an authoritarian personality. I trembled a little when she walked in and she wasn’t even my real mother.

      Although…there was definitely a resemblance there, too.

      I immediately sensed that I didn’t have to worry about a close family bond. Hulda’s mother seemed too distant to notice if her daughter had been possessed by a 21st century girl. Besides, I could summon royal manners.

      “My lady mother,” I said, bowing my head a little.

      Her cold hand forced my chin up. “You look beautiful. I hope you’re prepared for what is to come.”

      Oh, like demon dick? Yep. I can only hope this dream lasts that long. “I believe I am,” I said.

      “I’ve brought the poison,” she said.

      Wait—what? “The…poison.”

      “If you slip it into the beast’s cup tonight, then you should only have to stall for a brief time before he perishes, so you must ask to see the map and as soon as he dies, break it apart. Your uncle’s army will arrive at midnight.” She pressed a tiny glass vial into my hand.

      Hold up, Lady Mother. So you married me to Byron ‘the beast’ just so I could get close enough to him to assassinate him? And break apart the map?

      I realized what was going on here. I was supposed to separate the three realms by separating Pandora’s Box. Byron probably needed to marry a human girl, like demons often did to keep power. But the girl’s family wanted to betray him. So was Lady Hulda’s uncle’s army the men who were killing demigod Byron and sewing his mouth shut?

      And here I was, in the shoes of the girl who was expected to lead him to his death and the shattering of the magical realms. It was a super secret plan, I would guess, judging by the way the servants went on about how hot the wedding night would be. They seemed clueless.

      “Oh, Mother.” I looked toward the window, trying to look stoic and brave, but also like a compassionate young woman who might need just a tiny bit of assurance (and detailed information). “This is not how I imagined my wedding night…to take a man’s life. I know I must be brave, but…”

      “You must remember what is at stake. If you do this, we can keep our magic safe. We can keep the demons out forever. And you shall have your pick of husbands! I know he is a charming half-beast, but it’s what he protects that we must have. This is our only opportunity to get ahold of the Ethereal Paths. You know what careful diplomacy it took just to convince Lord Adras’ei to come to our realm for the wedding.”

      “I understand…”

      Well, I did. So that’s it. They must have been trying to steal this map for a long time and they used this wedding as some sort of excuse to make him bring it to the Fixed Plane.

      I felt terrible for Byron. What a dirty trick. The fact that Hulda’s mother called him a “charming half-beast” suggested that Hulda may have already met her future husband and liked what she saw.

      “Don’t be frightened,” Hulda’s mother said. “Everything rests upon you, and we women are not weaker than our men, are we? You must be up to the task or you will live a life of shame. Your uncle will be there to rescue you.”

      Yikes. No sympathy there. Hulda had to murder her husband and suck it up. I definitely felt for the girl.

      Of course, right now I was Hulda. I certainly wasn’t about to give Byron the poison. I wondered how much of this I would have to play out.

      I was led out of the bedroom and to a castle courtyard where an entire retinue was waiting to proceed to the church, with knights on horseback, ladies in fur-trimmed gowns, and banners with the family coat of arms. This all seemed to blur by like a dream as I was brought to a litter, a claustrophobic box that swayed as it was carried by four burly servants. The church was not far, at least. I wondered where in the world I was. What sort of name was Lady Hulda? Saxon? My dad would have been spouting off about it immediately, and he would have recognized the castle’s architecture and the clothing and the knights’ armor, but I had never cared about any of this.

      I felt a little woozy and the world seemed to recede as the litter swayed, and suddenly I was about to walk down the church aisle, with flowers scattered everywhere and incense and perfume combating for the attention of my nose.

      At the end of the aisle was the demigod I had seen in the Arcana.

      Byron?

      I tried to find my Byron in him as I walked down the aisle but this man was more than Byron. He was nearly seven feet tall, not including the single black horn that curved out of his forehead. He had one black demon wing and one shimmering feathered wing. His face had a beauty that was almost fae, with high cheekbones, eerily perfect pale skin, and golden eyes with a slightly feline slant. His hair was black and a little longer than Byron’s, just past shoulder length, with a little curl at the ends. Although combed, it was hair that never really cooperated. He wore a red coat-tunic thing with a deep V-cut in front and back to make room for his wings, and a black shirt beneath it with a collar that wrapped around the back of his neck and buttoned at his throat, but was also open around his wings. A demon tail curled up a little out from under the skirting of the coat. His black leather boots came up to his knees, so only a little of his black hose was visible.

      He seemed to almost glow, his presence taking up the entire altar, and no one could take their eyes off him.

      This wasn’t the Byron I knew.

      This was the demigod in the Arcana, but definitely…way hotter in person. Well, when was the last time you looked at Medieval paintings and thought, He’s hot. In the little paintings, the mismatched wings and single horn looked weird, but in person, I was into it. I’d never seen anything like the real Byron before.

      No, this man wasn’t an incubus. He really was something beyond that. His side of the church was attended by demons, Ethereals, and fae, none of them human, and none of them hiding how strange they appeared.

      When he looked at me, his eyes seemed reassuring, as if he knew I might be intimidated by him, and he wanted me to relax.

      What I didn’t see was any sign that he was Byron, and that he knew me as Helena.

      It’s just a dream, I guess…but I’m trapped here.

      I realized I had been waiting to see Byron. My Byron. I thought he would tell me what was going on. Now I knew that wouldn’t happen.

      The ceremony blurred. I kept looking at the different magical beings assembled for Byron, all sitting together. Seven foot tall demons dressed in black with fearsome curving horns. Fae wearing cloaks of feathers and elaborate tiaras of silver leaves and acorns. Ethereal spirits in shimmering white with hair long enough to brush the ground. Nothing like this was ever seen in modern memory.

      “Princess Hulda of the House of Cyprium…do you take Lord Abiron Ter Adras’ei to be your husband, to love and obey?”

      I swallowed. Vows were never to be made lightly, not even in a dream. In the magical world, you had to assume that every oath would be taken seriously.

      Even if it turned into a shit show, I didn’t dare agree to this vow.

      “I can’t obey any man,” I said. “But I do love him.”

      I saw Lady Hulda’s mother shooting daggers at me. I guess Hulda was just supposed to break her oath and kill her husband. I wondered what Hulda had chosen. It must have been hard either way. There was no way she wasn’t charmed by Lord Abiron.

      The priest looked at Lord Abiron.

      He smiled. “It is well with me. I don’t demand obedience. Nor do I expect I will ever need to…”

      Some of the demons and fae laughed a little. The wizards seemed on edge.

      “Lord Abiron, do you take Lady Hulda of the House of Cyprium to be your wife, to love and faithfully protect?”

      “I do swear it,” he said.

      “In the eyes of our lord and the high gods of the three realms, I now pronounce you man and wife.”

      Lord Abiron slipped his large hands around me and drew me close to him, and kissed my lips, and as I shut my eyes I started to feel dizzy again. I clung to his clothes, digging my fingers into his solid flesh, as everything swirled around me and now he was still kissing me but we seemed to be alone in a room in the castle.

      What is happening in these gaps? I’m only seeing what I need to see, I guess, but…

      His body was folded over mine and he was very turned on, his erection pressing against my skirt. “My lady…”

      I gasped as he pulled back from my mouth. “My lord…” I tried to roll with it.

      “I said I wouldn’t demand your obedience…” He gave me a mischievous smile that was very Byron. I wondered if he’d been with the real Hulda a second ago. If so, Hulda was clearly into it.

      “Oh, you certainly do not,” I said.

      “Are you ready for me?”

      “I—I suppose I will know soon.”

      “You will have to manage somehow. I will go very gently with you tonight, my dearest. This is but the beginning of what will be demanded of you and I will have failed if you aren’t begging for more. I look forward to choosing a second together.”

      “Oh…yes.” I must have looked confused. What was a second?

      “I suppose you might prefer a fae to a demon. But perhaps I presume.”

      “What…would you prefer?”

      “Well, of course I would prefer an incubus,” he said, lifting my hand and giving it a kiss. “It will make the experience more enticing for both of us.”

      This marriage was planned as a threesome from the start? “The drink tonight has muddled my head,” I said. “What is the purpose of the second, again?”

      He looked at me like he didn’t quite buy that some ale had made me forget something this important, but he said, “My child will someday be the guardian after me, of course, and as I have the blood of the three realms, so shall they. Since you are of Etherium, we must also have a second from one of the other realms, and so the seed of two houses shall mingle in the third house.”

      “Like…three parents for one child?”

      “Precisely. But the second is something we will both choose together and we will find someone we can love.”

      “A handsome incubus…” I laughed. “You know, I might have already crossed paths with someone like that…”

      “Truly? You surprise me pleasantly. I must confess that I was reluctant to wed a human witch, with all of the conflicts between our races as of late, but I think this might be the beginning of a very happy union.”

      “The—the conflict has nothing to do with my feelings.”

      When he drew back, I could see the room a little better, although it was now dark and just a few candles pierced the shadowy stone and heavy wooden furniture. It wasn’t hard to spot the triangular shape of Pandora’s Box, sitting on a chest in the corner. The three maps were fit together, and they sparkled, with little shooting lights running between the three pieces. It was like a living map of the stars.

      “You brought Pandora’s Box with you,” I said, with a rising sense of dread.

      “It is never out of my sight,” he said. “I am its guardian. Pandora’s Box? Is that what your people call it? It is more properly known as the Way of the Paths.” He brought it over to me and pointed at each of them. “This is Sinistral…Wyrd…and Etherium, the realm of your magic, my lady.”

      “I see…” That made sense. Pandora’s Box must be more of a later code name to indicate that putting the maps together would open up a can of worms. “So they are all maps of the realms.”

      “Yes. They are all separate but joined, as you see. Each touches the other two. If you look closely in the dark, you’ll see that there are thousands of lights. Millions, even. Every person in every realm has a light, some very dim, some bright, based on their power. Most are still, some are moving…and sometimes you can see them cross from one realm to the other.”

      I stared at the map for a long moment because it was, to put it lightly, incredible. The stones that formed the map were dark and glossy, like some alien artifact, and just like the night sky, the longer I looked, the more lights I could see.

      “Do I have a light?”

      “Of course. You and I are here now.” He tapped the tip of the pyramid. “In the place between realms. This is my duty as a demigod. Simply to watch over the realms.”

      “You don’t actually do anything?”

      He grinned. “Now and then, I am needed to move souls between realms. I can cause angels to fall into darkness and demons to be banished into the world of order. If a day should ever come when the realms erupt into a war, I have the ability to separate the realms. Like pulling apart squabbling children. Only, the consequences would be much more devastating.” He raised an eyebrow at me. “I hope you know that.”

      “Why would you think otherwise?”

      “I hear rumors,” he said. “I’m sure you know.”

      “I must confess that sometimes I do, but I try my best to ignore them,” I said. This was probably what Hulda’s mean old mom was talking about. The Ethereal wizards were hoping to break their piece off from the others.

      “Magic, like the people who use its gifts, are stronger when they can communicate,” Lord Abiron said. “I love to watch the lights that move and know that each one of them is a life dancing along the fabric of the universe.”

      “Is my familiar one of these lights too?”

      “Your familiar? I didn’t know you had a familiar…?” He was looking at me so oddly that I didn’t know what to say.

      Did witches not have familiars in the 11th century? I had always thought all wizards had familiars since ancient times. Or did Hulda’s familiar die? Maybe familiars just died young more often at this time.

      “Uh…maybe I don’t,” I blurted.

      “I was told no one in Cyprium kept a familiar. Now you tell me you have indulged in this slavery after all?”

      Oh shit. This was not a modern view of familiars, and I didn’t expect his reaction. “No, no,” I said.

      Now Lord Abiron definitely knew something was up. “Who are you…really?”

      “Uhhh…”

      “Something is wrong.” He started to look a little angry.

      “Uhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh…” Good lord. What to say?

      “Who are you?” He gave my shoulders a little shake.

      “I’m from the future!” I cried. “I’m—I’m possessing Hulda’s body for a second. You sent me to help past you!” I paused. “I know this sounds pretty ridiculous…”

      “I sent you to help myself…to what end?”

      “They’re going to kill you and break up the box—I mean, the Way of Paths.”

      “Kill me…” He laughed sharply. “I can’t say I didn’t consider it. How far in the future do you hail from?”

      “A long time. A thousand years… It seems like you were reborn much later, and then you were killed again, and your ghost and me…met, and…”

      “I see. Are you meant to stop it?”

      “I hope so!”

      He looked at me and slowly he seemed to accept a darker truth. “No…that would be too drastic an outcome for the future, and you would not be able to turn back and undo it. This death must be written into fate already. I see. So you and I…this is not a beginning, then. This is my end.”

      I couldn’t bear the dawning realization on his face, the sorrow and courage that reminded me even more of my Byron. There was always something bittersweet in Byron’s face.

      “Hulda was supposed to poison you,” I said. “But I can’t do it. And I am not really sure Hulda wanted to do it either. I won’t kill you. We could still change the future, right?” Although I did wonder how that would work.

      “This seems beyond my ability to foresee,” Lord Abiron said. “But if I am fated to die this day, may I at least have the pleasure of knowing you first?”

      “Oh, Byron…” Tears welled in my eyes. Lord Abiron reminded me of Byron, but he was also more distant, more godlike. He accepted his fate much more easily than I would have.

      “Since we don’t know what fate is to bring, it’s possible that this night must still go on. I came here tonight to wed you and show you the pleasure of my bedchamber, and if I changed course, I might hinder the future.”

      “Maybe…” I just didn’t know what was supposed to happen. But the more time I spent in Lady Hulda’s skin, the more I felt as if she never intended to give him the poison. I don’t know why I felt that way. When I was here, of course, her presence was gone. But her body still had this sense of some other person clinging to it. Movements. Words. As if I could feel her instincts.

      Her mother’s request to kill Lord Abiron was at least as horrible to her as my mother’s desire to make me become some rich warlock’s wife and put aside my own dreams. Well, probably a lot more horrible.

      And like me, I thought, Hulda wasn’t going to do it.

      But then—what am I here for?

      “You already know me well, don’t you?” he asked, his words intimate against my ear. “I can feel it.”

      “We have, yes…although not quite like this. I’m worried about what will happen if the soldiers come. They think I’m poisoning you.”

      “My men will fight them. And then I suppose we shall see. There isn’t much you and I can do, unless you would like my men to attack your royal retinue, kill your small number of guards and Lady Hulda’s family. I can’t see that leading to a good result either. No, I had to put my trust in the humans and it seems it was misplaced, but I needed the strength of a human witch bride. I had to make a choice. Maybe there was no wise choice. Maybe all the humans have just been waiting for this chance.”

      “You expected it?”

      “I always expect it. It’s the way of history to keep others out. To stake your claims. They have never liked me because I keep the realms united and force them to deal with one another.” He kissed my ear and then the tip of his tongue glided down the edge of my cheek, until it reached my lips. “If you like me, I will be content.”

      Maybe all I could do for Lord Abiron was leave him with a good memory. I would have to be content knowing that this wasn’t really the end of him. I just hoped this was what Byron wanted me to do.

      It certainly wasn’t a chore to meet his lips with my own, and reach for him as he put his arms around me. He held me close in his massive arms as our lips met, his wings lowering around me, sheltering me. Then he started to slide downward, his fingers tugging open the laces at the back of my dress. He pulled the garment down, exposing my breasts, and then he started to give them the attention of his deliciously warm and skilled mouth.

      It was hard to think about much of anything when he was so good at taking it all in stride. His tongue licked and his lips suckled and his teeth nibbled as his hand played with my other breast, and then he moved from one to the other, so the wetness he left behind on my nipple caught the air and made my skin pebble with cold. He swirled his thumb around in the saliva and then gave my nipple a few rough tugs. His tail, meanwhile, curled around one of my ankles and moved my feet open.

      He pulled my hair out of the long braids, something I always liked in my normal life, but I’d never have the patience to grow out these crazy Wagnerian opera braids that Hulda had, so that just drew out the pleasure of feeling him tug and toy gently with my hair until it was loose everywhere.

      Maybe I should try to grow my hair longer, I thought. A spell tonic or something. But then washing it would be such a pain. Of course, if I had four men, I could make them wash it for me. Hmm…

      “Oooh…mercy…” His tongue had reached my pussy now. Lord Abiron was already an expert at working his tongue into every fold and crevice, just as Byron was. He teased me until I was having a hard time holding back the moans. Then he started trying to pull my dress off and then he just tore it open.

      “If you’re here to kill me, I hardly need to be polite,” he said, now sitting up, his sculpted body looming over me, his tail still cuffing my ankle and reminding me that my legs wouldn’t close until he was done with me.

      He slicked a finger between my swollen folds. “You seem very ready, but I will go slow. You may have noticed that I’m larger than most humans and your body will have to adjust to me inch by inch.”

      “This isn’t my first…tournament,” I managed. There was no word for ‘rodeo’ in Cyprium, and I probably shouldn’t have attempted to speak in idioms in a language I only knew in a dream-like way. I wasn’t an expert at out of body time travel, what could I say?

      “It is Lady Hulda’s, however.”

      “Oh. Ohhh…this is going to hurt.”

      “But it isn’t really your first time,” he said. “So you know what brings you pleasure. I don’t know who your first was, how skilled he was—“

      I snorted. “Not very. He wasn’t even sure where to stick it exactly.”

      “We will go very…slowly…and I will make sure that this, your bud of pleasure, is well stimulated, so you will beg for every inch. Won’t you?” He gave my clit another little roll between his fingers.

      “Probably,” I gasped.

      The head of his cock penetrated me and despite that he was going slow, I felt split. He was bigger now than he was in the future.

      “You must bear it, my lady, until I have claimed your maidenhead,” he said, and I don’t think he actually had any choice but to go slow. Lady Hulda’s body had never felt a man inside her, and I did feel as if I was losing my virginity all over again, and possibly to an elephant. As I gritted my teeth, sweating through the initial pain, I looked at how utterly gorgeous Lord Abiron was, and beyond that, how much he seemed concerned for me and was trying to make it a good memory for his new bride. His tenderness made me trust him and want him with my heart, but the way his body utterly dominated mine made me wetter.

      “Oh…,” I gasped as I felt wet heat inside me and his cock met less resistance. It was like I already came, in a quick flash, but then it faded before it started and now I was just soaking wet. “Oh, shit, Byron, why it is always so good when you’re in me,” I murmured. “It seems like you should destroy me and instead…”

      “It seems I have that effect. Very good, my sweet maiden.”

      “I just want to feel you in real life. In the flesh. As myself. Oh, I hope…this works…” My head went limp and I could barely speak now as he was going deeper into me, just when I thought, surely this must be his entire length… His tail let go of my ankle—certainly there was no need to spread me out any more than I already was—and instead looped around my waist and down to give my clit a slow, sideways stroke as he started to fuck me in earnest with the same rhythm. Each thrust went so deep, filled me up so completely, that all I could do was surrender entirely, braced for each wave of pain and intense pleasure.

      My moans became cries, sweat and hot desire drenching me as his pace quickened. He was getting closer. I was crying out. I reached for his single horn and gripped it as I prepared to ride out the finish.

      Suddenly, footsteps were charging toward the door.

      “Lady Hulda!” someone barked.

      Lord Abiron grimaced, rushing now, fucking me hard as I tried not to scream, and then his seed was filling me, getting all over me as he quickly withdrew himself from me.

      He yanked down my dress, for all the good it did, since it was all torn up. Then he shoved a small knife into my hand, opened a wardrobe that was sitting against the wall, and forced me into it. The doors shut and I was suffocated with the smell of wool.

      “Stay there until it’s over,” he ordered.

      I heard his palms slam against the wardrobe doors and he whispered a spell of protection.

      “Byron!” I gasped.

      I heard the bedroom doors burst open.
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      Truly, I didn’t know what I was supposed to do in this terrible past.

      Byron sent me here. He must know what would happen. And if Lord Abiron ordered me to stay here…I guess…

      I mean, what could I do, anyway?

      Damn. Damn it all!

      I wished I could go home. I wanted to go back to my safe world, and see Byron safe and sound.

      Lord Abiron, my Byron, my beautiful demigod, was brutally attacked by a warlock army. I could hear it all. I could hear the shouts of men ringing through the building, calling him a demon and a rapist and the spawn of hell, accusing him of brutalizing a human girl as they charged him with swords and spears.

      It was a wedding, I thought. Everyone agreed to it, and Hulda…was happy to marry him. I really think she was. And now they’re treating him like a criminal.

      I wanted to call out but I knew that this was part of my task. To endure this. To bear witness to this betrayal. I didn’t dare to move, breathing the stuffy air, trying my best to block out their cruelties. He was so brave, I thought, to face his death, knowing it was coming thanks to me.

      I wondered if Hulda’s fate was the same as mine. If Lord Abiron had also ordered her to stay in a cabinet and hear every word, or if she escaped before that. Or was she killed?

      I felt the heat as fire spells were cast, and then I wondered if I would burn here, but ithen t sounded like someone put them out.

      I could also hear fighting in the hall, beyond this room, and then outside as well. The whole castle seemed to be in an uproar. Lord Abiron had his own guard who fought back, and I heard bodies thump to the ground now and then, screams dying into gurgles and then silence.

      Soon I could smell death.

      And I heard Lord Abiron say, “If you split the maps…you will destroy the magical world as we know it.”

      “All I know is that we don’t want your demonkind around.”

      “I know you think that you’re establishing order, but the safety you seek is an illusion,” Lord Abiron said. “It’s my job to know the worlds, to watch them—to protect them from true harm. You destroy me, and that is gone. You will have nothing but false security. You think you can block out the demons, but evil can come from anywhere. Chaos is not evil, and balance is not good. Etherium has evil in it. It always has, and it always will.”

      “That sounds very poetic, I will say, but you slander the Ethereals to claim that they would ever stoop to the murder and violence that demons have unleashed on this world!” I heard a blow and Lord Abiron’s grunt of pain.

      Then, his voice struggling to maintain awareness as he said, “No…I plead with you to rethink…oh, but it is no use now…”

      I heard him fade away as other commotion swamped the room, the voices several men who sounded exhausted muttering about the wounded and the dead, and that they must hurry and get out of here. I knew that this must be the scene in the Arcana. Byron bleeding from his wounds, dying at their feet, while they made off with their treasure, splitting it apart.

      It was hard to fully comprehend that I was witnessing one of the most pivotal moments in magical history, that had influenced the next thousand years and changed all of us.

      And in my own world, no one even remembered it. No one talked about the maps, or Lord Abiron and Lady Hulda, or the entire realm of Cyprium and how they had seized the Way of Paths…it was all lost.

      Oh, Harris, I can’t wait to tell you that I actually got to witness a mysterious historical battle, you big nerd.

      In that moment, I tried to comfort myself by thinking how my brother would be envious that I got a front row seat to some interesting history. How I needed to remember this, and right this wrong. Many hours had passed by now. I probably would need to find a therapist.

      Quiet had descended on the castle.

      It also seemed like it was getting dark.

      I’m probably surrounded by dead bodies now… Is anyone else there?

      “Byron?” I called, my panic steadily rising. “When do I get to come back home? I don’t want to be Lady Hulda anymore…well…if I ever did in the first place…”

      It was so quiet now.

      “Byron…” A sob welled in my throat. “Take me home…please take me home!”

      I heard a shimmer. Which, isn’t actually a sound, but I didn’t know how else to describe it. It was the perfect sound effect for something shimmering, but it wasn’t a sound I’d heard before. A soft glow crept in around the edges of the wardrobe.

      “Abiron…,” a woman’s voice said. “Oh, no…wake up…please, wake up…something awful is happening…!” Her soft, lovely voice rose to a wail.

      I heard the woman’s silence, a heavy silence. I heard her doing something, maybe searching his body? Taking a knife out of him? It was hard to tell.

      “Curses!” she suddenly spat.

      I know that voice. It’s Byron’s sister…of course.

      “Marisa?” I called.

      “What? Who is that? Oh!” The doors opened and I nearly fell into her arms as I realized that my arms and legs were mostly numb from staying in the same position so long. “You…you are the witch from Cyprium. My brother’s bride!”

      “Sort of. I’m here to help.”

      “What do you mean by these words?” She eyed the knife I was still holding.

      I saw Lord Abiron’s body, grown pale and cold, with blood soaking his clothes and all over his face from the crude stitches that marred his beautiful face.

      His lips were sewn shut.

      I sucked in a breath of horror and looked away from him, at his sister’s pained expression.

      “Your brother sent my spirit here from the future to inhabit Lady Hulda’s body in this moment,” I said. “I didn’t understand why, but I think I know what I’m supposed to do.”

      I swallowed and got to my knees in front of Lord Abiron’s body. I hated to look at him, to see what they had done to him. I carefully slipped the blade of the knife under the stitches and cut the threads.

      As soon as it was done, I started to get very dizzy and the room spun around me.
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      Helena

      

      “Helena…wake up, angel…”

      My eyes cracked open and I was on the floor of the ice cave. Byron was holding my hands. A jacket supported my head. I felt incredibly disoriented now as I sank back into my own skin.

      “Angel, you did it. You did it. I can talk again! I can tell you everything. Are you all right?”

      “I guess so. But—that was—intense. Do you remember it?”

      “I don’t remember my old life,” he said. “Marisa brought me back but I never remembered much of that life. Enough to know what I need to do when we put the maps back together…but truthfully, I hope I never remember all of it.”

      “I don’t blame you… I was hiding inside a wardrobe for the battle but it was a slaughter.” I shuddered. For a moment I just held him, even though I was freezing. “And cutting your mouth open is something I hope I never have to do again.”

      “I could help you to forget it. What matters is that you did it. And…we did it.” He reached between my legs, down my panties, and stuck three fingers deep into me and swabbed them around. Despite the abruptness of the gesture I was still getting turned on immediately. The power of an incubus. Sheesh.

      “Whoa! Hey!”

      He had already drawn his hand out and was rushing to his old body. “I’m sorry,” he tossed over his shoulder. “I should have asked first.”

      “I meeean…you don’t really have to, just maybe a better time…”

      “I needed a little fresh DNA,” he said. “Much better than an animal sacrifice, right? It’s time to wake me up.”

      Now I scrambled to my feet, my boots scuffing on a rough patch of ice before sliding on a slick patch. I managed to get my balance. “So that’s why…? But—how did Lord Abiron know, then?”

      “You know how magic works,” he said.

      “I guess so.” Somehow Lord Abiron and Byron knew what to do. Lord Abiron resigned himself to the death he knew would come, but not before hurrying up and giving his future self the tools he needed. I suppose, for Byron, it was a safe bet that his past self would make love to me. “So what do you need me to do?”

      “Melt the ice around my face.”

      “Okay.” I moved into action mode, and I was happy to produce some heat magic. It seemed like, while my trip to the past lasted a whole day, no time had passed here so I wasn’t frost-bitten in the freezer—yet. “Chaleur…” Heat rose in my hands and started melting the ice, but I couldn’t go too quickly. I didn’t want to burn Byron’s face.

      Several long moments passed as the layers of ice melted but finally Byron’s face was uncovered.

      “A little more around the mouth and jaw,” Byron said.

      “Okay…”

      He jammed his fingers into his own dead mouth, which was gross but also very on brand for necromancy, and really, not the worst way this could have gone. He chanted in Cyprium, which I no longer understood but the rhythm of it was familiar now.

      And then his ghost was sucked into the mouth of his body and life immediately flooded the frozen form. Color transformed his skin from bluish and lifeless to…my Byron.

      And then—to Lord Abiron Adras’ei.

      The ice exploded into shards around him and I had to step back as Byron came to life in his full demigod form with horn and mismatched wings, ruining his vintage suit.

      After all that searching, all the mystery, all the dreams, the clues…

      He’s here.

      I was briefly overwhelmed into silence.

      “Can I…touch you?” I asked.

      He grabbed me instead. “You can touch me…and I can touch you. Angel—you lived up to the nickname.” His arms wrapped around me. “I don’t believe it.”

      “We really did it?”

      “We did. All this time, I have been unable to tell you outright what you needed to do, and you did it anyway. And thank the gods you came along. I don’t think I could have ever walked Graham through all of that.”

      “Definitely not.” I grinned. “Especially without me. I had to tell him everything about magic.” I paused. “Plus…what would you have done with Graham about the sex part? You couldn’t send him back to be in the body of Lady Hulda.”

      “I could. But it definitely wouldn’t have gone quite as well.”

      I sputtered a laugh.

      “He wouldn’t have gotten this far to begin with,” Byron said.

      “Nope.”

      “Besides…I think it always had to be you, Helena. I truly needed a woman who would be my queen and stand by my side, always. As I will stand by yours, and anyone you choose to love.”

      “Byron…” I lifted my chin. “Did you get taller?” He definitely got taller.

      “I’m not just a common demon anymore,” he said. “They call us high demons for a reason…”

      I trailed fingers down his chest, the buttons of his suit having already been obliterated. “I like it. And I can presume that it only gets more exciting when the pants come off…”

      “My human form is still a little more reasonable,” he said. “I don’t want to make my potential bond mates feel inadequate.”

      “Okay, well…once in a while.” I suddenly had to put my arms around him again. “I can’t believe that I can really just touch you and you won’t fade away. How did you come back to life so easily?”

      “Most of the spell work was already done,” Byron said. “It’s absolutely true that when I helped Fiore, Deveraux and Sam find the pieces of the box, at first they were excited by the scavenger hunt and the prospect of riches. As they realized the magnitude of what would happen, they panicked. And that was when they killed me. They thought I was trying to destroy the magical world. But having been killed in the middle of my mission, obviously I stuck around. I came to them that very night and begged them just to keep my body, the books and maps around. Nothing more than that. Just keep them safe from others, I said. I realized the idea was too radical and I shouldn’t have rushed it on them. Over the years, they kept investigating the history and they saw how corrupt the council was, but it wasn’t until they were older that they truly agreed with me. By then, they didn’t have the strength, or maybe just the courage. Instead, they each made a sacrifice to bring me back. But I needed you to unravel the magic that has bound me over the last thousand years, and to bring me a fragment of my own life.”

      “Amazing,” I breathed.

      My inner thoughts were a wee bit more panicked. What comes next? Does that mean it’s time to open the box? What will that do? Will the entire magical world jumble together in a big mess and start a war that will be my fault and my family will literally kill me and…

      I stopped and breathed. “I have so many more questions for you,” I said. “But we should check on the others.”

      “Yes. There is one piece still missing.” Byron was still smiling broadly. Nothing would break his mood right now. He clutched my hand and threw open the door.

      Jasper, Billie and Gaston were hanging out around the undine pool, but they quickly shifted back to us instead.

      “Did something happen? You look different,” Gaston asked.

      “Yeah, no shit, he’s a unicorn and his wings don’t match,” Jasper said. “Just like the pictures.”

      “I’m alive!” Byron said.

      “Alive alive?” Jasper said.

      “You were only in there fifteen minutes,” Billie said.

      “Helena has been gone all day,” Byron said. “In the year 1050. She has restored me to health.”

      “That’s crazy!” Billie went to hug him and he grabbed her around the waist and spun her toward Jasper, whom he also grabbed, and then he spun them both. I think one of them liked that more than the other.

      “Uh, that’s great, man,” Jasper said. “But…”

      “Yes, but?” Gaston said. “By the way, good for you. I hope you know what you’re doing.”

      Billie nudged him. “You do act like you’re three hundred and not forty, by the way. If I ever get this bored of being a vampire, kill me, okay? ‘I hope yew know vot you are do-ing!’” she said snootily, pinching her fingers together like she had a cigarette.

      “I don’t have an accent anymore,” Gaston said, “but that is also not a French accent at all. It’s maybe a bad Dracula with a little Inspector Clousseau.”

      “Everyone has an accent. If you don’t have a French accent you have an American accent. Is that better? But—this is too exciting!” Billie said. “How do we get Jake and Graham back though?”

      “Yes,” I said. “How do we get Jake and Graham back?”

      “I told you, we just have to wait,” Byron said. “But now I can also tell you that Sam had the undine guard the last piece of the map. They just have to convince her to give it to them. Sam did inform her that Graham was the heir of the Sons of Pandora, so they shouldn’t have much trouble.”

      “Nothing good ever begins with saying that we shouldn’t have much trouble,” Jasper said.
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      Jake

      

      When the undine drew me in, I was caught up in an undertow and swirled around in dark waters, back and forth while I kicked and flailed my arms, trying to find something to hold onto. I thought I heard Graham yelling somewhere, but the water muffled and distorted our voices.

      I definitely wasn’t in that pool anymore.

      Yep. Closing the magical water portal in the pool is definitely the first job to tackle.

      Something snagged my ankle and soon I was battling with tentacles that snagged at my arms and legs while I was running out of air. Damnit. Even if I turned wolf it wouldn’t do any good. I couldn’t open my jaws without filling my lungs full of water.

      “Calm down! You can breathe.” Cool, soft hands touched my neck and some lights drifted closer in the darkness.

      “Nn!” I didn’t trust breathing water.

      “Pretty soon you’ll have to! But look. I gave you some gills.”

      “I don’t want gills, damnit, I’m a wolf!” I exploded, unable to hold it in anymore anyway. And yeah, she was right, I was able to breathe but it felt very unnatural.

      Beside me, Graham was choking a little on the water and she patted us both on the head. “You’re adorable. I haven’t had young men here in a long long time…so very long.” She nuzzled her face against mine, making a sound like a sad dolphin. “Sam is gone…”

      I tried to move away from her. I realized the tentacles were just sea vines, although I don’t know that the difference mattered that much.

      “Sam is gone,” I affirmed. “And we can’t stay long either.”

      “You’ll stay until I’m tired of you.” She bit my ear.

      “Ouch! Fuck!”

      Maya giggled and swirled away. The undine was naked, with sleek skin that had a slightly blue-green undertone, and blonde hair that floated around her as she moved. She was petite for a human, but otherwise looked like one except for the fangs and her webbed hands and feet. The lights that followed her around came from fish with light-up antennae. The whole crew vanished for a moment, leaving us in the dark. I heard her singing in the shadowy waters.

      “This isn’t even a fun kind of dangerous,” I said.

      “What is she?” Graham hissed.

      “An undine. They’re sort of like a succubus but more…well, they don’t just want to have sex. They want to marry a human, or…human-ish man because it gives them a soul and then they can evolve and become smarter and stronger. Sort of…like a Pokemon.”

      “So she wants one of us to marry her?”

      “She’s probably feeling extra seduce-y because she probably wanted Sam or one of Sam’s friends and then they all got old and stopped visiting her.”

      “I don’t want to be seduced.”

      “I don’t either, obviously.” I tried to kick my limbs out of the sea vines.

      Maya came swimming back to us holding the third map. “I bet you’re looking for this…”

      “We are,” Graham said. “But I hardly want to ask what you want in return.”

      “You don’t have to ask. I’ll just give it to you.” She swam over to Graham and unfastened his belt, and the girl definitely knew her way around buckles and zippers. She had his cock in her hand within a second.

      “I just miss a man’s body,” she said. “So how about this? You let me play with you for today and then you can take the map and go home. Just let me play…and we can sway…in shadowed seas…you’re all for me…” She was singing in a beautiful, melodic voice. More than beautiful, really. Enchanting.

      I mean…there are worse prices to pay. But—I’d never had anyone to come home to before. And I realized that I was thinking of Hel that way. Like someone who was always there, a part of my life that I couldn’t imagine disappearing. A fling didn’t have any appeal when I thought about how she might feel. Even if I had to share her, that was something earned, something we all had to figure out together.

      “Helena,” Graham gasped as the undine was caressing him with both hands. He looked at me. “Jake, help me out here! I don’t want to betray Helena. She’s preying on my incubus side.”

      “You don’t need an incubus side to get preyed on by a nymph,” I said. “So don’t blame yourself.”

      Graham and I had been rivals, and now we weren’t quite that. But we were also a long way off from the sort of bond that we needed to have to share a family with Helena.

      Priorities.

      Graham and I hadn’t been best friends before this, but trust sneaks up on you sometimes. We’d fought together, and in a time like this, he was looking to me for some help dealing with a magical world he didn’t fully understand. He would also have my back, I thought. It was a quick calculation I realized I already knew the answer to.

      “She’ll lure you in if you let her,” I said. “We’re going to have to fight her off together.”

      “I’m with you,” Graham said, shoving Maya off of him. He zipped up his pants. The vines were fighting with his wrists and I grabbed the undine from behind so he wasn’t fighting her too.

      “Whyyy?” she moaned. “I just want to touch.”

      “We’re not interested. I know your deal. You want to marry a human type and get a soul, but our souls are already taken. So it’s a waste of your time.”

      “Your girl won’t devote herself to you every single moment, I’m sure. And no human girl is as silky and wet as I am.”

      “I don’t know,” Graham said. “Helena definitely delivers. But the last thing I would want is for her to devote every single moment to me. The reason I fell for her is because she’s not especially devoted to me at all. She’s devoted to her craft.”

      “Sorry, little faery. Graham’s right on the money. I’ve been on dates who were, honestly, more skilled in the bedroom,” I said. “But a mate is more than that. The sexiest thing a woman can do is work as hard as our girl does, and care as much as she does. So maybe you can force yourself on us. But you’re not going to win either of us.”

      “And you really think you can work together? Through it all? A mating is hard enough with two people! You are doomed to fail.”

      “Only one way to find out,” I said. “We have a house to fix up together, and that’ll show us how well we work. I’m sure we’re going to have some fights.”

      “We’ve already had some,” Graham said. “But not with each other. We have common goals. More than anything, I want to figure out my magic. Protect Helena. I don’t want her putting everything on her shoulders.”

      “I’m with you on that,” I said, as Maya seemed to be getting weaker the more we united against her. “While we’re having this heart to heart, Graham, I respect that you’ve plunged yourself into the magical world. It was kind of a duty you didn’t ask for, but you don’t seem like a guy who complains when there’s work to be done.”

      “I’m just frustrated that no one told me sooner. Looking back, I can see that my mother knew, and she was trying her damnedest to raise me as anything but an incubus.”

      “Hey!” Maya waved her arms. “I kidnapped you! This is about me!”

      I laughed. “Sorry, sprite. We’re just too busy, and we’ve faced worse stuff than you already. We’re not having sex with you.”

      “I could if I wanted to,” she said. “You’re trapped here.”

      “You can try, but I don’t think it’ll be your best day.”

      Graham was starting to laugh as Maya got more infuriated by my indifference and she swam up to him and gave his face a little slap. “You’re a lousy incubus! You could get power from me! I’m better than your witch, I’m sure. And you dare to laugh at me? Your cock certainly says otherwise.”

      “I want Helena to know she can trust me,” Graham said. “Even if it means I want things I can’t have. They’re sacrifices I’m happy to make.”

      He really loves that girl, I thought. And so do I.

      “This is the choice we’re making,” I said. I was still talking to Graham, really. The undine could flail around all she wanted. “I don’t know if we’ve earned a happily ever after yet, but I hope we do. All of us, together. If we all live long enough to get there after we open Pandora’s Box.”

      “We will,” Graham said. “That, I definitely believe. We’re not going to let that little shit warlock have the final word.”

      “Ugh! Blech! You’re not paying any attention to me!” Maya slashed the water around us. “I can see that you mean what you say. Your devotion is true. Before Sam started getting old and sick, he told me…” She sighed heavily. “I must give my treasure to people who can be trusted with it, and I guess you must be who he meant.” She waved a hand and we were released from the vines. “I’ll go get the map.”

      She swam off to wherever undines go. Her light-up fish went with her so I could barely see a thing.

      “Was that it?” Graham asked in a low voice. “Did we pass another test?”

      “In my book, we did,” I said.

      The final map was wrapped in cloth, just like the others, but even under the fabric it had a faint glow. Maya swam back toward us, holding out the bundle. “There you are,” she said. “Sam’s precious map. What the gods have joined together, let no one tear asunder.”

      “Do you…know what Sam was planning?” Graham asked.

      “I do know,” she said. “I also know it’s why he would never marry me!”

      “Because of this map?” I asked.

      “He told me he had to sacrifice something he loved to bring back the god who protects that thing,” she said. “And guess what it was!”

      “Ouch. That is pretty rough. No wonder you’re a feisty little thing.”

      The full importance of what we were doing hit me. This was it. The final piece of the puzzle. If we all meant what we said…we were about to blow the magical world open.

      “So if you meet any nice lonely men who want an undine to settle down with, send them my way,” Maya said.

      “We’ll see what we can do,” I said. After all, it was going to be hard to sell this house to a gay couple if they kept getting kidnapped by a horny female sprite every time they tried to have a pool party.
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      “Jake!” I ran to the pool to help the guys as they suddenly came up out of the depths. Jake was holding a familiar bundle. Graham was just behind him.

      Jake spat out some water and rubbed his eyes. “Wolves are not meant to live underwater. But we got your last treasure from the undine. Do I still have gills?” he asked Jake.

      “No, you’re good,” Graham said.

      “Oh…? So…the undine…”

      “Are you jealous?” He grinned up at me. Sexier when wet, I thought.

      “You wish. I don’t care what that undine did to you,” I said stubbornly. “Enchantments, you know, a necessarily evil as long as you got the treasure.”

      He kept grinning at me and I narrowed my eyes. “I mean…what did she do?” I said.

      “Ha! There it is.”

      I moved my boot to make contact with his face. I fully expected him to pull me into the pool, frankly, and was almost disappointed when he didn’t, but I suppose we had business to take care of. Damnit. He handed me the bundle and Jasper offered him a hand to help him out of the pool, and then Jake offered a hand to Graham.

      “Phew…just another weird day in the magical world.” He looked at me as he started taking off his wet shirt. “Any towels around here?”

      “Uh…here.” I handed him one and he slowly toweled off his sculpted chest while I tried not to let any drool escape my mouth. Jake was stripping too but he stopped to grab me.

      “We had an epiphany down there, Baroness.”

      “Oh?”

      “Clan huddle.” Jake motioned for Jasper and Byron to get in closer to us. Billie and Gaston didn’t step into our circle, but they were listening. “We have all the pieces now, so this is about to get real. We just need to find Byron’s body now, right?”

      “You’re looking at it,” Byron said, patting Jake and Graham’s shoulders.

      “What?”

      “Yes, some events happened on our end while you were gone,” I said.

      “We were only gone for—what—an hour?” Graham asked. “Or is time strange?”

      “I time traveled, had some Medieval sex with the OG Byron, saw his lips get sewn shut, cut them open…sat in a wardrobe for hours while a brutal battle raged around me…a lot of death… You know, I started that sentence meaning to sound kind of flippant and fun but I’m actually very traumatized.”

      “Aw, Hel. Can I make you a drink?” Jake asked.

      “Yes. That would be welcome.”

      “So we’re all ready to open Pandora’s Box?” Jake asked.

      “Yes,” Byron said. “I can put the pieces together tonight.”

      “Are we doing that tonight?” I asked. My heart started to beat faster. Of course, I had made my decision to do this. I knew that we would reach this moment. “Maybe we should…prepare first.”

      “Helena…,” Jake said. “I don’t think there is any way to prepare. What would we do? Get a good night’s sleep? Go buy some guns? Brush up on magic skills? None of that is going to matter if shit goes down.”

      “It is pretty intense when you put it like that,” Jasper said. “But…it feels like everything that’s happened so far has led us here.”

      “When the worlds are joined together, our fight will not be alone,” Byron said. “When the magical world realizes that they can now move into the world that aligns with them best rather than the gates being barred, for everyone who is furious, someone else will be grateful. When I join the worlds, it won’t just be chaos. For some people, it will bring peace as well as power. Be ready to call those souls to your side, and they’ll stand with us.”

      “Will we feel it right away?” I asked Byron. “Do you what happens once you join the maps?”

      “I can’t honestly answer that,” Byron said. “Originally, I was born to a union of three, with the blood of all three worlds in my veins, and I inherited the maps from my father. They were already joined. I was taught to be their keeper, from what I understand, although these are the memories I lost when I died. My sister Marisa saved my hair and blood, but for a long time the maps were passed around the magical world, split apart. She didn’t find a way to call me back to life until she knew I’d be able to get my hands on them, when their legacy had been forgotten. But she couldn’t revive me like a necromancer would. The best she could do was try to get my soul to attach to a new life. When I was born in this life, I thought I was just a normal incubus for the early years of my life. I certainly understand what Graham has been dealing with learning about the magical world. It was a shock to find out I was once a demigod, and that I had a chance to restore Lord Abiron’s legacy…” He trailed off a moment and then he took my hands in his. His golden eyes met mine with an expression that was raw, meeting my fears with his own.

      “Angel,” he said. “I’ll be honest. I still feel more like a normal incubus than a demigod. But maybe all demigods feel that way at first. I’m scared too. But I also believe in my purpose, and in you—all of you. Except maybe Gaston.”

      “I have no idea what I’m doing here,” Gaston said, “except that I thought you caused my friend Deveraux trouble. Now I see that the ones causing you trouble are definitely more odious people. After three hundred years of living, I suppose I have some duty to do some good.”

      “Well, that’s the spirit!” Billie said. “I’m ready to go. I’ve been waiting for this for years.”

      I was still looking into Byron’s eyes, remembering the sight of Lord Abiron’s fallen form, mere hours after he made love to me. And I still remembered the sense that Lady Hulda actually wanted to marry him, not kill him. Her mother reminded me all too much of my own mother. That woman told herself she was protecting the Ethereal witches from chaos…but she killed the man her daughter loved. What could be more chaotic than that?

      It really has been all wrong for a thousand years.

      It’s likely my own family will be hurt by this, and never speak to me again, but no matter what, I’ll have these people. And I’ll have my brother. They love me just as I am, and not for how they hope I might change.

      Of course I was scared. It was silly to expect otherwise. But I had also seen enough. I told Byron I trusted him, that I would be his queen, and that felt more true than ever now. I could hardly imagine the strange life he had lived, being thrust into this role.

      I never realized how brave you were until this moment, I thought, and in his brooding beauty and the magnetic golden eyes, I also saw the heaviness of courage gained bit by bit.

      “I’m ready too,” I said. “What the hell. I didn’t do all this for nothing. But I do know that Sam left a hell of a liquor cabinet, so let’s have a Pandora’s Box cocktail first.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Helena

      

      I was really glad that if we were going to do something crazy and possibly apocalyptic, it was in this house. Jake mixed some cocktails and we all gathered around in the sunken living room with the three pieces of the box laid out in their wrappings. Once they were removed from the cloth, they would beam light and emit power, and after that? I had no idea.

      Byron, Billie and I were sitting crosslegged together on the floor in a circle while the other guys took up the couch.

      “The difficult part is over,” Byron said. “I will bring these pieces together. Once I do, the fabric between worlds will melt away. However, I do have the ability to close gateways. If chaos ensues, I might be busy concentrating over the maps. As you know, the council has been trying to get these pieces and stop us, but they don’t seem to fully understand what they are trying to stop. Once we accomplish our goal, they will know. I’m sure they will arrive shortly to try and kill me as they did then. As witches, you two will be best suited to channel the power from the maps and summon allies to our side. I don’t want you to fight unless it’s absolutely necessary. It’s more effective for you to call help.”

      “While we fight to defend you,” Jasper said.

      “You four only have to defend the ladies and myself just long enough for more powerful help to arrive,” Byron said.

      Jake threw up a hand. “Here we go again. You think we’re useless.”

      “You’re not useless,” I said, getting a tiny bit worried that Jake’s ego would lead him into stupidity. “You do the most work on the houses. But you’re not Gandalf, okay?”

      He scowled and I could tell he was nervous too, which made me feel a little better, because I was deeply nervous.

      “I’m just making sure we’re all on the same page,” Byron said. “I wish I could tell you exactly what will happen when I join the maps together, but we need to be prepared for a fight.”

      “Gaston, are you listening?” Billie glanced back.

      “Of course I’m listening. What else would I be paying attention to besides your loud voice?”

      “It’s loud for a reason,” she said. “Just checking.”

      “Deep breaths,” Byron said. “We are ready to join the worlds together. Helena and Billie, would you hand me the maps of Sinistral and Wyrd?”

      “Should we…maybe…call our loved ones first? Just in case we get killed?” I asked, musing over how my brother would feel if I died without even asking him for help. He’d be mad. Maybe I should have called him here to help. But of course, I didn’t do that because he was a father of young children.

      “No way are we calling our parents,” Jasper said. “They would just freak out and treat us like kids out past curfew all of a sudden. Our mom is not going to understand why we should have to put our lives at risk to save the world, but…someone has to do it, and I don’t think we’re going to die.”

      “Me neither,” Jake said.

      But I’d seen them stand one-legged on ladders while reaching for stuff. Risk assessment was not their strong suit.

      “I don’t have anyone to call, really,” Graham said.

      “Okay, okay.” I picked up the map, feeling the magic emanating so strongly off it that it felt alive. It was going to be very intense to unwrap them all at once.

      “Here’s the Wyrd map…” Billie put the second piece in front of him.

      Byron slowly unfurled the cloth from the maps and light streamed out of them, shooting to the ceiling like spotlights. The power was undeniable, and we could all feel it, every one of us edging back just a little by instinct except Byron, who tamed the maps. He carefully rested them on the carpet and brought the two seams together, pressing them with his fingers.

      He chanted words I didn’t know, although I picked up a few fragments—“holy”, “life”, “death”.

      The two triangles began to emanate a hum, and the vivid light that filled the roof died back as the hum lessened and then swelled again, like a song, or the heartbeat of a sleeping dragon—a very slow pulse that carried an edge of heat and danger.

      Now the light seemed to become contained within the maps, drawing down into the stone surface and lighting it from within. Pinpricks of light sprung up all over the surface of the stone.

      “Now, Etherium,” Byron said.

      I handed him the third map, holding my breath.

      This was the moment of truth. When he placed the Ethereal map against the edges of the others, the gates would open for the first time in a thousand years. Demons, angels, and fae would be able to dwell in each other’s realms. Byron unwrapped the map of the Ethereal world and its light struck all of our faces in the dark room.

      He didn’t hesitate at all, his hands as steady as I was with a caulking gun as he put the last map in place. The light was consumed into the map and the three maps briefly flashed as one, sealing together into the pyramid that Lord Abiron called the Way of Paths.

      Byron gazed into the pyramid, watching millions of tiny lights appear all over the surface, some of them brighter than others, many of them seeming to move very slowly, each single one almost imperceptible to the naked eye but contributing to the sense of movement. It was like looking down on a planet from space.

      “Wow…,” Billie breathed. “I wish I had more eloquent words, but just…wow.”

      “It’s like a living thing. Is this…the whole magical world?” I asked.

      “The magical world is a pyramid?” Graham asked.

      “The magical world consists of planes,” Byron said. “This is the best way to convey it visually, I guess. Each plane is separate but parallel. And now, their edges meet. The Way of Paths is, in a sense, the entire world that I can fit between my hands. But this thing is not the actual world. It’s just a living, breathing replica of what is happening right now.” His eyes were reluctant to tear away from it, but he finally looked at me. “I hardly have words for this moment. I have never felt like a god in this life, but now…”

      I was a little awed by this strange man who had once greeted me as a handsome ghost telling me to get out of his house. “It’s so strange the way life works,” I whispered. “I just knew I had to pay too much for Lockwood House.”

      Byron leaned over the Way of Paths and kissed me, right in front of my other three men, and it actually felt more right than embarrassing. I didn’t feel any jealousy or shame. I felt like we had all come together to accomplish something astonishing, for Byron, and we were all in this together.

      As our lips drew apart, there was a pounding on the door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Jasper

      

      I knew the shit would hit the fan any moment. I was just glad to see that there was no regret on Hel’s face before it did. The three of us sprung off the sofa.

      “Hide the Way of Paths,” Jake said. “You three go to the basement and try to summon help. We’ll handle this.”

      It couldn’t be the council, not that quickly, I thought. Unless they were already in the neighborhood, watching us. But maybe it’s just an advance guard of their familiars. I can handle that.

      Thankfully, my broken leg was almost back to normal by now.

      But if it is the council, and if they somehow do know what we’re doing…we’re mincemeat. Byron was just being realistic when he said we only had to hold the place down for a few minutes. We’d be lucky to survive that long.

      But Jake and I had each other. If we went down together avenging all of our ancestors who were kept down by generations of smug wizards, I was okay with that. I loved living, but I’d never been afraid to die either. I looked at it like, where was I before I was born? Somewhere just as wonderful. I had always felt that. Maybe it was the sort of hubris you had when you shared your birth with a twin, but I didn’t feel like I was ever alone in the world.

      I opened the front door, my reflexes braced to turn wolf instantly if needed.

      It was an older man, although probably one of the neighborhood youngsters, as I would guess he was about seventy, with unruly white hair, dark glasses frames and a tweed jacket. “Oh, hello,” he said. “So you’re the ones who are working on Sam’s house, then? Which one of you is Graham Capello?”

      We all let out our breath at the same time, and hopefully he didn’t notice. It was just another nosy neighbor.

      “I’m Graham.”

      “I couldn’t tell. You all look Italian.”

      “Irish,” Jake said.

      “And you’re a Red Sox guy. Boston? You from Boston? Brooklyn Dodgers over here. I’m Isaac. So Sam and I were pretty good friends—well, pretty good. He always kept to himself. And I’m a lot younger than him, though you kids probably can’t tell. So I had him over at holidays and I wanted to talk to you because I always helped him with the garden. Sam had this garden but he didn’t know gardens from a pile of concrete. Sorry excuse for a wizard if you ask me, and I say this as a city warlock, but I think that’s why I appreciate it so much. I heard you were…”

      My heart was still beating stupidly fast considering the obvious lack of threat here. We were all glancing behind us. After a second, Jake broke away to go tell Byron and Hel that it was a false alarm, as the old man went on,

      “…I could help you get the garden going again, and if you need to know anything about the medicinal plants of California, because I know, the east coast wizards don’t know anything about the plants we got out here, and—are you wizards? You’re not wizards. I just realized that I already sensed that. You’re shifters or something. By the way, I wanted to ask you about that light that came blazing out of the house a little bit ago. I don’t mind it but it felt pretty strong. We have an ordinance against summoning anything without permission.”

      “Nah, we didn’t summon anything,” I said. “We were just trying to get the undine to move out of the pool.”

      The old man was angered now. “What would you do that for?”

      “We can’t use the pool without getting seduced!” I said.

      “To have your problems… Well, I heard she was a lovely little sprite. I thought he might marry her and give her a soul. Too bad. But I never met her. Sam never invited the neighbors to his house. He was a snob for a while, we thought. He had all these hot shots out here and didn’t invite us. But I hate parties anyway, so I forgave him. In his later years he was just alone except for that little gal who was the nurse, and I don’t like to see anyone alone. Do you need any help taking care of the situation?”

      “We’ll let you know if we do,” I said.

      “It’s very nice to meet you,” Graham said. “We’re in the middle of moving some furniture around before bed, so we’ll have to cut it short, but I’m sure we’ll see more of you when we’re settled in.”

      “Oh, I see. Lots of you here, huh? Well, I’ll come by tomorrow and take a look at the yard. You kids, don’t get into too much trouble.”

      “We’ll be too tired to get into trouble tonight,” Graham said. He shut the door.

      “I think your neighbors will be trouble,” Gaston said. “They seem to have little else to do.”

      “No kidding,” I said. “I almost wish it had been the council. I just want to get it over with. I guess even the council will need a little time to get here.”

      Byron and the girls were huddled in the basement. Helena and Billie looked antsy while Byron was completely focused on the maps, tracing invisible paths with his fingers.

      “Just a false alarm?” Billie said.

      “Yeah. For now. Byron, do you see anything in the maps?”

      “It’s curious,” Byron said. “Joining the worlds doesn’t seem to have caused anything cataclysmic to happen.”

      “So it’s no big deal?” I raised an eyebrow. “After all that?”

      “I think the effect might be slower than we expected, that’s all,” Byron said. “Since paths in the magical world aren’t fixed, at the moment, while the fabric between worlds has melted away, the paths haven’t connected between them. I’m sure the more sensitive beings have noticed a change. If we’re lucky, it will take them a few days to understand what happened. The worlds might meet more organically than I expected. And more slowly.”

      “That sounds like good news,” Helena said tentatively. “But…”

      “So we have a little time,” Byron said. “Or maybe a lot of time. I thought this would be an instant shift, but maybe the maps are smarter than I am.” He scratched his chin. “Hmm. I wonder if it’s possible that this process could take years.”

      “Years?” Billie said. “Are you serious?”

      “It would be an ideal scenario if the worlds grew back together slowly…so slowly that by the time anyone noticed, they would already be used to it,” Byron said. “It could happen like so: maybe a few Sinistral familiars tap into an edge of Ethereal magic. Maybe a few faery travelers cross the borders and set up trade routes. Maybe some wizards notice fuzzing around the edges of their magic, and greater abilities than before.”

      “I’ll admit, I don’t feel any different, but we could try a test,” I said. “I have a small amount of magical ability. I wonder what would happen if I tried to heal. Healing magic from Etherium and Wyrd is stronger than Sinistral healing, so if this did work, I should be able to tap into that and level up. But…no one’s hurt.”

      “You could give it a shot with me,” Graham said. “I’m not exactly recovered after Piers broke my arms and legs. Everything works, but the pain hits me hard now and then, especially when I try to sleep.”

      “Yeah, I know how it is,” I said, resisting the urge to rub my own leg where Piers snapped it in half. It didn’t hurt much anymore, but I had the memory of the pain. I had to remind myself it was okay to put weight on it. “Sure. Let’s give it a go. Sit over here, maybe.”

      There was a bar off to the side of the pool with stools, and Graham took a seat, pouring himself the little leftover bit of cocktail in the mixer, then rolled back his shoulders as I put my hands on them. I shut my eyes, taking a pause to concentrate, before slowly feeling down his arms to sense out the damage. It didn’t take me too long to feel the spot where his arms were broken. Of course, I also noticed how strong his arms felt. Damn incubi. They always hit the gym a lot because it was a good way to burn off their constant sexual tension, while giving them the added bonus of being able to lure in more women. Graham probably never thought about it that way, but I’m sure he worked out every day, whereas all my muscles came from actual work. Which was, if you asked me, way more valid. But also not as sculpted.

      No wonder Helena went for this guy first even with the two of us around…

      Graham was lucky his personality was pretty likable.

      Of course, every incubus also has a likable personality. Even a straight guy isn’t immune to some of their charm. Shit, is he working on me now?

      “Whatever you’re doing, it’s working,” Graham said.

      “I’m not doing anything yet!”

      “I definitely felt something.”

      Helena was watching us with increasing interest. “Maybe it would help if you took his shirt off.”

      “Not necessary,” I growled as Billie grabbed a chair and leaned forward.

      “Gosh, this is getting me hungry, and I don’t know why,” she said.

      “Hmm, I think you do know why,” Gaston said irritably. “We have blood in the fridge upstairs and come to think of it, it’s past dinnertime.”

      “After this,” Billie said.

      “No, no, a newly minted vampire can’t put off a meal. As your sire I must insist. Come on.” Gaston poked and prodded her to the stairs while she cursed at him, but I think she was secretly pleased that he didn’t want her checking out the rest of us.

      “I’m sorry, Jasper,” Helena said. “We’re embarrassing you. Forget we’re here.”

      “I think you’re just getting me back for all the time we embarrassed you,” I said wryly. “But I’m just here to get the job done.” I forced my attention away from their teasing and concentrated on Graham’s bones again. They were knit back together, but the connection was weak, and the surrounding flesh was still agitated.

      I should probably try to reach for the magic of Wyrd, I thought. That restores balance. That’s what he really needs here. But I’ve never even met a faery before, so I’m not sure what that feels like.

      I tried it anyway. I didn’t want to mess this up; I was really hoping I could pull off something impressive. But I wouldn’t let pride keep me from trying.

      When I reached for the unknown magic, for the first few seconds, I only felt my usual power. It wasn’t much. The chaotic magic of Sinistral wasn’t suited to healing at all, but I’d learned to bend it to my needs a little, the way sometimes you didn’t have the right tool for the job so you just used duct tape and pliers.

      And then I felt it. The world opened up to me. I’m sure to a real wizard, it was only a tiny piece of what was possible, but it was the first time I’d ever experienced this feeling. Like there was a stream of magic that had endless potential and I could just reach for it and take a drink, as long as I could keep it cupped in my hand long enough.

      I drew in a thread of calm, slow magic and worked it into Graham’s arms with my fingertips. In that moment I was lost in the magic and hardly noticed Graham or the audience, but then the magical flow slowed down as I felt Graham’s bones strengthen and I realized Graham was hunching over, letting out the barest groan of pleasure.

      Then I stepped back and he jumped off the chair.

      It was now obvious to everyone that Graham had a raging hard-on. And seeing that was turning me on, against my will, maybe because Helena was watching us and looking increasingly flushed and hot.

      “It’s thanks to that undine,” he said. “She tried to do things to me and I refused them but…”

      “Oh, for the love,” Byron said. “Are all of you really going to bluster and blush around because you’re worried you will look gay? Graham, you are an incubus. Act like one. Your appeal might be stronger to women but it’s also quite unlimited. Every lonely retiree on this street is probably dreaming about us tonight already and thank god there are no tweens living around  here because that’s where it gets awkward. And as for Jasper and Jake, the mere presence of two incubi releasing sexual energy all the time paired with a woman you were already attracted to? Naturally, it has an effect. I didn’t want to bring it up too soon, but the four of us living together all the time is going to play with your heads, if you aren’t used to having an incubus around. To share a lover is to our benefit, because we will feed off of all three of you.”

      “I don’t want to be fed on!” Jake said.

      “‘Feed’ is just a word,” Byron said. “Maybe not the best word. It implies a finite supply. But incubi feed on sexual attraction and satisfaction, and the more you get, the more you want, and the more you have. So there is really not much downside for anyone.”

      “Unless we actually want to get something done around here,” Helena said, but she was looking at us with an eager gleam in her eye.

      Suddenly I wanted her so badly I could hardly contain myself.

      “So that’s how it is,” Graham said softly. “You’re right, Byron. My patterns of thinking are still stuck in my old life, but what I really want is…very different. Jasper, I want to thank you first. I’m not sure how your healing magic usually works, but I definitely feel better.”

      “Something did happen,” I said. My hands still felt warm. “For a minute I was caught in a flow of magic like nothing I’ve felt before.”

      “Huh,” Jake said, and I could see he was a little envious. Being the well-behaved twin wasn’t always to my personal advantage, but I had cultivated a few talents he lacked completely. Jake had no magic skill at all.

      “So what does that mean?” Helena asked.

      “It means that something is happening,” Byron said. “But perhaps for now, it’s only there if you know to look for it. So we have time…angel. Plenty of time. And there is no better way to spend that time than to gain greater power. So I think you know what’s coming…” He reached under Helena’s skirt, made a few hidden tugs at her hips, and her underwear fell to her feet. She leaned against him, her bodice stretching tight over her breasts with every rapid breath that swelled her lungs with air.

      My cock grew harder with every second I watched, and if there was any moment we could have stepped off this train, I realized we were past it now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Helena

      

      Harris, you are going to have every right to smirk at me when you find out how far this went. I am sooo sorry I ever judged your relationship when…

      I have never been so nervous, excited and turned on in my whole life and I probably owe you a thank you because you showed me that this could work.

      I was still nervous because my brother and his bond-mates were best friends and these four men were just beginning to know each other, but we had the shared experience of thinking we might die together, and that probably helped.

      I sensed that this moment was a turning point and a lot would depend on my ability to completely relax into it and enjoy them without letting my own head get in the way. Maybe they didn’t entirely feel relaxed around each other yet, but if I let go completely, they would start to let go too.

      Had I ever let go completely?

      With an upbringing like mine, letting go was hard to do. The weight of society followed me around long after I tried to leave it behind. But my heart knew what it wanted.

      And then, I had Byron. Byron knew how to cut through all the bullshit that normal guys brought to the table. He gave everyone permission to follow their impulses.

      “I’ll show you how it’s done,” Byron said, and he switched back into his demon form, but now his demon form was Lord Abiron.

      “My little angel,” he said. “You suddenly seem so small when I’m like this. I must have hurt you, before, in the past…”

      “No,” I breathed. “Well, just a little. But you were very good at…making me feel ready.”

      “I wonder if Graham, Jasper and Jake are as good at making you feel ready,” he said. “It might be a good idea to test them…” He unzipped my dress and lifted it over my head, then his powerful hand wrapped around my wrists and extended his arm, holding me out on the tip-toes of my boots. “I’ll give you ninety seconds to pleasure her however you can and then I’m going to fuck her, so if you don’t want it to be painful for her, you’d better flood her body with anticipation.”

      Oh my.

      I was so damn turned on that I could feel myself wanting to protest it, but I fought it off. Relax. Own it. Byron knows what makes you happy.

      “Are you kidding, man?” Jake said. “That’s no way to treat her.”

      “I’m not kidding,” Byron said. “You can get back to your regularly scheduled mating dance later. Tonight, I need to take all of you under my wing and shatter the remains of your hesitation. Either this will work, or it won’t. Ninety seconds, beginning now, before I split her open. Eighty-nine…”

      I just wanted them to touch me already, and I gave Jake a look that I guess said enough.

      “Shit,” he said, and he dropped to his knees, lifting my legs onto his shoulders and burying his tongue in my pussy. Which was when I realized just how very turned on I really was, because I don’t know how far my eyes rolled back into my head before Graham and Jasper moved in to assist. Werewolves were always known as the best with their tongues, which made plenty of sense.

      I shut my eyes so I was hardly sure whether Graham or Jasper was the one nibbling on my right nipple and who was the one caressing my bottom while sliding a tongue from my shoulder to my neck.

      Byron’s countdown was a low, threatening purr that reminded me just how soon I was in for it.

      “Three…two…one.” His arm whisked around my waist and plucked me out of the other men’s grasp before dropping me on the bar counter.

      Then he started fucking me so hard that I thought I died and went to another realm.

      I wasn’t super aware of what was going on beyond the demon cock pounding. I’ll be honest. But I think the other three guys were…enjoying it more than they expected to. I was aware they were watching me. I was enjoying it more than I expected too. It was like breaking Byron’s physical form out of the ice was also breaking all the metaphorical ice. I was surprisingly relaxed, embarrassment melting away as I thought, What is the big deal, anyway? Byron’s lighting up every sense in my body and I feel so alive…and they’re here for it…

      Byron came hard and fast inside me. He had zero self-consciousness. Not like he needed it. He looked hot no matter what he was doing, and the blazing confidence with which he held his hand to my hip and let out a low, satisfied groan as he finished was incredibly sexy.

      “Graham,” he said. “You and I are going to be a team from this moment on.”

      Graham seemed too aroused to hesitate.

      1“I’ll let you satisfy her…” Byron spoke into Graham’s ear, putting an arm around his shoulder to draw him close to me. “And then, don’t worry that I would ever forget you,” he said to the Sullivans. “I know Helena never would. If she’s spent…too bad.”

      Right now I was far from spent. Byron left me aching and unsatisfied and my hand reached for Graham, practically begging him to fill me with a soft moan as my last inhibitions slid away.

      “Oh, Graham…” I clutched his arms as he started fucking me next. “I need it. Oh, please…”

      “If you keep talking to me with that voice I’m going to come before I have a chance,” he said.

      It seemed that with every moan and every clutch and caress, as I kissed Graham and Jake and Jasper drew closer, the wild urgency increased and I started to lose more and more track of what was even happening. Graham gave me pleasure like fireworks exploding inside me, and now Jake moved in behind and started teasing my breasts with his hands as I was coming. I threw my head back against his arms. As soon as Graham was done, the wolves were there, pulling me off the counter onto my shaky knees.

      We were all turning into panting, wordless beings of pure desire as Jake pushed me against Jasper and then Jasper pushed me toward Jake, and they kissed me and nipped at me, and then suddenly Jake was fucking me, and then he slipped out and it was Jasper instead, and then again, and again, in and out, and soon I needed another release and my rhythm was matching theirs, my body flexing with theirs, and it was so raw and sensual and forbidden and—so good.

      And then it was Jasper coming inside me and my hand tugging on Jake’s cock while Jasper’s hands also rubbed at my clit and Jake was kissing me hard.

      Oh, fuck, I thought I would die of pleasure.

      Once our rapid breathing started to slow, Byron said, “And now you will probably need some sleep.”

      “Yeah…no kidding…I’m not sure I can make it to bed…”

      “No need for you to do anything,” Graham said, lifting me into his arms. He was already dressed again. Still Graham being Graham.

      “I want my dress,” I murmured, because I was still aware of Billie and Gaston upstairs. Graham set me on my feet long enough for Byron to help me slide my arms into it and zip it up, and then Graham brought me to bed. Billie and Gaston already seemed to have claimed the other bedroom. We had set up some air mattresses but Graham put me in the bed and held me there. He still couldn’t resist lifting my skirt and giving my folds one more leisurely stroke, and I was so sensitive now that I arched against him and let out one more tired moan.

      “No more,” I breathed. “Not yet.”

      He drew back. “That was delicious,” he said. “Just so you’re aware, I could fuck you forever. But…I’m sure the restraint is part of the fun.”

      “So you liked it?”

      “It felt so damn right…I would never have guessed, but it did.”

      “Yeah,” I breathed. “It did.”

      His strong arms were around me, my body nestled against his, and I fell right to sleep. A little later, the door opened and the others came in, a warm furry Jasper wolf settling beside me while Byron and Jake crashed on the air mattresses just below me. We all slept together: two fully alive demons, two wolves, and one very satisfied witch.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Helena

      

      I screamed and immediately woke everyone up.

      Bevan was standing over me in his human form. He was never in his human form, so it scared the absolute shit out of me.

      “Bevan! Bevan. Oh god. Why—why are you human? I’m naked!”

      “You know I have the same eyeballs whether I appear as an animal or a human?” he said. “And I’ve seen you naked before?”

      “Not since I was a kid!”

      “The human body. Shock. Horror. Boobs. I might faint,” he said in a sardonic monotone. Then he waved his hand. “Sorry. That’s just my reflex. I actually don’t have time to joke around. Something very odd is happening in the magical realm.”

      “Like what?” I tried to find my dress but it was probably still crumpled in the basement.

      “I’ve been up all night,” Bevan said. “Familiars are separating from their wizards.”

      I grabbed Graham’s shirt since I didn’t have anything else to wear. The guys were obviously all awake from the moment I screamed, but they looked as plastered as I felt. The Sullivans were in wolf form sleeping on the floor, but Jasper transformed back into a human to jump in with,

      “Wait—for good?”

      “Maybe,” Bevan said. “It started last night just when I went to bed. A familiar knocked on my door. She was very confused about where she was. And soon a few more of them showed up. To summarize the very long conversations we had, all of these familiars were being abused by their wizards, and it seems that when the worlds opened up, they jumped realms to escape, and broke the connection with their wizards.”

      “How did they get to you?” Jasper asked.

      “Well, obviously it was because Helena had a hand in opening the gates and I’m the only person who knows what was going on. They were looking for answers, so they were drawn to me because I had an answer. Well, sort of. I’m not sure what’s going on, but it seems as if the separation of worlds might actually have something to do with the relationship between witches and familiars.”

      “So…you’re saying…now any familiar can just escape the connection with their witch or warlock by jumping into a different world?”

      “I mean, I haven’t done a scientific study of it yet,” Bevan said. “But…I’m going to say yes.”

      “Could the connection be restored if the witch or warlock taps into different magic?” I asked.

      “Not sure yet.”

      “You know, when I traveled back into the past, and I mentioned familiars, they said the witches of Cyprium didn’t engage in that sort of ‘slavery’,” I said. “So that would check out. Was the motive for separating the worlds, in part, to entrap familiars? Do you feel entrapped, Bevan? Do I…I don’t own you, do I?” I was freaking out on multiple levels now. I had never considered that Bevan might be serving me against his will, and yet even more horrifying to me was the idea that every familiar might just leave their witch forever. We loved and relied on our familiars. I had no idea any witch was capable of mistreating them, but I was learning a lot of unpleasant things lately.

      “No, no,” Bevan said. “You’re the most independent witch I know. You don’t tell me what to do.”

      “But I could. And you would do it, wouldn’t you?”

      “I would argue, if I thought it was a bad idea.”

      “But ultimately…?”

      “Ultimately, well…yes, ultimately I do serve you.”

      “See? I don’t like that!”

      “Good, because apparently you just put an end to the entire system,” Bevan said. “I suppose I could break ties with you.”

      “But…” I swallowed. “I mean, if you want to…”

      “It’s the way things have always been done,” Bevan said. “We love each other, Helena. I don’t want to leave you. But the seven familiars who are currently huddled in my house in Etherium terrified and relieved are a different story. Since every witch and warlock ever born has a familiar at their side from that moment on, I suppose it stands to reason that a few would be twisted individuals with a victim at their beck and call.”

      “That’s horrifying,” Graham said.

      “Tell me about it,” Bevan said. “It was quite a shock to my wonderfully placid existence.”

      “That makes sense, now that I think about it,” I said. “I had never known any witch to fall in love with their familiar, but my brother’s wife’s familiar is one of their bond-mates. He now lives a human life. Maybe that’s more common than we thought. And maybe the reverse would also be true…”

      “You may all go down in history as the saviors of familiar-kind,” Bevan said, after a heavy pause. “And it seems you haven’t been attacked…yet.”

      “Not yet,” Jasper said. “But it sounds like the wizard councils will have even more reason to be pissed…”

      “All seven of those familiars would probably come and help you,” Bevan said. “I could send them here to guard the house and look for more.”

      “Oh, Bevan! I could hug you! That would be so helpful!”

      Bevan regarded me with his dark eyes—his coloring was darker than mine, matching his bat form, as familiars didn’t necessarily resemble their witches much at all. Then he opened his arms. “You may hug me. I deserve some adoration.”

      “You do, Bev, you almost died for me.” I clutched him, although I’m not sure he was actually comfortable with hugs. He might not be blonde, but in that way he was definitely one of the family through and through.

      “I’ll send help soon,” Bevan said, and then he vanished.

      “Somebody fetch me my suitcase!” I said, looking at the naked men surrounding me—well, Graham had actually put on pajama pants before bed, and Jake was still a wolf, so…half-naked?—and suddenly feeling very wanton. I was trying not to think about how a little morning quickie didn’t sound bad either. But we had way too much to do.

      “I’ll get it,” Byron said, striding out of the room without a stitch on.

      “Billie doesn’t need to be seeing that!” I said.

      He just chuckled.

      I needn’t have worried. I threw on a t-shirt and jeans to work in, and Gaston was in the kitchen wearing a robe and warming a little blood on the stove.

      “Where’s Billie?” I asked.

      “Still sleeping. I’ll wake her up for breakfast.” He splashed a little red wine in the saucepan.

      I raised an eyebrow at him. I was getting a definite morning-after vibe.

      “You won’t speak of my life and I won’t speak of yours,” Gaston said. He poured the blood into a soup bowl.

      “I’m sure Billie will tell me.” I grinned. “But good on ya.”

      “At least Billie and I can’t produce any little distractions to run around,” Gaston said with a shrug.

      “I’m not producing any ‘distractions’! Um…” I whirled back toward Jake and whispered, “You have more of that birth control spell? I’m making a batch myself today. I got caught up again. Very bad.”

      “Shit,” Graham said. “That’s my fault. I had condoms. I just thought…it was too magical to worry about anything. Subconsciously.”

      “I think I felt that way too,” I said. “Plus I was just in the past having sex in a different body and I didn’t have to worry then…”

      “Kids aren’t distractions,” Jake said. “At least, not for long. We were hammering nails by the time we were five.”

      “Six,” Jasper said. “We were definitely six or seven before we were hammering nails.”

      “Close enough.”

      “I’m not going to have kids just so I can make them work,” I said. “But…good to know.”

      Jake was frowning a little, but he wiped the expression.

      “You want kids?” I asked, with lightness that was a little forced. Kids. I’d never thought about it much until recently.

      “I definitely do,” he said. “But it could wait a while.”

      “That’s good. I—I don’t know, to be honest.”

      “Don’t worry about it, Hel. We’re new to this.”

      “Yeah…okay.”

      Billie woke up with a naughty little smile on her lips and she gave me this eyebrow waggle like, Last night, huh? “Vamp sex,” she whispered to me. “Girrrl…”

      “Isn’t it cold?”

      “Too hot to be cold.”

      “Gaston is…you like him?” I had a hard time imagining Gaston being a red-hot lover.

      “He’s so romantic when it’s just the two of us. He takes my clothes off really slowly and whispers to me in French…it’s like a movie. Voulez-vous coucher avec moi…” She was dancing around a little. “Was your night good?”

      I put my fingers next to my head and mimicked my mind being blown. Jasper looked at us and shook his head. “Hey, gossip girls, the morning meeting is starting.”

      “C’mon, Jake, give a girl a minute to chat over her coffee,” Billie said.

      “That’s Jasper,” I said. I couldn’t believe she wasn’t able to tell them apart. By now they looked completely different to me.

      “Oh. I thought Jake was the snarky one.”

      “Jasper tries to keep up,” I said, as Jasper gave us both the finger. We laughed, our spirits heightened by the confusing mixture of triumph, danger, and hot sex.

      We brought Billie up to speed on the new development. I broke it to her gently. I knew what she would be thinking.

      “So my familiar…maybe wouldn’t have died…if…” Billie dropped her head into her hands. “Oh, no.”

      “Sounds to me like a good reason why familiars should be free,” Jake said. “It always did bother me. Maybe being shifters ourselves, it seemed weird that witches had shifters who serve them.”

      Bevan reappeared with the seven familiars right in the midst of the living room for a meet and greet. “They’re all going to stay in animal form so they don’t get in your way,” he said. “But they’ll just keep sentry around the house and if you run into trouble, they all will fight for their lives rather than return to their captors. I brought some grains and some lettuces so you have food to put out for them…”

      “Aw, Bev! You’re like our nanny when we were kids, with the snack sack!”

      “I am definitely not like your nanny. But I know you don’t have time to get them food right now.” I was still seeing a different side to my familiar, one that was so human that it actually shook me a little. I realized that as much as I loved him, I thought of him more like a talking bat mascot than as a person. I think that was how he wanted me to think of him, though. He never appeared to me in human form or tried to involve himself with my real life. And I never asked him about his either. What did he do all day? I had no idea.

      “We’re so grateful for the assistance,” I said, looking at the nervous, huddled group who were all gazing at us nervously like they had never seen other people before. Maybe they rarely did. The witch and familiar relationship did tend to get very private from puberty onward, and I guess that made it very dangerous for these poor souls. I felt bad to even ask them to fight. We had a robin and a sparrow, a skink, a toad, a weasel, a chipmunk and a prairie dog. Sheesh. Not even one badass hawk or anything.

      “We are so very thankful to you kind people for giving us shelter,” the chipmunk piped up. “We’ll fight for all we’re worth to protect the maps. I’d rather die than return to my master.”

      “I just hope we’re of some use,” the skink said. “I know we’re a pretty pathetic group of familiars.”

      “Don’t doubt yourselves. Don’t ever listen to the people who tell you you’re pathetic,” Graham said. “They’re wrong.”

      “I don’t know…”

      “It’s great to have you all on the team and I truly believe that when we all pull together, we can make a difference. This world might not always live up to our ideals, but when many people work toward a common goal, we can move mountains and build bridges. Nothing that has ever been accomplished in this world has been done without the efforts of the humblest of people, doing the smallest of actions.”

      “Oh wow, is that really true?” the toad said earnestly in a little female voice. “I will do anything you ask of me, sir, if I can help accomplish something!”

      “You don’t have to go that far,” Graham said. “Don’t do it for me. Do it for yourselves.”

      “Thank you, sir, but I am just a humble servant and it would be a waste to do anything for myself. It would please me greatly if I died in your service.”

      “Damn,” Graham said under his breath. “I still don’t really understand this wizard familiar thing, but whoever told you that is a piece of shit, okay? You are not going to die for me or anyone else in this room.”

      The toad looked a little cowed, but nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      “My campaign speeches might come in handy after all,” Graham said to me. “Except that last part, that was the ad lib portion, and the part I would get in trouble for later…”

      “I think they might need one every day,” I said. “But I guess this is a start. And I guess we might as well get to work on this house while we wait for shit to go down.”

      “Not much else to do,” Jake said. “We’re not bringing the fight to them, that’s for sure.”

      The familiars all scattered outside, perching themselves in hidden spots around the yard so they could alert us if they saw anyone approach or teleport in.

      “Demo day,” Jake said, rubbing his hands together.

      “Can’t wait,” Billie said. “Helena, you want to help me bring in my tools?” She winked at me.

      I wasn’t sure I wanted a private chat to talk about boys, but I guess it was part of the deal. I couldn’t put it off, could I? I followed her to her truck. “I’m still sorting things out, really,” I said.

      “Sorting out…last night?” Billie took my hand. “That’s okay! I just thought we should get our minds off of it all for a moment and go take a look at the run-down house down the street.”

      “Ohhh.” I laughed. “I thought you were going to rope me into dishing.”

      “I guess I will at some point, but we have other priorities, right?” Billie grinned back and then her face fell a little. “Honest to god, Hel, I don’t know what I’m doing either. I had a good night with Gaston but being reminded that my familiar died for me just…puts a real damper on everything. It’s worse and worse the more I think about it. Like he don’t even got a choice…” She added hastily, “Doesn’t. Doesn’t have.”

      “Don’t worry. I’m not the grammar police,” I said.

      “I don’t want you to think I didn’t learn anything at our school,” Billie said.

      “If you did learn anything between the bullying and the drama, good for you. I’m not sure I did.”

      “Yeah, right. You were one of the best in the class.”

      “But I wasn’t the best,” I sighed. “So…my mother was terribly disappointed in me.”

      “And here we are now,” Billie said. “Giving all of it a big eff you and doing our own thing.”

      “That’s right. And look at this place! Aw, man. I know the guys don’t want to get involved, but…”

      The other house for sale in the neighborhood was close to the beginning of the street, so it wouldn’t have as much of a view, and it needed a lot of work. Just at a glance I saw roof damage, so probably water damage inside—hopefully not too tragic, but that was all the more reason someone needed to snap this baby up, because the bones were great. The front had a walled courtyard with a little Japanese style rock garden. The door had three rectangular panels while two long rectangular front windows looked out over the rock garden. I peered in. The house was cleared out, the hardwood floor in rough shape, but I saw a long living room with a cool wide fireplace made from stacked rock. It didn’t have the lumpy “faux rock” look of Bel Tramonto but was more like sleek rock strata.

      “Ooh! She’s nice,” Billie said. “Wonder how much they want.”

      “We really don’t have time.”

      “What if the asking price was under three hundred?”

      “In California? I’m sure it’s not.” I paused. “And we better not find out.”

      We reluctantly pulled ourselves away from the house and channeled our nerves into demo.

      The first thing to go was the orange carpet. It was just skanky and no one had a single word of mourning as we pulled it up. Billie started dragging all the furniture out to the yard.

      “It’s not like it’ll rain out here,” Billie said. “So we can just leave it out overnight and if someone steals it they’re doing us a favor.”

      “Good point.” The surrounding hills were covered in desert scrub, and the sky was blue and cloudless. “We can get someone to haul it away later.”

      “I do like that green wallpaper,” Billie said. “It’s so psychedelic.”

      “This whole room looks like a drug trip,” Graham said.

      “Well, you could save a piece and frame it,” Jake said.

      “That’s not a bad idea,” Billie said. “But I don’t trust myself to get it down without ripping it up.”

      “I’ll do it,” I said. “I am the queen of delicacy.”

      “Not last night you weren’t,” Jake said under his breath, and I made as if to hit him with a hammer. I was having a blast, though. This space was so huge that we were all working together, Billie and Gaston using their vampire strength to move out the remaining furniture, the Sullivans ripping up carpet, and Graham and Byron pulling out the kitchen cabinets while I moved a ladder to the wall.

      “I love this room, though,” Billie said.

      “I don’t love how that fireplace is dead center,” Jake said. “It divides up the space. I’m wondering if we can take it out, maybe put in something along that wall where the wallpaper is. A little woodstove maybe. Does it get that cold here? Maybe I’m just thinking with my Boston brain.”

      “No way, it’s a focal point,” Billie said. “And it’s just such a great design element! This room is big enough to handle something that breaks up the space because you have so much open space otherwise.”

      “I have to agree with Billie! You can’t rid of the pure 1970s sexy curve of that fireplace,” I said. “It’s like a lava lamp and a cone incense burner and some kind of hippie clay oven had a baby and…”

      “And that’s a selling point?” Jake said. “Buyers actually have to live there.”

      “He’s right,” Jasper said. “Remember the wall you didn’t tear down in Lockwood House? Buyers want the space to be practical.”

      “Graham, what do you think?” Jake asked. “You seem like a practical guy.”

      “I’m not sure I want in the middle of this.”

      “He has carpet in his living room!” I cried. “His opinion is worthless!”

      “Gentlemen, if you tear down that fireplace I’ll have to kill you,” Byron said. “That fireplace is everything. So many parties centered around it. So many memories.”

      “You’re definitely just biased,” Jasper said.

      “Gaston, come in here!” Billie shouted. Gaston had just carried out some chairs. “You said you liked the fireplace, right?”

      “Oh? Yes. I do.”

      “See?” Billie said.

      “No three hundred year olds get a say either,” Jake said. “I don’t trust his opinion to be up to date.”

      “Anyway, I’m with Byron,” Billie said. “I’m gonna chain myself to that fireplace before I let you tear it down. I can just envision how great this place would look with a brass, wicker, bamboo kinda style. 70s bohemian but updated, very light…houseplants. A plant stand with cacti in that window.”

      “I am actually so into wicker right now,” I said. “Billie, have you seen Tom Atomic’s videos?”

      “Yeah, and in fact, I was thinking about his video on upholstering the second I saw that couch.”

      “Yesss…those yellow chairs he did were amazing. If we could get fabric like that…” Tom had this muted 60s yellow with a nice textural look.

      “Yellow’s my favorite color. He made me warm up to wood paneling, in small doses. Never thought that would happen. The house I grew up in had the ugliest damn wood paneling.”

      “Wicker? Wood paneling? I don’t trust anyone who calls himself ‘Tom Atomic’.” Jake scratched his head. “I’m not sure we should furnish the house in the first place. We let you do it with Greenwood Manor and we still don’t even have a buyer.”

      “Greenwood Manor is a complicated house. This house is easy. And it’s so on trend. The 70s is peaking right now,” Billie said. “And—oh shoot. They’re back home in Mississippi, but I actually have this whole batch of vintage needlepoints I was saving from the flea market. Maybe I could get my cousin to ship them to me.”

      Jake sighed. “All right, all right, the fireplace stays for now but I don’t want to hear about needlepoint. That’s a hill I’ll die on. I can tell you usually decorate for a certain client and that’s a stupid idea here. What about the kitchen? We agree that it needs to go.”

      “Yeah…it does,” I said. “I like the globe lights. Are we doing white?”

      “I would love to see a pale wood, Scandinavian-look,” Jasper said. “Based on what you’re talking about for the living room, the house will have a very warm, natural color palette. It would be on trend but also appeal to any nature witch, right? At least, any nature witch who wants to live in California.”

      “I like that,” I said. “Kind of upscale IKEA?”

      “I just want to learn to demo a wall,” Graham said. “You want that wall to come down between the two small bedrooms, right? Can I just take a sledgehammer and get to work or…”

      “If there isn’t any plumbing or electric or anything, sure.” I patted his arm. “Got a little anger to work out, there?”

      “If I see your cousin again I’m afraid I might just tear his head off,” Graham said. “If he doesn’t kill me first.”

      “You’re cute. Inspiring speeches one minute and demon rampage the next.”

      “I hope not.” Graham grimaced.

      “There’s nothing wrong with a demon rampage, when needed,” I said.

      “I’ve worked hard to control myself,” he muttered.

      “Did you have a bad temper as a kid?”

      “I felt generally out of control. I was always getting in trouble,” Graham said. “I was suspended at one point and almost had to repeat a grade…I never bring that shit up to anyone, but you might as well know now. I barely pulled it together in high school and I only got accepted to one college, but that was when I really started on a path to success.”

      Jake and Jasper were staying out of our conversation but Jake kept looking over.

      “When you started having lots of sex, probably,” Byron said.

      “That’s true. But—I hate the idea that I was always a slave to needing sex. That led me to so many shallow relationships. Does that ever end? If I want to be in a monogamous relationship with Helena, will that even work, or am I going to demand too much of her?”

      “It’s not always easy,” Byron said. “But as you age, you won’t crave the power as much. Even demons get old and tired eventually.”

      “Great news,” Graham said sarcastically.

      “Hey,” I said. “Just to make it clear, I’m standing right here, and I’m not worried about it. It’s hard to be a magical person in a human world, I’m sure. I can only imagine how out of place you must have felt sometimes, without even knowing why; I mean, damn, I felt out of place all the time and I did know why, but it still sucked. Neither of you can demand too much of me. I know how to say no, for one thing. But for the other thing, if it’s anything like last night…you won’t have to demand anything.” I patted Graham’s chest. Then I patted Byron’s too, because why not. It was going to be a long day keeping my hands off of them and I was already starting to fail.

      “Be careful, you might test me on that,” Graham said, as they both moved in a little closer.

      I saw the sparrow familiar staring at us from the rafters and I think that was the only thing that kept me from not tearing their clothes off again. Well, okay, plus Gaston and Billie nudging past us with a table.

      “Anyway…uh…” I clapped my hands. “How about we demo a wall? I can finish the wallpaper later.”

      “Probably a good use of our energy, for now,” Graham said, giving one of my braids a last flirtatious tug.

      Pretty soon we were both swinging sledgehammers and tearing out the wall between bedrooms. The house was full of noise and commotion of my favorite kind. With the space opened up in the bedroom and the ugly-ass old cabinets removed from the kitchen, plus that terrible orange carpet, Bel Tramonto already looked a million times better, although we were all still puzzling over the entrance way.

      It was such a rare treat for me to work on a mid-century modern, although sometimes I still caught myself getting wistful for the lost-in-time charm of a 19th century mansion with candlelight and fireplaces, graveyards and mysteries and the antique smell…well, I just wasn’t cut out to be a suburban witch, but at this moment in time, I was glad we weren’t alone in the woods.

      I mean, the old people were nosy, but at least their presence meant the council couldn’t just sneak in and murder us all unchallenged.

      “Excuse me! Excuse me, dear girl. I want to speak to you.”

      I stopped dead in my tracks as I was fetching a wheelbarrow out of the backyard. “Oh…hi, Zuzana.” I prayed Graham or Byron would come out here. They were better at talking to people.

      Isaac was a step behind her. “I just saw an eastern toad in your garden. It’s someone’s familiar. But I don’t think it’s your familiar.”

      “How do you know?”

      “You’re just not the toad familiar type,” he said. “And you’re not a Sinistral witch, either.”

      “I probably will be soon,” I said.

      “This is a Sinistral wizarding community,” Zuzana said. “But then, if you are indeed sleeping with two wolves and two demons, I suppose you are all but one of us.”

      “Indeed.” I was dying.

      “But who has the familiar?” Isaac asked.

      “It’s—um—”

      “Take your time,” he said. “Work out a good lie, we got all day.”

      “I’m not! She’s a rogue familiar that my familiar is helping out! She’s on the run from her wizard. Taking shelter here. Some wizards treat their familiars badly and that’s wrong.”

      “Of course it is very wrong,” Zuzana said. “But you do know that a wizard can call their familiar back at any moment, so there is nothing you can do to protect them?”

      “So I heard an interesting rumor,” Isaac said, “on the council news broadcast today, that the Ethereal and Sinistral councils are calling a intra-council meeting for the first time in over a hundred years. Have you heard that? I wonder why that is. Pretty interesting, isn’t it?”

      “Goodness,” I said, feeling a small prickle of horror although I knew that there would be consequences. “That must be something serious.”

      “Very serious,” Zuzana said. “And I hate to think why it would ever happen. But then, these are exceedingly strange times. I never thought I should live to see the faery realm open its gates, and yet it has and now we are at the beginning of an epoch. Stay safe, now.”

      “You too…”

      Hmm. I told the others, but there wasn’t much we could do. I checked the wizarding corners of the internet and saw some rumors flying on message boards, with the general assumption that the meeting might be a declaration of war against the faeries.

      Since my brother was allied with the faeries, that would be bad news for me too, but I had a feeling that wasn’t it.

      Demo day flew by, and then we all tore into two chickens Byron roasted that came out of Sam’s freezer. We had no side dishes but I don’t think the Sullivans minded a purely carnivorous feast, and I was hungry in a different way, wondering what the night would bring me.

      Is it bad if I start getting really turned on by the idea of bond mates now? I know the incubi are already hungry for more. Do I invite them all to sleep with me again? But we can’t do that every night or I’ll have nothing left to give to my work. So maybe I have to choose…or let them fight over me? Is that how it works? Then again, life is too short to worry about work…

      Byron and Graham had their sights on me already. Maybe I trade off? Do I take the lead or do they?

      Don’t make me have to call my brother and ask him…then again, it’s his wife I really should call, huh?

      I hadn’t been much of a sister-in-law because I felt awkward about the whole thing, and it was about time I got over myself.

      Jasper stepped into the hall. “I’m beating the crowd, Hel. Last night was good but…I’ve never had you all to myself. Neither has Jake, of course, so that’s why I have to get ahead of him.”

      A wide smile emerged before I could hide it. “You’re pretty good at sneaking in there, huh?”

      “He just keeps making the same mistake,” Jasper said. “He has a bigger mouth so he thinks he’s better with girls, too. But while he’s talking, I get past him. I think he’s out there right now bragging about our date with you while I just left the table like I had to hit the bathroom.”

      “I will admit…a night with just you sounds pretty nice.” My eyes followed his as he moved in, his hands circling my hips, and then his mouth claiming mine. He slipped his hands in the back pockets of my jeans and pulled me against him, and my hands matched his, wrapping around his tight ass. I dug my fingers into his skin and delighted in how hard those muscles were. I pressed my nose against his shirt, finding the scent of him under a layer of the stale cigarette smoke of that nasty carpet.

      “Jasper…I want you. I also want…”

      “Don’t say it.”

      “I want to be fair.”

      “I’m not flipping coins for you, Hel, you’re mine tonight. They can fight me.”

      His low, possessive voice melted my ears. “Okay…you win this round.”

      “They’re still talking out there,” he said. “Maybe they won’t even notice.”

      He picked me up and carried me off into the bedroom we’d just torn a wall out of. Two twin beds were still there pushed together, against the farthest wall, and he threw me down on it and locked both doors.

      I decided I was just going to go with it. Let ‘em fight over me. Why not? In my family it was always my mom’s job to wrangle everyone and keep the peace while my dad just took a backseat. I could do that here. Or I could just be their princess. They could figure out the when, where and who. I wasn’t inclined to say no to any of it once the day’s work was done.

      I tugged Jasper’s shirt off with the increasing eagerness of the day’s pent up tension, which was even more than I realized, like when you feel sort of hungry but as soon as you see food you’re starving instead. In moments he was inside me, taking me for a quick and dirty ride while our mouths locked and our hands clenched and teased. No one had even noticed yet, and within moments I was panting and coming, biting my lip hard to keep quiet. And when I started coming, he came too, with a low, dragging sigh of pleasure.

      Five minutes later I walked back to the dinner table like nothing had happened. Jasper came out a few moments behind me.

      “And the flood just scooped up that pig and stuck him right in the back of the pickup truck, and he kept on driving!” Billie was saying, in a story that sounded pretty improbable based on that sentence.

      Jake looked at me and gave me a sly smile. “Oh, I’ll get him for that,” he whispered to me.

      And then, a sudden flash and a boom of thunder over our heads was followed by a second. The power went out. And it started to rain on our furniture.
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      Helena

      

      “Oh, shit! I thought it didn’t rain in California!”

      “Sometimes it does.”

      “We have a couple of tarps in the van.”

      “Some of that stuff was cute!” Billie cried.

      We all ran outside…like lambs to the slaughter.

      This was no natural thunderstorm. As soon as we dashed to the street, we were met by a group of wizards. I didn’t recognize any of them, but as I felt the air crackle with magic, I realized they were Sinistrals. They wore simple uniforms of deep green, the color of the Sinistral council’s guard. While the front row faced us down, the back row was lifting their hands to the skies and whispering spells, summoning the wind, rain and lightning that tore at our hair and clothes.

      “Something is happening in the realms.” A handsome older warlock led the pack, a few subtle patches and medals on his green double breasted coat suggesting he was a seasoned member of the guard. “We traced the source to this spot. I want to see all of your hands in the air, no wands.”

      I held up my hands in front of my chest, and took a step closer, trying to keep things from getting too tense. “What is happening?”

      “Stay back,” he said.

      “She’s Ethereal,” another man said to him, the youngest warlock in the pack, a brawny, fraternity bro type. “Hey, is your name Nicolescu? You bear a certain resemblance to…”

      “I—”

      “Speak the truth only or I will remove your tongue,” the first man said.

      “My father is a Nicolescu,” I admitted. “But—”

      “This is a Sinistral neighborhood. Ethereal witches don’t belong here. You’re up to something. I can tell. And whatever it is, it’s upsetting the balance of the world.”

      “It’s to your benefit!” I said. “We want Sinistrals to have a chance to access good magic—ow!”

      He flicked his wand in the air, catching some of the lightning crackling in the air, and zapping me with it. The electric shock blasted me to the ground and left me feeling dazed, my nerves shocked by the brief but fierce pain of it. Seven people suddenly sprung from the grass and surrounded me in a circle—the familiars in their human forms.

      The wizards and familiars immediately raced to confrontation, and dread swirled inside me as I watched the wizards dominate, blasting familiars back with little mercy, as if they were just expendable.

      Byron stepped in front of me and transformed fully into his god form. He spread his mismatched wings and the wizards all fell back a step with a gasp.

      “You sow pain and cruelty, and you have hurt my queen,” Byron said, sounding as godlike as I’d ever heard him, his voice low and regal enough to give the wizard guard pause. “I am Lord Abiron Adras’ei, protector of the Way of Paths. You probably don’t know my name, as it has been lost to history, and I was dead for hundreds of years, but I have risen from the dead and your world is going to change irrevocably. All magic is now free. You can tap into all channels. But I also have the power to block channels.” He moved his fingers like he was rapidly tracing out a pattern and the wizards shuddered. The thunderstorm started to die down almost immediately.

      “What is this? What are you doing?” the guard wizards asked.

      “I shut your pathway to Sinistral.”

      “Pathway…?” The wizards were trying to hang on to the storm. The lightning they had generated so rapidly had been giving them an easily accessible source of attack spells. But now whatever Byron had done was robbing them of their connection to the storm, and the charge in the air vanished as quickly as it appeared.

      “Ethereal magic brings order. Wyrd magic brings balance,” Byron said. “In this case, you forced a thunderstorm where there shouldn’t be one, and now you can’t hang onto it without chaos.”

      “Ugh!” The head warlock shook his wand, trying to get something from it. “Who are you? The Way of Paths? What is this?”

      “Yes,” Hepzibah called. “What is it? We’d all like to know.”

      Just as Byron had cowed the Sinistral guards, the old people were all getting themselves out of bed and wandering into the street in their variety of robes, kimono, smoking jackets, nightgowns and monogrammed pajamas.

      “The guard is here,” Isaac said. “What were you kids up to?”

      “They have done something that takes our familiars away…”

      “No, no!” Billie said, as the old people immediately started making rumblings of anger. “It doesn’t take them away! It lets them break away from us if they want to—or need to. So they don’t have to die when we die, and they don’t have to suffer at our hands. They can move between worlds now and it breaks their tie to us!”

      “Damnit…,” the warlock said. “We’ve learned enough, I think. This will not stand, Lord Abiron, whoever you are. Not for a moment. Move out!”

      The Sinistral guard swirled their cloaks all at once and vanished. Jasper was checking on the fallen familiars, doing some battlefield medicine. “No fatal wounds!” he announced.

      “Oh, thank goodness,” I said.

      But now we had the neighbors to deal with again.

      “Where did those familiars come from?” Zuzana asked. “Did that man speak the truth? Are these familiars separated from their wizards?”

      “Yes, it’s true,” I said. “These familiars are runaways because their wizards were cruel to them.”

      “That’s impossible!” a little old lady wailed. “Familiars can’t leave us!”

      “They won’t leave you unless you’re hurting them!” I said.

      “How do I know that’s true? I’m getting far up in years and Walter does nearly everything for me these days. He cooks and cleans and gives me my medicine and when I take him out he gets in his dog form with that little vest so I can take him on buses with me and—”

      “Maybe that’s the damn problem,” Jake said. “He’s as old as you are, isn’t he? Did he sign up to be your servant in his old age and get on the bus in a vest when he’s a fucking self-aware being?”

      “Ohh…but he’s just my dear old Walter! I would never hurt him!”

      “Jake, jeez, way to escalate the situation!” I snapped.

      “No, I’m sorry, but this is why shifters hate wizards,” he growled. “How am I any different from ‘Walter’? We’ve been treated like animals by wizards for so goddamn long. We were living just fine on our own and wizards are the ones who always want to either kill us or make us more like them. Maybe wolves couldn’t read and write or keep money in banks, but we’re still conscious beings, with art and music and religions and all that. Ethereal witches might be worse because they walled off their realm and left us on the other side, but then Sinistral wizards might be just as bad because they hate sharing a realm with us. And if you don’t know how bad all this is, Hel, then…” He huffed. “I’m sorry.” He turned away.

      “What is happening?” Zuzana wailed dramatically to the heavens. “This is our way of life. And now I feel disturbances in the very fabric of our existence. Our magic…you have done something terrible…”

      “No,” Jasper said. “It’s really not terrible. It’s actually pretty incredible. I was able to tap into healing magic. Any kind of healing magic, from any realm, even though I’m a werewolf. That’s good for all of you, I’d think.”

      “Just tell us what you did!” another old man said. “In Sam’s house, right under our nose—you tore up the bonds between wizards and familiars! What are you all doing here? Wake up! Come to your senses and go home to your wizards!” he shouted at the familiars.

      The familiars drew back at first, struggling to defy any wizard.

      “You said something about the ‘Way of Paths’. What is this thing?,” Zuzana said.

      “It’s the map that connects the realms,” Byron said. “I am its protector.”

      “Show it to us,” Hepzibah said. “Show us this map or we will fight you. We might look old and decrepit but we’ve fought off threats in this community before.” She twirled her wand. One should never underestimate the power of old people, certainly in the magical world. They had a lifetime of wisdom and they weren’t afraid to die using it.

      My teeth gritted. So this is where we’re at, I thought. The old wizards would fight us while the Sinistral council probably ran off to make an alliance with the Ethereal council. Backup would be coming soon. Byron could die twice.

      But I wouldn’t let it happen.

      No matter what I have to do…

      “I was first born a millennia ago, in a world quite unlike this one,” Byron said. “I do not underestimate the power of old people. I am older than you. I don’t want to hurt you. I hope you will understand our mission, but if you don’t, I suggest you get out of the way.”

      “Get out of the way? I’ve never gotten out of the way in my life,” Al said. “We’ll defend Avalon Woods Heights to the death if it comes down to it.”

      Byron nodded at me. I’ll handle this. Go into the house. Summon help.

      I hoped I wouldn’t let them down.
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      Bevan

      

      Word had gotten out. They’d been coming all day. Dozens and dozens. My little house deep in the forest of Etherium was full to bursting with Sinistral familiars, and before long I had Ethereal familiars coming as well. Flying, crawling, hopping…every sort of small beast that existed.

      I never signed up for this. And I thought Helena was such a nice, safe witch…

      “Hey!” I snapped at the animal forms crowding my yard. “Don’t eat all the lettuce!”

      They had already cleared out the pantry.

      I had always been a proud believer in the old ways of familiars and wizards. As a child, I protected Helena. By the time she was twelve, she only called me in private to help her with homework. And as she graduated, we were mostly living our own lives. I had a humble homestead in the magical realm while she worked on houses. If she got into trouble, I appeared and helped her get out of it, but even then, I wasn’t too quick to appear. Helena could take care of herself. It was an insult for me to save her every time she ran into a low demon or a saucy faery.

      Every familiar in Helena’s family was the same. That was the way of things, or so I thought.

      So it was with horror that I saw the faces of these wretched souls, many of them confused as if their desperation had simply propelled them from one realm to another—any place they might escape a harsh master.

      Is this a hundred of them now? How could there be so many wizards willing to mistreat their own familiar?

      I had never seen expressions on their faces like this group, a mixture of deep relief, anguish and guilt that said without words how much they had suffered under the complete control of a wizard who took out all their anger or pain on a helpless familiar. I certainly could not have run away from Helena. My soul was entwined with hers no matter how much time passed between her summons. Most familiars I knew took great pride in this.

      I have been blind, I thought. We all have. I’m sure they would never have said anything until now, when they were able to escape…

      As I was looking at my garden, now emptied of anything that looked like food, wondering how I could care for this crowd when their numbers kept growing, a sugar glider swept down from the trees to my feet and peered up at me with an expression of shame.

      “Hey,” I said. “I know you.”

      “Yes…yes, I’m afraid so. Well—I’m here spying for Piers Nicolescu.”

      “Oh. Right. You’re his familiar. Thanks for letting me know.” I crossed my arms. “Do you not know how spying works?”

      “Of course I do. I’ve been watching you for hours already, and I am due to make a report. But I’ve been watching you feed all these familiars and really, you’ve been very patient, much more patient than I would be…but I thought I would just talk to you man to man. I don’t suppose you have any plans? What are all these familiars going to do? They’ll be lost without their witches and warlocks. They’ve never done anything else.”

      “They’re familiars,” I said. “What else do they need to do? What do I need to do without Helena? I work on my magic, tend the garden, go fishing, fly around a bit and sleep.” I shrugged. “I don’t think our lives are supposed to be complicated. This isn’t the Fixed Plane where everyone has to make a living.” The Fixed Plane was an exhausting place. Helena seemed to enjoy it, but she was always worried about money and where she should live and how to get from place to place. Such was the trouble of a fixed realm. You always had to bother with doing certain things, at certain times.

      I yawned, just considering it all.

      “What is your name again?” I asked.

      “Chester.”

      “Chester. All right. Well, it sounds like you are going to report back to Piers, and I assume Piers is going to attack my witch, so you and I have some trouble.” I laced my fingers, attempting a binding spell.

      Chester didn’t even fight me. He was just this cute, sad little fur ball. My spell whipped magical twine around him, holding his limbs against his body.

      “You keep giving me that face,” I said. “I don’t know what you’re thinking.”

      “Piers hates me,” Chester said. “He’s always hated me. And I’ve ruined his entire life. I’m the whole reason he’s turned into such a terrible person. I’ve shamed him…failed him…” He started to cry.

      “How could you fail him, Chester? Do you ever refuse his call?”

      “Of course not! But look at me. Piers is one of the strongest, fiercest warlock warriors on the council.”

      “Piers?” I snorted. “A warlock warrior? No, go on, go on,” I continued as Chester’s fur perked up with defense.

      “But I’ve always embarrassed him, ever since he was a little boy. He never called me to help him if other people were around. And when I had to appear to save him from harm, he would get so angry at me! It’s one thing if I had been a cute girl familiar, but can you imagine how much it humiliates a man like Piers to have to rely on me? Look at me…”

      “Familiars are born to suit their warlock,” I said. “You know this. You couldn’t help any of it. It seems to me that the test of Piers’ strength is that he isn’t humiliated by something so petty.”

      “I tried to tell him that when he was little. But he would have none of it. Maybe he’s right after all. I’d be better off dead.”

      “Maybe you have failed him,” I said. “To think such a thing as that. He is not better off with you dead. Our job as a familiar is to help our witch or warlock become better and stronger. Support them no matter what. If we’ve done our jobs, eventually they won’t need us much anymore. I’ve seen enough of your warlock to think, he is not much of a warrior at all. He’s a bully, which means his self-confidence is shot.”

      “Piers could kill your Helena! Easily!” Chester said.

      “Maybe. Is that worth bragging about? Are you proud of it?”

      “No,” Chester said miserably. “It’s all true. Everything you say is true. I tried to help him and I failed, and he’s so cruel that I don’t want to go back home and tell him anything.”

      “Then don’t,” I said. “As you can see right here, these familiars were all able to get away from their wizards. But you’ll have to go into one of the other realms, I believe. You can’t stay in Etherium or the tie between you can’t be broken.”

      “It’s no use,” Chester said. “Piers and the council are already working furiously to hold these bonds in a different way.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “They think there is old magic in the council archival library that will seal the bonds across worlds so that they can’t use this loophole to escape anymore. Of course, they really want to break up the worlds again, but now they’re afraid all the familiars will be lost for good if they break up the worlds while their familiars are separated from them.”

      “Old magic? What old magic?”

      “Something about covenants. I don’t know.”

      “Chester,” I said. “You’re on my side now, and you’re going to help me, aren’t you?”

      “Who said that!?” Chester twisted in his bonds, panicking.

      “You just told me the whole plan. And you know that’s why you’re really here.”

      As we spoke, I started feeling Helena’s panic reaching out to me in little tendrils. She wasn’t calling me yet—and knowing her, she never would. But something was wrong.

      I waved my hands and let Chester go. “Go tap into Sinistral first,” I said. “Break that tie with Piers. And then follow me.”

      “But—”

      “Do you think I have time to argue with you? Helena’s in trouble.”

      Chester, clearly used to being bossed around, meekly disappeared. I would have to trust him, although it seemed like that could go either way.

      I rolled up my sleeves as I turned to the whole crowd of familiars nibbling on the foliage or catching bugs and voles in my yard while others were curled up in the sun taking long naps.

      “Listen up! If you want to stay free, I need your help. My witch is the one who helped to free you, along with her friends, and now the council is after them and they also are working on some plan to bind you to them no matter what world you’re in, so…we’re all going to have to fight, and we need to leave now. Any questions? No time for questions. Come on. This is your one and only chance to answer to no one except yourself!”

      Considering I’m always alone, I am enjoying this a little too much, I thought, as the familiars clustered around me, ready to follow me where they would normally follow their wizard.

      I think my Helena did something really amazing.
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      Helena

      

      I was almost inside the house when Bevan suddenly appeared with an entire army of familiars.

      “Helena!” he shouted at me. “I’m here!”

      “I didn’t call you!”

      “I know.” He looked very pleased with himself. “But you never do, so what else is new? We’re here to help you fight…” He looked around. “Who are they?”

      “The neighbors?” I winced. “But they’re not happy about potentially losing their familiars. Let’s try not to hurt anyone. I don’t really think they’re enemies. They’re just scared of change.”

      “I think most enemies do come from being scared of change,” Graham said. “It’s more powerful a motive than you would think.”

      “Very profound, Senator Capello, but I still don’t want to kill all the neighbors.”

      “Then we could flip all the houses!” Billie said, as Gaston was gently putting an old man in a sleeper hold or…well, I hoped that was what he was doing. “Naw, I’m kidding,” she said. “I don’t really want to spend too much time in California anyway.”

      As I was trying to defend the old people, Isaac lifted his arms and the tropical vine I was standing in front of reached out and started to strangle me.

      “I will take your life force…!” Isaac declared, and as the vine tightened around my body I could feel all my energy slipping away.

      One of my legs was still free. I tried to kick at it while it wrapped around my throat, strangling my voice.

      Jake sprung to wolf form and attacked the vine with his teeth, tearing it into pieces. This was definitely suited to his skills. I broke free of the vine but not without damage.

      “Thanks, Jake…”

      The landscape was changing fast. Gaston had apparently gotten zapped by the wife of the old man he sent into unconsciousness, and now both men were out while Billie and the old witch duked it out. But the familiars had flooded the battlefield and the neighbors were on the retreat already. Thank goodness, because I was feeling dizzy while Isaac looked like he’d just taken a hit of something. I guess he had. A hit of my life force.

      “Attention!” Isaac yelled. “Attention Avalon Woods Heights neighborhood association! We’re not winning this one, okay? They got too many numbers.”

      “The council guard will return soon and fight with us,” Hepzibah said. “We just need to hold the line and they will remove these people.”

      “But there are a hundred familiars on their side,” Zuzana said. “How did this happen?”

      “Exactly. We’re going to have to stand down and figure this out.” Isaac gestured around. “You want to take all of our familiars away and make some kind of debacle out of Sam’s house? I guess we can’t stop you. But we better have a detailed explanation of what’s going on and then we’re going to put a curse on this house so you’ll never have any good fortune the whole damn rest of your lives. Now that, we can do.”

      “The council will be back sooner rather than later,” Billie said. “But they might not be your friends. We’ve already had a fight with the Ethereal council.”

      “That’s right,” I said. “Both councils want to stop us. We’re actually trying to help Sinistrals. Like Jake and Jasper, here. They’re werewolves so they’re barred from the Ethereal world. But they’re great guys. How is that fair? Or Graham. Just because he’s an incubus, he’s really as orderly a person as they come. Almost too orderly. This whole thing with the familiars was not even the goal. We didn’t know it would happen. Maybe it should happen, though.”

      “Let’s invite them in,” Byron said. “I’ll show them the map. Bevan, do you mind keeping sentry with your brave force of guards?”

      Bevan’s very small flash of smile showed that he was feeling pretty cool right now. I kept staring at him because it was so weird to see him in human form taking an interest in something. He was so familiar to me—to pardon the pun—but also seemed like a new person I’d never met before. “Of course,” he said.

      As we showed the neighbors down to the grotto, of course we got an earful about our design choices.

      “What happened to the kitchen?”

      “Are you getting rid of the stove? You’re going to regret that. They don’t even make ovens like that anymore.”

      “They tore down the wallpaper! Oh, what a shame. I remember when this place was party central.”

      “I didn’t know the fountain wasn’t working. Are you going to repair it, or—let me guess, you’re just going to rip it out.”

      Jake was walking beside us in his wolf form, growling under his breath. He was stuck now until he got a chance to change back into his clothes in private, unless he wanted the whole neighborhood to see him naked.

      “I know,” Jasper said. “But it’s probably better if you don’t say anything.”

      “This is it,” Byron said, his voice echoing in the cavernous room across the gently fluttering waters of the pool. “This is the map of the three realms. Pandora’s Box. The Way of Paths.”

      Maya rose out of the water, holding the Way of Paths out to him. She kept it in her magical realm when Byron wasn’t using it. Since she promised Sam she would protect the map, we could trust her with the map, at least. She glanced around at the old people and I swear she was checking out the old men.

      The map seemed like it was almost floating as Byron took it from her. I knew the stones that formed the map were heavy, but not in Byron’s hands.

      “This side of the map is Sinistral,” Byron said. “And all of you are here, in this tiny pinprick of light on the edge.” He tapped a spot with the tip of his claw.

      “We’re on the map?”

      “Yes.” Byron nodded at a lady who still had natural red hair despite her pale, wrinkled face. “You are all Sinistral wizards, and I can find you on the map. But I can also do this…” He traced a line with his claw, dragging it across the stone to the tip of the pyramid where the three stones met.

      Strong magic moved into the room, the way sunlight moves into a room when clouds pass by outside. Nothing changed visually, but we all felt it, a shift in the atmosphere.

      “See that? You are now standing between worlds right at this moment. If you moved into the magical world, you could go anywhere,” Byron said. “And now that I’ve shown you this path, you will never lose it again.”

      “So you’re saying that we can return to Etherium?” Hepzibah asked.

      “That’s what I was trying to tell you,” Jasper muttered.

      “And I could even take Al with me?” She patted her husband’s chest as he put his arm around her.

      “Al, you have demon blood, I sense,” Byron said.

      “That’s right. My father was a scavenger demon. Nothing special. My mother was an Ethereal witch but I was marked Sinistral from birth so she gave me up for adoption. She didn’t want me hanging around her neck, I guess.”

      “That’s just the sort of story we hoped to change,” Billie said. “That’s why I never had a father around either.”

      “All that happened is that when we opened up the magical worlds, the familiars were also able to move around for the first time,” I said. “So some of them abandoned their wizards. I don’t see Bevan asking to abandon me, and I don’t think your familiars will abandon you either. We’re family. But if they’re slaves instead of family, they should be able to escape.”

      “So we could go to Etherium right at this very moment?” Zuzana asked. “And bring our familiars as well? Even if we’ve slept with many demons?”

      “Um…sure, yeah. However!” I waved a hand. “The council is obviously pretty upset, so they might…you know. Kill you. Arrest you, at least.”

      “Did Sam know about this?”

      “Yes,” Graham said. “He left the task to me because I was the grandson of one of his best friends.”

      “And Sam never had a child although he wanted one so much…,” Hepzibah said.

      “That was a sacrifice he was willing to make,” Byron said.

      “So you’ve done all this right here in our backyard,” Isaac said. “And I guess we’ll have ourselves a whole lot of trouble because of it.”

      We heard screams outside.

      “The council must have sent another wave to fight us,” I said. “So there’s your trouble. I’m going to help Bevan. If you think it’s wrong to banish wizards to Sinistral just because they did something the council doesn’t like, then follow me. Otherwise, stay safe down here until it’s over.” I didn’t wait around. No time for arguments. I was worried about Bevan, and I’d never worried about Bevan before, but the magical world was changing under my feet in ways I didn’t expect. I didn’t think this would impact me, but now I was questioning whether I should have a familiar at all. My brother’s familiar had died for him. This was something I never forgot. It was a shock to me because we all used to play together when we were really little.

      And then Billie’s familiar died for her, too…

      I dashed out the front door and my guys were right behind me, or in Jake’s case, almost at my feet like he was my hunting wolf.

      I didn’t like what I saw. The familiars were all cowering back in animal form. They seemed so small.

      And our opponent? Once again, it was my favorite cousin, with a couple more guard warlocks at his side. None of them were physically intimidating the way my men were, but when it came to magic, sometimes the scrawny wizards were the toughest opponents. Piers had always devoted himself to his studies..

      It’s so weird to be fighting Piers when I’m still thinking of how he was in high school, I thought. He was just a little older than me.

      Piers was bringing up the rear, which is where an asshole like him belonged, and he pointed his wand toward us. “Charge them!” he said. “Get the demon! Get the map!”

      Someone must have tipped Piers off that Byron could cut off magic to certain realms, because he hedged his bets with a mix of Ethereal and Sinistral warlocks, who attacked us with a wave of magic. Billie and I threw up a defense but it was hardly even necessary as the new force of familiars ran to the front to cast defensive spells—or take the blows.

      “I don’t like this,” I said. “Bevan! They keep getting hurt.”

      “I know!” he said. “I told them not to sacrifice themselves but it’s wired into us, you know.”

      “Jenny!” one man snapped at the little female toad, who had made it through the first attack unharmed somehow. “You’re here! What are you doing protecting someone else? Come to my side at once! You know you belong at home!”

      “No! No!” cried a petite girl with long brown hair. “I won’t come to you.”

      “You have to come to me. What the hell is happening? Come to me now, you useless toad! You know what will happen if you don’t come home!” He was freaking out, and I had never heard anyone really consider their familiars as ‘coming home’ in the first place. Familiars had their own home in the magical world. He must be very possessive.

      “Hey!” I cried, throwing an arm in front of the familiar. “She’s trying to escape you because apparently you’re an asshole!”

      “She’s my familiar,” he said. “She knows what her job is.” He tried to zap her and I barely managed to block him. The familiar seemed too scared to fight back. She was shivering with the effort of trying to resist her warlock’s demands.

      “I have to go to him,” she said. “He’ll kill you if I don’t. I’m sorry.” She looked at all of us. “Thank you for being so kind.”

      Graham lunged for her to stop her. “Don’t go back to him!” he said. She poofed into toad form, eluding Graham’s hands, and hopped to the warlock bro. As soon as she got close, he zapped her to the ground.

      “I can never trust you again,” he said.

      Even some of his fellow Sinistral guards gasped with horror at this. One of the guys cuffed his head. “You don’t hurt your own familiar! That’ll warrant disciplinary action.”

      “Jenny!” Bevan gasped, and he didn’t seem sure of what to do. His job was protecting me, not another familiar. I looked at him anxiously. I felt for him, but I didn’t want him to get himself killed.

      “She disobeyed me,” the man replied coldly and Piers held up a hand at the men who tried to scold him.

      “Don’t hurt them,” I said. “Please don’t hurt them.” We needed their help, but I couldn’t stand this anymore.

      “Helena,” Piers said, his voice so indifferent that it was like we weren’t even related. “You wiped my memory before so I wouldn’t know what you were up to, as if there was any chance I wouldn’t find out. So you opened up magic to everyone. Good for you. Now demons can charge into Etherium and rampage, the armies of hell storming the gates of heaven. But we can protect ourselves against it. We can fight back. Is that what you thought? I wonder if you anticipated that you would also end the grand tradition of the close bonds of love and friendship between a wizard and a familiar. I wonder if you knew that when the demons come for you, you won’t have any aid you can call upon. You are ending our entire way of life.”

      “Piers, why would demons come for me? I’m not afraid of them. I just saw into the past, the last time the worlds were joined, and somehow, Ethereal wizards managed to exist without getting wiped out by demons. I know there are some evil beings in Sinistral, but I’m starting to think there are some pretty evil beings in Etherium too. And you just might be one of them.”

      “Evil! Me, evil? The hypocrite speaks!” he said. “You are the one who is destroying everything. I am defending our people. At least, what used to be your people, but will always be mine.”

      “My first political debate went so much like this,” Graham murmured.

      “Now, what? Are these your people now, Helena? A bunch of doddering, untalented dark wizards?” He gestured wildly behind me and I noticed that none of the neighbors had stayed put in the basement but were grouped in the front courtyard peering out at us.

      “And your blood is even stronger than mine!” he continued. “You’re a royal, a Hapsburg—what a waste! The level of shame and shock you and your sick brother have brought to your poor parents and sisters…”

      “Shut up!  I’m ashamed of you,” I said. “You killed Harris’ familiar and you injured two of my mates. I’ve never done anything to you.”

      “Oh, and these are all your ‘mates’?” Piers said sarcastically. “You’re sick too.”

      Jake growled and started to lunge for Piers and I gave him the tiniest zap. “Not yet, Jake. Although I appreciate it. But this is a family matter.”

      “Do you want to fight me?” Piers narrowed his eyes. “You never even finished university, Helena. And you’re just a woman. I have had a lifetime of training to dispatch my enemies. Right now, I don’t name you as an enemy yet—but take one more step, and all bets are off. I took an oath to defend Etherium, and you know you will lose against me.”

      I knew he was right, and it was so maddening. When it came to a one on one, he had the power. But we had the maps. We had control of the magical world, and he and his stupid council had lost. In the grander scheme of things, he must know he had lost.

      “I don’t want to fight you,” I said, although I wished I could. “I really don’t care about the council. But they also can’t scare me now. I’m proud of what I’ve done. You can’t banish me from Etherium anymore. And if Bevan wants to be free, he can be free.”

      “Good for you,” he said. “But it isn’t going to work like that here.” He reached beneath his cloak, and there was a satchel hanging heavily at his waist. He lifted a tablet out, carved from a slab of stone, etched with archaic letters.

      “This freedom you think you gained? Well, it won’t last long. This is one of the original covenants that bound familiars to our side.”

      “What?” I cried. “I’ve never heard of that!”

      “Neither had I, but these are the reasons for keeping dusty old archives. In times of need, you find whatever you’re looking for. I command you to return to my side, Chester,” he said.

      Chester let out a little cry as he hurried toward Piers, clearly unable to stop himself. Piers roughly grabbed the little sugar glider.

      “Turn human,” he said. “Turn human right now.”

      “Piers, stop! What are you doing? You don’t have to take it out on him!” I said.

      Chester turned into a scrawny blonde young man. Unlike Bevan who didn’t resemble me that much, Chester looked a lot like a more delicate version of Piers.

      Piers struck his face, backhanded, and then thrust the tip of his wand into Chester’s stomach and zapped him. He staggered back, tears running down his cheeks .

      “Now, change back,” Piers said. “And I’ll take you home.”

      “You can’t take him,” Bevan said.

      Chester changed back into a sugar glider and Piers scooped him up and dropped him into the satchel. Bevan suddenly charged out front and zapped Piers back. I saw only terrible outcomes to this. My cousin’s fury was plain on his scarred face and I knew he would kill Bevan in a heartbeat.

      “Guard!” I cried, putting up a protection on Bevan a split second before Piers retaliated with a death blow. Bevan was struck down.

      “Don’t be stupid. Split the map. Or get your affairs in order,” Piers said, and then he vanished into thin air.

      I dropped to my knees, checking Bevan for a pulse for the second time in too few days. But he was alive and breathing. Then I noticed that he was holding in one hand the body of Jenny. In the darkness and commotion, I hadn’t seen him pick her up.

      “Oh, no…”

      “I’ll try to help him,” Jasper said, putting a hand on Bevan’s forehead and letting magic flow.

      Bevan groaned, opening his eyes. “I’m okay,” he said, hanging Jasper the toad. “Help her first. Please.”

      “I think she’s too far gone,” Jasper said. “Some of them are probably going to…be lost.”

      “Try,” Bevan said, and Jasper and my familiar put their hands around her together.

      After a tense moment, Jasper put Jenny back into Bevan’s hands. “I don’t know, man,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

      Bevan held her gently, avoiding her eyes. This was our first time facing a real fight. Bevan had only known a very low-key life, but he was rising to the occasion. “I’m going to take her home and see what I can do,” he said. “As long as she’s still breathing…”

      “Thank you, Jasper,” I said, intensely grateful for his calming presence. “Maybe you don’t want to be the ‘good’ brother, but it’s not a bad thing.”

      He sighed. “I guess you’re right. Especially since Jake wasn’t able to bust out any cool moves.”

      Jake growled.

      “He says he’s going to get his clothes and change,” Jasper said.

      Jake growled again.

      “And that he did do some cool moves. Whatever, bro.”

      “Ugh,” Bevan said. “I’m sorry. You had to protect me. That’s all backwards. That guy…is scum.” As he sat up, he was careful about how he held Jenny. “And if Chester was forced back to Piers, then…those covenants…”

      All the familiars could be summoned back to their masters. It felt like the council was already figuring out how to use this magic to their own advantage, and nothing we did would ever make a difference.

      “Fuck,” Jasper said.

      Bevan clamored to his feet, holding the little toad, and stalked a few paces away from me to be alone. I saw his back shaking a little.

      Jake came over, still wrestling a t-shirt over his head. “Fuck that guy! What the hell do we do against the council?”

      “You get a whole lot of old Sinistral wizards to cast a protection spell, that’s what.” Al spoke behind us. “You kids just need to face the facts. You’re not warriors. That’s pretty obvious. Werewolves? No offense, but wolf bites just aren’t the threat to society that they used to be. Vampires, ditto.”

      “Excuse me!” Gaston said. “Vampires have the power to enchant.”

      “Well, that guy isn’t the type you can enchant, trust me. He’s too far gone in his own ego. Incubi? Same deal. You got this demon here with the unicorn horn…”

      “I do have a substantial power,” Byron said. “I can move a wizard’s spirit to a different realm and block them from using the magic they’re most skilled at using. However, it is a concern. I blocked Piers from using Ethereal magic but he immediately tapped into Sinistral magic instead. So with a high level wizard, it doesn’t always help.”

      “Oh, like Piers is skilled at tapping into dark magic all of a sudden?” I said. “What a surprise.”

      “Our neighborhood association has been operating for fifty years,” Hepzibah said. “And there are two things we’re good at. Gardening magic, and keeping out the rabble. This street can cast a protection spell like nobody’s business.”

      “It’s true,” Zuzana said. “He can find out just how ‘doddering’ and ‘untalented’ we are the hard way.”

      “That would protect us,” Graham said. “But how long would it last? And what about this covenant Piers was talking about and these refugee familiars? At some point it seems to me there would be a reckoning.”

      “Oh, there will be,” Isaac said. “But you people aren’t going to be the ones to do it. You opened the gates or made the maps or whatever you call it. Your work is done. Leave the rest to the old folks. We’re going to call up our friends and get all the Sinistral wizard community together to defend the map, and you don’t have to do nothing. Got it?”

      “We want to do something!” Jake said. “We aren’t here just to sit on our asses!”

      “You did what you needed to do here, seems to me,” Hepzibah said. “You got all the parts in place like Sam wanted. Now it’s on all of us who have been exiled from Etherium to make sure we keep our foot in the door. Just let us protect you and enjoy your house.”

      “What about the familiars?” Jake asked.

      “First things first. We’ll take care of it. The council is going to get together a whole army, so unless you have some trick up your sleeve to take care of it yourselves, you’re going to have to let us help.”

      I saw Bevan’s anger and grief and I hated to admit she was right. I feared they wouldn’t do anything to help the familiars. But at least for the moment, we would have to accept the help.

      At least, to buy us time.
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      The entire neighborhood got together and cast a protective barrier on the town to block out all the wizards who might cause us trouble.

      We just kept working. It felt weird when so much was going on, but normal life continued, no matter what else happened. We still had to eat, so we still had to work. We got the upstairs cleared out and then moved on to the grotto. This was a hard space to work with, just because it was unconventional. It was also cave-like, the only windows being the wall of glass that faced the backyard, and the rock walls swallowed all the light.

      “I hate the kitchen down here,” Graham said. “I don’t know what I’m talking about, but doesn’t it seem like the kitchen should be as unique as the rest of the room?”

      “You’re not wrong,” I said. “Maybe something kinda funky. Like an island with a curved, space-age marble top.”

      “Or maybe it should have a stone motif to match the rest,” Billie said, but she seemed uncertain.

      “No. No more Flintstones,” Jake said. “This house has enough rock already.”

      “It’s also too dark,” Jasper said. “This is where we do white,”

      “I want to open it up a little too,” I said. “Take out this wall of cabinets here. It juts out stupidly. And maybe swap out some of the other cabinetry for open shelves. And it’s a wizard’s workroom, so big double sink.”

      “Sounds good. We can hash out the specific layout tonight.”

      We must have spent a whole hour just trying to figure out how to fit a third bedroom in there, but in the end, nothing seemed right. No matter what we did, the third bedroom would be sunless and damp, or it would require building out. The backyard was large enough to support that, but it would throw off the whole profile of the house.

      “The best idea would be a small guest house,” Jasper said. “Then, if the main house could be purchased by a couple with a kid or an elderly parent, but you still have a guest room or office.”

      “Build a whole guest house?” Billie said. “Ooh, can I decorate it?”

      “It’ll need a bathroom,” I said.

      “Just a wizard bathroom,” Jake said. “So…off-grid. Composting toilet.”

      “A house like that isn’t going to be bought by the composting toilet crowd…” I said. “That’s your wolf brain talking.”

      “Okay, okay, Baroness, so we run plumbing. I guess we might as well take the time, because we’re under house arrest by a geriatric homeowner’s association.”

      “Have you built structures from scratch?” I asked.

      “Oh, yeah. Extensions, garages…”

      “Cool. So you can teach me,” I said.

      “My pleasure,” Jake said. “There are so many things it would be my pleasure to teach you, I hardly know where to begin…”

      “Maybe I’ll teach you a few things myself,” I said.

      “What sort of things?”

      The Sullivan brothers had more knowledge on houses than me, and more sexual experience too, but… “How to zap Piers in the balls,” I said. “And maybe how to waltz with a Baroness.”

      “I’m game.”

      “Really? Even the dancing?”

      “Sure. I’ll meet you halfway, in this life. If I expect you to go to our scruffy family picnics, I can take you waltzing.”

      I flushed with unexpected pleasure. “That’s actually really sweet, Jake,” I said. “I never actually go ‘waltzing’. I was just challenging you.”

      “Well, if you ever want to…” He looked at me. “You’re going to be my wife someday.”

      I was left a little stunned by Jake’s bold statement, but then, I was getting a lot of that these days. The other guys were talking to Billie so they didn’t even notice.

      “I need coffee,” I said. “And I—I need to make a phone call real quick.”

      “Okay…,” Jake said, but even his ellipses were flirtatious.

      I sequestered myself in the torn-up bedroom, locking both the doors, and called my brother.

      “I was just about to call you,” Harris said the moment he picked up. “What is going on? I don’t have any connection to the wizard world these days outside of my bubble. The faeries sent an envoy inquiring about a disturbance in the realms.”

      “Yeah, about that…the walls between the worlds are down. I just had a fight with Piers.”

      “What do you mean, the walls between the worlds are down? What did you do? Does this have something to do with that artifact you were asking me about a few months back?”

      I told him everything. I wanted to keep it a secret as long as I was trying to keep him from meddling and putting himself in danger, but we were past that now. “…so now the familiars are free. I thought maybe the Sinistral council would be happy with us for tearing down the barriers, but I didn’t expect the familiars to be a part of it. Even the neighbors are on edge, but they decided to help us after they saw the maps and the fighting and everything. Bevan and I are okay; he doesn’t seem to want to leave me, so I think it’s just the familiars that are abused, but the whole thing is definitely complex.”

      “Wow.” I could practically hear him rubbing his forehead. “You need help.”

      “I don’t need help!”

      “Yes, you do,” he said. “You can’t take on both councils.”

      “You don’t have any help to offer me,” I said. “You’re too busy defending your own turf. That’s why I didn’t tell you sooner. I don’t want your help.”

      “I don’t want you to die!” he roared at me. “You’re the only family I have!”

      “But I don’t want you to die either! Ditto! You think mom and dad will ever talk to me again after this!? Plus, you have Charlotte and your bond-mates and the kids!”

      “Yes,” he said. “But you’re the only one who understands growing up at Ladyswald and…betraying all of those expectations. The bloodline, the history…”

      “Is it true what they always said?” I asked. “That our royal blood is actually more powerful than normal blood? Do you believe that? You studied so much more about all of that.” Harris, as the only boy and thus ‘sole heir’ (grumble, mutter, sexist bullshit), got a crapton more information about the family legacy than us sisters.

      “Oh, I definitely believe it,” Harris said. “I wish it wasn’t true, but it is. It’s just another part of how the magical world feeds on human belief.”

      “So…our blood is magical, because humans believe that royal families are magical.”

      “Exactly. It’s not that we’re better than anyone else. But being direct descendants of Rudolf II, Princess Julia, and all of the others…that’s why Piers was so pissy toward us growing up, I’m sure. He’s family, but he’s not a Hapsburg. Why do you ask? I don’t think Mom and Dad will let any of us sneak in and steal any Hapsburg relics a second time.”

      “Oh…just…Piers is always so jealous of our blood, even though the Nicolescus aren’t exactly nobodies.” Really, I wanted to know more than that. I wanted to know if my blood had power I could use—and how far that power could go.

      “I am going to send help,” he said. “I’ll find a way. And one thing I am very good at is digging up information. I’ll research the covenants. You just take a step back. I’m worried you don’t have the resources to deal with what you’ve unleashed.”

      “Okay. If you insist.”

      “I do. You’re in over your head. I’ve been in over my head, and it’s a situation best avoided. I’m not about to let you get killed. I’ll come out there myself if I have to.”

      “No!” I snapped. “You’re a dad. You stay right where you are. Just…do what you can.”

      He made a frustrated sound. “We’ll see.”

      “Can I…um…is Charlotte around?”

      “You want to talk to Charlotte?”

      “Yes! She’s my sister in law! I was thinking we should get to know each other better now that I am also disowned.”

      “That’s sweet,” Harris said, a bit sarcastically, but when was he not? “Are you having troubles with your menfolk? You could talk to me about it. I know all about how to work as a team.”

      “I don’t think we really want to talk about that to each other,” I said. “And I want the woman’s perspective.”

      He put Charlotte on, and I immediately felt awkward. Charlotte and I were pretty different. She was a sweet southern girl, but nothing like Billie either. Charlotte was nerdy, funny and enthusiastic, and she was also now a mom despite being younger than me by several years. I had career confidence, but she seemed like the head of a family. Whenever I talked to her I was just reminded that I was very alone in the world.

      But now you’re far from alone in the world, I thought. That’s exactly why you should talk to her.

      “Hi, Helena! How are you? You wanted to talk to me? Harris said you’re having guy problems.”

      “I didn’t tell him to say that. I’m really not.”

      “Well, I know how he is,” Charlotte said dismissively. “How are things going? Okay? He had a worried look on his face in general.”

      “I just want to know how it works!” I exploded. “Like…is there a schedule for how you spend time with your guys? Do you just know each other so well? Do you worry about leaving someone out? And you have an incubus too, so is he like…does he get more attention? How did you figure out who to have kids with?”

      Charlotte laughed. “Uh…I guess it all just sort of happened. We had more of a schedule at first. But it’s flexible. Sometimes we all just, you know, are all feeling it. And sometimes no one is, especially when Cassandra was born. The good thing about having an incubus around is that just him being there really gets me going…”

      “I have two,” I said. “Well, one was reborn as an incubus but I guess he actually has the soul of a demigod. Either way, the mojo is definitely present. Then I have Graham, but the thing with him is, he thinks like a normal human. And then I have these werewolves who are more like family men.”

      “Do they all get along with each other?”

      “They seem to want to get along, at least.”

      “What’s the problem, exactly?”

      “I’m not sure,” I whispered. “I think maybe I’m just scared of messing it up. I want it to work.”

      “Hm,” Charlotte said. “Let me try and put on a therapist hat for a second, and bear in mind I’m not very good at it, but…you said that they want to get along.”

      “They do get along,” I said. “But they haven’t known each other for many years like Harris, Monty and Alec.”

      “Do you think they all get along just because they want you, and they’re in a friendly competition? Or do you think they might want more out of it? Because, it is true, your brother and his friends really lean on each other. They each have different skills just like you’d have in a couple. And it doesn’t matter if my time gets divided because they like just having guys’ nights for magic competition or playing video games or…researching together.”

      I laughed. “I know who the leading man is on that one…”

      “So we’re all stronger because of it. And Firian managed to fit in because he was my familiar, so he wasn’t going anywhere.”

      “It’s a good question…” I had been so focused on how I got along with all of them and what I needed out of a relationship, and just praying they would all get along, that I didn’t consider they might get something out of a relationship with each other too. “Jake and Jasper are twins,” I said. “I think they don’t really want to be apart.”

      “Ooh,” Charlotte said. “Twins?”

      “It’s not as weird as it sounds! After a while they don’t look alike that much! And they don’t—uh—” I wasn’t actually sure if there was much they wouldn’t do. “It’s not weird.”

      “Psssh. Not weird. Hawt,” Charlotte said. “And then you have two incubi and they’re always down to clown.” She paused. “A therapist probably wouldn’t say that.”

      “It does seem like Byron is starting to mentor Graham on his incubus journey,” I said. “Graham’s loosened up a lot since he started talking to Byron more, and I think he needs someone to just shake off the human guilt. But I think what they all really want is…a family. A team. Or maybe I’m the one who wants more of a family. Either way, they’re not here just for sex. In Graham’s case, I think he’s actively suppressing his sex drive in order to have a family for the first time in his life.”

      “I understand that. Well, I think you’ll be more than fine,” Charlotte said. “I love having a big family. I wouldn’t mind having a family of ten or some crazy thing.”

      “Oof. Not ready to go that far yet. But thanks. I feel a little better.”

      “You might want to start with a schedule, though,” Charlotte said. “Just for now. It takes the guesswork out of it all. I’ve mostly just embraced my role as a love slave. When I’m not raising the kids. Or scolding my grandfathers for unruly behavior.” She snickered. Right…I forgot that bond-mates and werewolves ran in her family.

      “I wouldn’t mind being a love slave if I had the time.”

      “Girl, you better make the time. You’re not going to want to start when you retire. You don’t want to look back and think about all the incubi dick you could have had.”

      “You make good points.”
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      “It looks like there’s a home improvement big box and an upscale home fixtures store both about 45 minutes away, and we’ve got the van so I could go get the first round of supplies,” Jake said the next day.

      “Is it safe to leave our bubble?” I asked. “Maybe I should go with you.”

      “It’ll be safe,” Jake said. “It’s all main roads from here to there and I’m going to flow with the rush hour traffic toward Los Angeles. The council won’t have a chance to get into a magical fight with that many humans around. I’ll probably be gone for a while because of that. I know you wanted to finish up with the wallpaper today, so I won’t pull you away. But I need to hit the road right now.”

      “Okay, well, I made a list of all the stuff we needed.” I fished the paper out of my pocket, unfolded it, and passed it across the table to him.

      He looked at my list with a small frown. “Jasper—maybe you should come with me.”

      “Is it too much?” I asked. I got pretty detailed with the notes after our discussion because I had figured out that if I didn’t cover everything possible, Billie would just go buy something that wasn’t in the plan. But I wasn’t asking them to buy a cast iron tub or anything heavy. Jake didn’t need manpower. He might need the empty seat space, however.

      “It’s a long list,” Jake said.

      “Most of it is actually just my little extra notes,” I said.

      “I told you to send it to my phone.”

      “I don’t even remember you saying that, but…”

      “Helena, you should go with him,” Jasper said. He looked at Jake with brotherly eyes that conveyed a lot of love and trust in a blink. It was really cute. But I was still confused.

      “Fucking fine,” Jake said. “Come on.”

      I shot both of them a look and yanked on my boots, and followed him to the car, but once we were out there I said, “I’m not sure I really want to come with you with this mysterious attitude all of a sudden.”

      “Jasper knows I don’t like talking about it,” Jake said. “But I guess he’s right that I have to be honest with you. Just get in the car.”

      It’s never comforting when a man you’re starting to like tremendously starts saying cryptic things about needing to be honest when locking you in a vehicle with him for the rest of the day, but I could handle him.

      Jake jammed an old drink cup into a trash bag and tossed it all in the back seat, turned on the ignition, and snapped off the radio. He buckled his seat belt.

      “What’s your deal?” I asked, crossing my arms. “Why are you mad?”

      He started driving. The old lady in the pink house waved at us. I assumed the dog sitting politely beside her was Walter.

      “I’m not mad at you,” he said. “I’m—”

      “Shit,” I said, as we drove by the house that was for sale. “Look!”

      Caleb and Kiersten’s van was parked outside. “How did they get past the barrier? We don’t need them here,” Jake growled. He slammed on the brakes, leaving his van parked right in the street, and flung himself out. I was right behind him.

      Caleb was snapping some pictures with his cell phone. Kiersten’s usually polished appearance was looking a little frayed at the edges. Her blonde hair was actually darker today, more the same color as mine instead of a perfectly pale Nordic blonde, and she looked tired. Ohmigod, she illusion-dyes it? She had a baby carrier with her with a newborn sleeping inside, which explained the exhaustion. I guess she was human after all.

      “Oh, hi, guys!” she said. “Don’t tell me we’re going to fight over a house again! We came to play ball this time. I guess Greenwood Manor didn’t turn out, huh? I saw it was still on the market.”

      I knew in my gut that Kiersten and Caleb were just getting used by the council. Kiersten had abandoned her newborn almost immediately to fly to Louisiana and try to buy Greenwood Manor out from under us. Now they were trying to operate on our turf and probably spy on us.

      But then, they can’t be. The barrier would have kept them out. Unless they have some powerful magic to get past the barrier and spy on us.

      Jake just went for it. “Who sent you here?”

      “Sent us here?” Caleb laughed nervously. “We sent us here. I’m sorry about the other time, but the council decided we were pretty useless, I guess.”

      “You’re always exactly where we want to be,” Jake said. “I don’t buy it.”

      “Excuse me? You’re on our turf,” Kiersten said, petting the baby’s head. “This is where we work. The greater Los Angeles area. I know you know this.”

      “What about the last two houses?” I asked. “That was my turf and Billie’s turf, if you want to talk turf.”

      “Do you have the money to buy this house?” Kiersten asked.

      “I…”

      “Yeah, I thought so. We’re done,” she said. “We’re putting in an offer and we’ll be right on your street and I guess we’ll see who does a better job. You ladies don’t know Cali witches. I saw what you did to that poor mansion.”

      My eyes widened. “Excuse me? That mansion is a dream house.”

      “Then why hasn’t anyone bought it?”

      “Because they’re crazy!”

      “Hey, ladies, don’t fight,” Caleb said. “I’m sure Helena’s home design are great for a place like the back roads of Pennsylvania.”

      “And, and now you’re saying my style is Pennsyltucky,” I said. “I grew up in one of the most beautiful homes in New York State.”

      “Ohh ho,” Kiersten said. “I guess, if you like to live in an old lady house with parlors and ghosts and gloomy wallpaper.”

      “When I’m done with them, they’re gorgeous,” I said. “I would live in any one of them. Who let you into the neighborhood anyway?”

      “It’s not gated,” Kiersten said.

      “It’s magically gated. But you snuck in anyway. I don’t trust it. Are you going to introduce me to your baby?” Maybe the baby was just a ruse. A baby illusion to throw me off my game.

      “You don’t even like babies,” Kiersten said. “Why would I introduce you?”

      “Hey, ladies…” Caleb tried to interrupt to keep the peace again. We ignored him.

      “How do you know I don’t like babies? I always pretend I do. And the fact that I’m bad at lying has never stopped you before.”

      “She’s sleeping,” Kiersten said, smoothing her head again. “So it would be nice if you didn’t yell. This is little Lucie. The other kids are with Grandma.”

      “Okay, fine,” I said. “I guess it’s a real baby.”

      “They told us what you did,” Kiersten said, shooting me a dark expression. “For the sake of my children, and their familiars, and their future as Ethereal witches…. I mean, you’re a traitor, Helena. But we’re not here to do anything about it. You already did whatever you did.”

      “I’m putting the world back together.”

      “Well, I’m protecting my babies. And I’m buying this house and we’ll be watching you. We’re going to make way more money than you on this house, I bet.”

      “Fine. Let’s bet. The loser promises to never buy a property in the winner’s entire region ever again.”

      “Okay, great,” Kiersten said. “Good luck with that, sweetie. I can’t wait to see you try to put your old-fashioned tastes on a Frank Pedrewsky original.”

      “Great! I will! And I’m going to sell my house to the most fabulous wizard in the Valley!” I fumed back to the van. “I don’t even know if this is ‘the Valley’,” I muttered. “I hear people say that on TV and I just blurted it out.”  My feelings were conflicted in that I had never liked Kiersten one bit, but I also realized that mostly I was just jealous of her gorgeous family and her success.

      “I love you,” Jake said.

      “Wha? Why?”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “Because of your temper. And your competitive nature. And everything.” He laced his fingers with mine as he pushed me back against the van and kissed me.

      “You were so upset a minute ago.”

      “Because you make me so competitive,” he said. “I want to win you. Every inch of you. Body, heart, mind…ego. I want to be good enough.”

      “I’m not that great,” I said. “Jake…” By now I had this strong sense that my royal blood really affected Jake. The wolves had been oppressed by families like mine for a long time. At the same time, he seemed to have some genuine…what would you call it? Maybe not respect. Maybe not quite envy. But Jake was a striver. I think he wanted respect and wealth and all the things I’d grown up taking for granted. I didn’t want to say this to him outright. I didn’t want to say it was meaningless to be a ‘Baroness’.

      Frankly, it was a lie. I didn’t want to have that power to wield, but that didn’t change a thing.

      He gave me a kiss that was almost more of a bite, his tongue forcing into mine, and as soon as I responded, he nipped my lower lip.

      He reached behind him and opened the van door.

      “We’re late hitting the road, Hel.” He got in the passenger seat and stroked the hard shape of his erection, tight in his jeans. “But I don’t know if I can drive like this.”

      I chewed my lip. “Oh, so what do you want me to do about it?”

      “Plenty of room in these old van seats,” he said. “So I think maybe you should drive.” He held out a hand and when I took a step up, he pulled me into his lap. “You might not want to go too fast…”

      He tugged up my skirt, pulled down my panties, and gave me a look. Sure, I knew what to do here. I also knew it was probably a bad idea. But I did it anyway. He started driving slowly down the road, and I unzipped his pants and climbed on top of him.

      Jake didn’t say a word. He looked a little tense with concentration. His eyes were fixed on the road but his jaw flexed, he briefly wet his lips, and he swallowed, as I started slowly grinding up and down his length. I don’t know why but that turned me on even more.

      “Oh, fuck…” He dragged a hand through his hair and then clamped it back on the wheel. “Move…move your head over a little; I can’t see the road.”

      I lowered my head, kissing his neck as I pumped my hips faster.

      “Oh, fuck yes,” he breathed. “You do owe me one…sneaking off with Jasp like that…”

      “I don’t owe you anything…but you do trust my multi-tasking skills by now, I would hope…”

      “Fuck…”

      “At least there’s no one behind us.”

      “Faster.”

      “Only so fast I can go in such close quarters…”

      But I rode him faster anyway, as I was feeling sweaty and urgent. I didn’t want to get in an accident. But I was going to get it done.

      He was going about ten miles an hour when we hit a climax. A car pulled in behind him and honked.

      “That’s not a cop, is it!?” I scrambled into my seat, now feeling very embarrassed. I tried to help him zip up his pants, but he batted my hand and did it himself. He was cracking up laughing now. Thankfully, not a cop.

      “That was both the sexiest and stupidest thing I’ve done in a while.” He slung me a grin as he picked up speed. “You are…something else.”

      “You are all turning me into something else,” I growled, but then I started laughing too.

      He put a little more distance between us and Avalon Woods, and then he said, “The truth is…I…I can’t read your notes.”

      “My notes?”

      “I can’t read,” he said. “At all. Well, some. But not…I don’t know. What would you call it? Not functionally.”

      “You can’t read?”

      “That’s what I fucking said.”

      “And you were worried I would think less of you?”

      “I think less of me.”

      “Is it a learning disability? Or an education thing? Jasper…?”

      “He didn’t have my problems, no,” Jake said. “I guess it’s a learning disability. Maybe both. Our village schools aren’t the best for that.”

      “Could I help you?”

      “I don’t want help,” he said. “I could never focus or connect the dots between the words I speak and the words on a page. It’s so fucking frustrating. So Jasper just covered for me. Still does.”

      “I’m relieved!” I said. “I thought it would be something worse! I mean, it must cause you trouble, but…Jake, it’s okay. You’re good at so many other things. And if you ever do want help, I’d help, but if you’re happy, I’m happy.”

      He didn’t look happy. “Do you think you’d react that way if Graham couldn’t read?”

      “Of course I would. Graham said he had troubles in school, too. I know you heard him.”

      “But he definitely turned out academic enough for you. He was in government. He’s not stupid, he was just distracted by his demon side. Byron was a damn librarian. I see the look in your eyes. You don’t think it’s that strange for me to be illiterate because I’m a werewolf anyway.”

      “False!” I cried. “Totally false! I don’t care if none of you can read! I’ll do all the reading. Puh-lease. Just keep looking good and swinging tools around and you never have to read a single word ever again.”

      A small smile tugged at one corner of his mouth. “So I’m just a piece of meat to you?”

      “I’m just saying, every good house flipping team has brains on one end and then brawn on the other, and never the twain shall meet.”

      He laughed. “Like I said…I love you.”

      “I love you too,” I whispered. “And I’ve never been happier since you came to help me with Lockwood House. I want to meet your family.”

      “Hel…”

      “Eyes on the road!” I snapped before he could kiss me again.

      “Okay.” He reached for my boob instead.

      I rolled my eyes, grinning.

      “When we have kids, can I get in bed with you when you read to them?” he asked me. “Just to listen. Not to traumatize the kids.”

      I glared at him sideways. “You know, I’m aware that wolves usually don’t just have kids. They have litters.”

      “You have a litter of dads,” he said.

      I snorted. “I have a dad. It doesn’t always mean that much.”

      “I’ll be as good as two dads,” he said. His tone had softened and I knew we were having a serious discussion behind it all.

      If I didn’t want kids, I should probably tell him now. Spare us both that heartbreak when our paths didn’t match.

      “I want to see you as a dad,” I said. “I’m realizing I definitely want that. I’m not as confident in myself as a mom. I didn’t have the best role models. And I’m pretty obsessed with work.”

      “I like that about you. I know you’d be a good mom too. You’d be as attentive to a baby as you are with masking off the trim and fixtures before you paint. Which you’re great at, by the way.”

      “Oh, thank you for noticing.” I looked at my hands. “I just don’t think I know yet. I know how much you want a family. I think family was something I was running away from. I’m not sure what to say. If I never want kids, I don’t want to feel like I jerked you around.”

      “You don’t have to know yet,” he said.

      “Are you sure?”

      “It takes time to figure it out,” he said. “Maybe I love you enough that you can’t get rid me that easily.”

      I smiled. “You’re such a softie, Jake Sullivan.”

      “Some of me is soft,” he said. “Other parts are getting pretty damn hard again…”

      “It would be dangerous to stop, with council wizards looking for us,” I said. “And—we’re not doing anything else without stopping.”

      “Yeah, I fucking know it.”
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      “None of these cabinets are right. None.”

      “I think these might work if we swapped out the handles,” Jake said, but he seemed unhappy with our choices too. “Maybe we need to keep driving. I’m sure Los Angeles has every cabinet you can imagine, somewhere.”

      “Like we have time for that. This is the third store already. We can’t keep driving around. Before I was just thinking about making a nice space. But now, Bel Tramonto absolutely needs to sell for more than Kiersten and Caleb’s house.”

      “So you admit that you don’t usually make the most marketable decisions,” Jake said. “Not until someone lights a fire under your ass.”

      “I just happen to think that I shouldn’t ruin perfectly good houses for the sake of buyers’ temporary whims.”

      “It’s called a design trend, you know,” Jake said. “Maybe you should go work for a museum instead. When you move in with us we could hook you up with a museum in Salem.”

      “Oh, you think we’re all moving to Boston?”

      “Well, Graham definitely isn’t moving back to Philly after he trashed his campaign, is he? And…where do you live?”

      “I’m…nomadic.” I guess he might be right. Boston. A wolf clan right on top of us. I was quite excited to meet the Sullivan family, but to actually live there was an overwhelming thought. “Let’s get serious. We need a new plan. Light kitchens are trendy.”

      “What if we split the difference? White cabinets with wooden countertops. If we were home and I had the shop, I’d make them myself out of our salvage pile.”

      “Ohhh, you have your own salvage pile?”

      “You bet your boots I do. All those old houses in Boston? We have so many old floor planks and doors…”

      “Stained glass windows?”

      “Stained glass windows. Oh yes. Try not to have an orgasm right here in Home Depot.”

      We were both laughing. “Okay, maybe settling down isn’t such a bad idea if it means I can have a workshop and a stash of old doors.”

      We ordered the cabinets in off-white and a light wood for the countertops for a clean look that still had a Scandinavian design vibe and came home with the van stuffed and stacked with as many materials as we could carry. Jasper was bummed that his first vision didn’t work out but he agreed that we’d found a decent compromise. Now it was just a matter of divvying up the work. Byron and Graham were good for extra muscle and Graham had learned how to do tile in the last house, so he was going to work on the bathroom while Jake went to get a permit for the new structure. Jasper and I were doing the kitchen. Billie and Gaston put down new flooring in the living room.

      We got back into a groove easily. The work was going fast. I think we were eager to get out of this neighborhood and return to the northeast where we felt like we were on home turf, although we weren’t actually any safer there.

      Actually, we were probably safest here.

      The old people were heartily pissed off about Kiersten and Caleb buying the house. They were starting to like us more every day that we were not Kiersten and Caleb. But I knew those two. They didn’t do things in the same style I would do them, but they were good at their business. Probably better than me. Like the Sullivans, they didn’t wrap up their own emotions into a job. If people wanted stupid barn doors, they got barn doors.

      Forget the whole magical world. I wanted to win at house flipping right here in California, on their ‘turf’.

      As with so many houses, the biggest problem was the uninvited inhabitants. Your ghosts, demons, and in this case, a pesky water nymph. When I was in the grotto taking measurements, tMaya sprung out of the water, saw me, and said, “Oh. You again.”

      “Hi,” I said, not wanting to get too conversational with the undine. We had to get rid of her but I wasn’t sure how.

      “What are you doing to Sam’s house?”

      “Measuring for a new work island.”

      “An island? What do you mean?”

      “Like a work table. Not an island in the sea.”

      “Oh.” She watched me for a little while as I tried to ignore her. The undine looked like every other undine, or maybe I was racist for not being able to tell undines apart, but she was cute, although she had a lot of vicious teeth. “Are you going to stay here?”

      “No, I’m afraid not.”

      “Good,” Maya said. “This is my home and I don’t need any girls living here. Sam gave me all the attention, until…well, I guess he forgot me.”

      “Don’t feel bad about it,” I said. “Humans get old.”

      “I wish I could get old. I wish I was old with him.” She let out a sad, musical wail.

      How was I supposed to get anything done? “Well, he wasn’t willing to marry you, so you can do better,” I said. “You deserve someone who loves you.”

      She looked at me a little coolly. “Love? I can’t love. Not until I get a soul. So I don’t care about that.”

      “Ah…so…you can’t love back until after the wedding…” I frowned. “That’s awful. But you want a soul?”

      “Of course,” the undine said. “Of course I want a soul!”

      Such spirits were an odd paradox. They were born with a desire to earn souls but didn’t know what the soul would feel like. They didn’t really know love, only a driving desire to seduce so they could get the soul. It was some odd biological evolution. If the magical world had evolution. Or biology. I wasn’t sure how it worked.

      “Sam used to bring me foods,” she said. “And little spangles.” She held up a diamond that looked expensive and she seemed to pull out of nowhere. “I want foods and spangles…”

      I didn’t want to piss her off. I felt sorry for her, really. “What foods do you like?”

      “Any foods Sam made me.”

      I didn’t remember seeing any cookbooks around. “What did he make you?”

      “Roasted meats and sandwiches and pas-ghetti…” She frowned. “Or something like that.”

      “Spaghetti.”

      “Yes!” she hissed, like she was mad at me for knowing the right word. “Spaghetti! About now at the cold water time, he made little potato cakes.”

      “Oh, for Hannukah maybe? That’s so sweet. I don’t know how to make latkes. They’re a little different. I can make Austrian potato pancakes for you.”

      “I don’t want girl pancakes!” Maya screamed.

      “You really imprinted on Sam, huh?”

      I don’t think she knew what ‘imprint’ meant, but she nodded anyway. “It’s not fair! Why would he just leave me here alone? He visited me every day for a long time. How could he just forget me?”

      “He couldn’t help it.”

      “You’re a witch and you’re in love with that ghost man, aren’t you?”

      “He’s not a ghost now, but yes.”

      “So could you summon Sam’s ghost and bring him back to life?”

      “Doesn’t work like that,” I said.

      “You’re not taking out those cabinets, are you?” she said, her eyes cutting to my next move as I measured the wall.

      “We’re putting in nicer, newer ones. Like these new lights.” I pointed to the boxes of new fixtures waiting to be installed. “They’ll have a starry look.”

      She let out this horrid, if still somewhat musical, screech and flung pool water at me. Being a water spirit, she could manipulate water on a massive level and a basement-sized tsunami came at me before I could even react. I was drenched so thoroughly that even my underwear was soaked through under my jeans.

      “Everything stays as is!” she shrieked. “You can have the artifact like Sam wanted, but everything stays as is!”

      “What the hell, man?” I screamed, flinging out my arms, as she dove back into the pool and vanished, eluding punishment. Water was still dripping into my eyes off the strands of my hair popped free from my braid.

      Jasper came running down the stairs to check on me. Then he saw me and started laughing. “Need help getting those clothes off?”

      “Don’t laugh! That stupid undine! How am I supposed to get any work done?” He started walking toward me and I ran to him instead. “Don’t even get close,” I said. “I don’t want any more kidnappings. It’s a serious problem. She’s so stuck on Sam and he ghosted her so he could bring Byron back to life…”

      “Isn’t there a way to just make her leave?” Jasper asked.

      “How do you guys stay in business if you don’t know how to get rid of paper demons or undine?”

      “Uh…we’re just good at sniffing out trouble and we don’t buy those houses to begin with.”

      I tromped up the stairs and to the bedroom where I was living out of a suitcase. And I needed to do laundry. I would have to change into that dress that looked exactly like one of the old neighbors. “Yeah, I can exorcise her,” I said, peeling off my wet jeans. “But I do feel bad. Undine are mischievous and kinda stupid, but I can’t blame her for feeling hurt. This is her home.”

      “All she really wants is to get married and gain a soul, is that the deal?” Jasper asked. “Could she move on or is she seriously into Sam?”

      “That is what all undine want,” I said. “Such crappy magic, to have to convince someone to marry you just to get a soul. I have a feeling she might be more difficult than your usual water spirit.”

      “Well, we’re all moving like crazy on the rest of the house,” Jasper said. “So if you’re so confident in your ability to get rid of pesky magical creatures, you better get going. Aw, Hel, you’re killing me…” He was watching me tear off my t-shirt and panties and I was looking very deliberately casual as I reached for my dress, although my pulse quickened.

      “Maybe I’m trying to kill you,” I said.

      “Mm…” He lunged for me then and grabbed me before I could pull the dress over my head. “Drop it.”

      I opened my hand. The dress fell on the floor.

      “Jake told me what you did to him in the van,” Jasper said. “I think I need to issue you an unsafe driving violation.”

      “Issue…a violation? Oh no, sir. We were going slow…”

      He bent me over the bed and thrust right into me from behind, getting right to work as I leaned forward and clenched the blankets.

      I really admired how smoothly Jasper mixed work and pleasure.

      But while the upstairs was quickly shaping up into a sleek, updated space—Jake had to admit the fireplace looked great when everything around it was given a more modern touch—this grotto was certainly turning into a problem. Either I had to force Maya from her home, or I had to force her into a marriage to save herself, an idea I abhorred to the core of my rebellious heart.
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      “Byron, what do demigods do for a living?” I asked him as I was curled against him, in the space between sleeping and dreaming after a deliciously hard day of work. “Are you sitting on a fortune or anything? I haven’t asked about all of that.”

      Beside us, Graham was sleeping. He slept so still I was tempted to check his pulse. He wasn’t used to manual labor from morning until five pm when we had to slow down to avoid getting yelled at by the Avalon Woods Heights neighborhood association.

      “I have a manor,” he said. “When the worlds were separated, half the manor went to Sinistral and the other half stayed in Etherium, where Marisa lived. So now I guess she lives in the whole thing. But if we ever had a fortune…ah, no. A fortune doesn’t come with the territory.”

      “Well, that seems unfair.”

      He plucked idly at my hair and slid a hand down my body. I had taken Charlotte’s advice and made a schedule, although I usually ended up in a man sandwich, like tonight. Sort of. Graham fell asleep while trying to seduce me. His hand was reaching for me like a man who died trying to get to a desert oasis.

      “It does seem rather unfair, now that you mention it. I liked being a librarian…but I’m not sure what magical library would want to employ me anymore, now that I stole valuables…so I suppose I will just serve my queen…” He pulled down the V-neck of my t-shirt and kissed my shoulder.

      “Your queen is really tired…”

      “So is our second…”

      “Our second. You said that in the dream too. Like…Lady Hulda was going to have a baby with two dads?”

      “That is how I was created,” Byron said. “The guardian of three worlds needs the blood of three worlds. In this case, the seed of two men can mingle together and both will be a part of one child.”

      I paused. “So more children. Everyone wants me to have children. And you need to have children, don’t you? To pass on your blood to a future guardian? Part of why I left my family was to get away from the whole patriarchal baby thing.”

      “Well…” Byron’s head rested on his hand, his hair falling disheveled into his eyes, such a bedroom look and I loved it. His other hand was still caressing me, stirring me no matter how tired I was, because I knew what that hand could do, and it was never disappointing. “Do you feel as if you simply don’t want children, or is it a fear of being relegated to a second-rate position in life?”

      “I don’t hate children. I’d never thought about it. I’m definitely worried that I just won’t be a good mom. Like I’ll only want to pay them any attention on my time, and that won’t be enough for them to feel loved. I don’t want to just shunt them off to boarding school unless they want to go. But I also don’t want to give up a moment of my time.”

      “Well, maybe the answer to how I’ll make my living is that I won’t. I will be the guardian of this magic and watch over the Way of Paths, and I’ll also take care of our child. All of your children. So you and Jake and Jasper will not lose a minute of doing what you love. My entire role in the universe is already watching an object. It would be more interesting to watch our children grow.”

      “You want to be a demigod stay at home dad? Are you sure?”

      He nodded. “I like children, angel. I think I have the patience to be a good father. It’s far more important to me to make sure you have enough energy to please me…but I also want you to know that if you truly don’t want to have a child, not ever…I don’t care about my blood. I will find another way to appoint a successor. I care about you. I don’t want to compromise on who you are. The magical world loves a mother and the power of a bloodline but all I love is you.”

      “That’s hot,” I whispered. “All of it.”

      He gave me a smile that said, I know.

      I put my arms around him. “Can you demon out for me?” I whispered. “And fill me?”

      “It’s a good thing for you that you enjoy being filled,” he said huskily, and he stripped off his clothes and transformed for me, his already impressive build becoming truly godlike again. I liked feeling petite against his nearly seven-foot height and strapped arms, corded muscles in his arms and legs. I wasn’t that small of a girl, and it would be very inconvenient if I was, but once in a while, it felt good.

      Byron and I embraced for a little while, just making out hardcore while my hands savored the feel of him and I drank in his magic. When he started getting more urgent, his breath quickening, I knew his own control was slipping and he pressed my palms into the bed and sucked on my nipples. Then his tail slipped inside me. Readying me for him.

      “Ooh…oh…” I wrapped my legs around him, riding a wave of feeling. “Gosh, all this while Graham is sleeping… What will he do while we’re working on houses and you’re raising the kids?”

      “I think Graham has other roles to fulfill. Have you noticed how much time he spends talking to the familiars?”

      “I guess he chats with them more than the rest of us.”

      “Graham isn’t done with politics,” Byron said decisively, and I might have asked more about it if I wasn’t starting to quiver with the slowly and steadily increasing pleasure.

      Byron’s tail slipped out and his cock pressed its way in, a feeling that never ceased to be overwhelmingly pleasurable. I once heard a friend of mine (one who was clearly more free-wheeling than I was at that point) describe sex with an incubus as sex that would make you “take anything and like it” and I got what she meant. As Byron started slowly fucking me, his tail slipped inside my ass, and I was so turned on I was practically drooling.

      Which was when Graham suddenly murmured, “Holy shit.”

      “Nice way to wake up, isn’t it?” Byron said. “Care to join in?”

      “At this point it might kill me not to join in…” Graham gave a bemused head shake, like his human side was still wondering what he was doing, but he was already stripping. As if they had done this very move a thousand times already, Byron’s tail pulled out of me and Graham’s cock went inside, his hands reaching for my breasts, the two of them finding a new rhythm almost immediately

      To be the girl in the middle of these two was a hopeless surrender to pleasure, words replaced with little pleading moans as my fingernails dug deep into Byron’s muscle. My head was flung back into Graham’s chest, my body torn between the limp surrender of their touch and the exquisite tension of every muscle in my body working with their motion. The pleasure built steadily and all too quickly, but I don’t know how long I could have borne it either. Soon I was screaming out an orgasm. I guess I satisfied them too, but I think I might have fallen asleep before they had even fully pulled out.

      Well, that same friend also told me that it took a while before incubus sex didn’t completely wipe her out. She told me that was her favorite part. The amazing sleep.

      But she wasn’t trying to renovate a house on a time schedule.

      It really was some amazing sleep, though.
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      “That’s a nice story, mate, but we can’t just become free from our wizards,” a wallaby familiar was telling Graham as he was sitting in the garden with a small but captive audience, sleeves rolled up, necktie on. I giggled behind my hand as I watched him from behind a plant with huge spiky leaves. Concerned politician uniform: go!

      “You are free right now,” Graham said. “Yes, I know you’re worried about the covenants, but…you told me magic was about will, correct?” He gestured to a budgie.

      “That’s right,” she said. “But I don’t think I’d have the will to defy a covenant. It would never end well for us. And most familiars are happy.”

      “Yes,” Graham said. “That’s a good point. When a group in power oppresses another group, they have tactics they employ to maintain that power. Your main tools for resisting would be along the lines of strikes, but considering the private nature of your relationship with a wizard, that is a dangerous option. I don’t want anyone to get hurt. So in this case, what I recommend is to speak out and try to build sympathy for your movement. It doesn’t seem like most wizards are aware that systemic abuse is a problem in the wizarding community. I know it can be really difficult to talk about, but sharing personal stories is a great way to engage the community.”

      “I’ve never met a demon who talked like you,” said a skeptical-looking armadillo. And no, I was not aware until this moment that an armadillo could look skeptical.

      “Hm.” Graham shrugged. “I guess demons don’t do community organizing. Well, this is a handout…I think I have enough…that one is more of a general tip sheet for how to talk to people about issues you care about. I’m going to do a little more research—”

      “So you want us to…tell other wizards and familiars about…our lives?” The budgie was getting puffy and hunkering down like the idea terrified her. “I don’t even know if a happy familiar would believe me.”

      Graham whipped a pencil out from behind his ear. “I worked on a bipartisan bill about sex trafficking with a charity…you know what, you don’t know what I’m talking about and you don’t need to either. But I definitely hear you, the victim should not be expected to have to relive the abuse. It’s kind of new territory for me so just, bear with me here. We’ll meet again tomorrow.”

      He stood up and immediately saw me standing behind the bush, and then let out a groan. “Were you spying on me?”

      “I was just watching you do your thing. Are you embarrassed now? You’re awesome! Are you building a political movement with familiars?”

      “I’m probably being very naive and bringing paperwork to a wand fight,” Graham said. “It sounds to me like the magical world still solves a lot with violence.”

      “Um…well, when you put it that way…yes. We are barbarians. I trust you’ve read fantasy novels.”

      “I am a very low-key Star Wars fan, if you remember,” he said. “So I get it. The beginning half of the movie has all the talk but in the end you fight with a lightsaber. I mean, sure, instead of getting the Supreme Court involved in the 2000 election we could have just handed Al Gore and George W. Bush lightsabers and at least it would make for better television.”

      I looked at him a little blankly and for some annoying reason my complete cluelessness about human politics seemed to give him confidence.

      “I’m too young to remember the year 2000 anyway,” I grumbled.

      He grinned and put an arm around my waist. “All right, my little barbarian witch. You’ll have to keep teaching me about this new world. But what I am used to doing is listening to problems and solving them. Well, trying. It’s often difficult and incredibly complicated. You fix one thing and it causes another problem. But I’d feel like a jerk if I didn’t at least try. And no one has ever even listened to these familiars before.”

      “I really had no idea they were hurting,” I said.

      “Exactly. I need to find a way to make their stories heard, to start.”

      “But before that, Graham, we have to break those covenants. That’s a magical tie between wizard and familiar and it binds them together.”

      “No matter what?”

      “No matter what,” I said.

      “Well, that’s some horse ass.”

      “Another great line from your speeches?”

      “I am a demon now. Maybe I should talk like one…”

      We heard a gate creak open and slow but confident footsteps at the side of the garden, by the citrus grove, and we both peered around the trees to see Isaac fussing around the garden.

      “This isn’t good,” he said without preamble, turning on us accusingly. “These plants need water. Do you know how many rare botanicals are in this garden that you’re just letting die? What has your undine been up to? I saw she isn’t working the fountain either. Makes the house look shabby, doesn’t it? She needs to water these plants.”

      “Hi, Isaac, um…the undine can’t stay, you know,” I said. “She lives in the pool and no one can use it.“

      “You know how to get rid of an undine?” Isaac asked.

      “I do know,” I said, reluctantly. I was circling back to the same problem. I felt bad for the undine. I just wanted to be left alone to work on the house. But I could only imagine trying to tell my Realtor and potential buyers, The undine stays.

      “Nope!” Isaac barked. “That’ll just make more trouble. She’s sad and that’s why everything’s messed up. I guess she’s heartbroken over Sam. I understand. She’s been here a long time working with the water here, and you can’t just get rid of her or this entire garden will die of drought and your pool will dry up. You have to give her a happy sendoff so she will bless your garden and your pool.”

      “Wizard real estate seems like a nightmare,” Graham said.

      “Ha! Yes,” Isaac said. “You two don’t want to keep this house, do you?”

      “I am planning on selling it,” Graham said. “It’s a great house, but we need more bedrooms.”

      “The undine is very moody,” I said. “She’s sad because she misses Sam. I don’t know what to do. She’s so human that I can’t just kick her out like a poltergeist. But we have to do something about her.”

      “She just has to get married,” Isaac said.

      “Do you want to marry her?” I asked, a little desperately.

      “Me? No, no, I just lost my wife and she’d kill me from beyond the grave. I don’t really know what you can do about it, except that maybe you should just keep the house. You’re not bad neighbors, a little high on the drama, but not bad.”

      I sighed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Bevan

      

      Jenny had been in bed for days now. It was finally quieting down around the house. New familiars didn’t show up that much anymore, just two or three a day. Thankfully there was an end to it all. Most familiars, it seemed, were still pretty happy with their witch or warlock.

      But I couldn’t forget the pain, because Jenny remained unconscious, clinging to life. I couldn’t get her to eat. I made healing poultices of every recipe I could find. I was barely sleeping because I kept shooting awake to see if she’d stopped breathing. I didn’t dare bring her to a healer in Etherium, considering who I was now. Who my witch had become. The destroyer of Etherium as we knew it.

      It was definitely better for me to lay low. Soon, they would come for me too and I  would probably have to leave this world and go to one of the other realms.

      I’ve been naive, I thought, as I chopped some herbs for another pointless concoction. I’ve never had to look death in the face like this. When Harris lost his familiar all I could think was to be grateful Helena never got herself in any trouble.

      Jenny had a lifetime of trouble. Just like Chester, the poor guy.

      “Mm…” Jenny made the smallest murmuring sound and I almost cut my finger off.

      “Jenny? Jenny. Talk to me. Can you turn human?” If I could at least get her to turn, it would be easier to administer healing.

      “Mm…mouth…dry…”

      I grabbed a clean cloth and dipped it in a pitcher of water from the spring, then put it to her mouth. She sucked on the rag a minute and then sighed.

      Her body suddenly exploded out of the little wooden box I had made into a toad bed and I barely caught her before she fell off the table. I carried her to my bed.

      “Warn me first, huh?”

      “I didn’t know if…I could.” She winced. “Hurts…”

      “You’ve been comatose for several days.” I poured a cup of water for her now and lifted her head as I put it to her lips. “You need to drink and eat.” She looked pallid and skinny, the days of unconsciousness sucking the life right out of her before my eyes, and all I wanted was to restore that life.

      Some water trickled down her chin. She tried to wipe it off but her arm had no strength. It fell back beside her head. “Where am I? Who are you?”

      “Bevan. I’m a familiar, like you. This is my home. You came here a week ago.”

      “I did?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “You were escaping your master. You don’t remember?”

      She paused. “I guess I do remember.”

      “You don’t have to talk about it,” I said. “It’s okay. You can pretend to forget while you’re here.”

      She gave me a tiny, grateful smile. “My warlock never…hurt me or anything. He doesn’t even like me very much. Just so you know.”

      I one hundred percent doubted this, even if the hurt was just psychological.

      “Well, you need to recover,” I said. “So don’t worry about anything. Let your body heal.”

      The only trouble with that plan?

      Those covenants. I had already seen Piers Nicolescu force Chester back to his side.

      “Bevan…” Her hand suddenly patted my own hand. “You’ve been taking care of me?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you’re a familiar…”

      “Yes. This is Etherium, my home. You were a Sinistral familiar, but you’ve come here to restart your life. You just need to get your strength back.”

      “Your house is lovely,” she said.

      “Thanks. I am pretty proud of it. My witch works on historical houses for a living, so every time I see something in a house I like, I conjure it up in my own house. The fireplace is from a Tudor bungalow and the stained glass was from a Baltimore row house.”

      “How long can I stay here?” She looked at me with hopeful big brown eyes.

      If I cleaned her up, she wouldn’t be bad looking, I thought. I wouldn’t mind…

      My brain fuzzed, hitting the brakes. I was not going to clean her up. And I definitely wasn’t going to do more than that either. I was very happy in my role as a familiar, and traditional familiars didn’t get involved. We shouldn’t even really have a sex drive, it seemed to me, because new familiars were born alongside witches, not because familiars had to procreate to continue their race. There was no biological imperative. And yet…

      I cleared my throat. “Let me whip up some dumplings. I have vegetable broth kept warm for you to eat when you woke up, but you could use some substance.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “Just Bevan.”

      Flour, eggs, baking powder, a dash of dried herbs and salt…the dumplings went in the pot and cooked within seconds. Jenny was watching me from her bed, still looking too weak and pained to move, but her eyes were bright.

      “I can sit up,” she said, planting her palms on the bed and trying to muster up any strength to move her arms.

      I narrowed my eyes. “No. I really don’t think so.” I put a hand on her shoulder. “I’ll bolster your head with some pillows and let’s just get the soup in you. Sitting up is a task for later.”

      She gave me what was, objectively, the sweetest little smile anyone had ever given. “I just don’t like being helpless. When I feel better I could—I could keep house for you, maybe?”

      “I don’t think I need a housekeeper.” I paused. “One day at a time.”

      “I make wonderful pastries,” she said. “It’s sort of my specialty.”

      “Pastries, huh?”

      “Mm-hmm. All kinds. Strawberry shortcake, flan, key lime pie, linzertorte…”

      “Linzertorte…we used to have that when we were kids…” Who knew a toad would be such a temptress.

      I carefully filled a spoon and put it to her lips. This was not the way I usually spent my time. I was just glad she had survived the ordeal. The poultices must have helped after all, which meant I had saved her life. Not to sound arrogant about it. It felt strange to save someone’s life, like I had a certain responsibility now. I couldn’t just let her wander off into Etherium

      “It smells nice here,” she murmured. “Like herbs.”

      “That’s because I’ve been making healing potions to help you.”

      “Healing! How exciting! Could you show me? I know how to cook and clean already so I’d guess it’s not that hard. Then I could heal you if you were ever hurt.”

      You’re not staying here anyway, I thought.

      My head just nodded like an idiot. “It’s easy to do. But I never get hurt.”

      “I never get hurt either,” she said, like she was trying to convince me of her usefulness.

      “I’m glad to hear that.”

      “I just think it seems wonderful to have one’s own house and garden with a fire and make potions.”

      “You don’t have your own home? Not in Sinistral? That would be unusual. Most familiars have their own home in the magical realm. And it’s just there waiting for us when we’re born. We conjure it out of our heads. Humans have to build their houses and sometimes they have to leave home and they don’t even have a place to call their own. My witch has basically been homeless. It’s depressing, for someone who loves homes so much, that she doesn’t feel like she can settle down anywhere. Sometimes I wish she’d call me for help a little more often than she does.”

      “A good familiar is like a home,” Jenny said. “Some witches think familiars belong in the home. Not in Sinistral.”

      “Ah, so your warlock just never liked you to leave?”

      “No…”

      “So he put you to work making pastries?”

      “Something like that…”

      Her dress was a ruffled plaid, old-fashioned even for a witch, and with her long brown locks and bangs, she reminded me of the old dolls some of Helena’s sisters played with. She was certainly around my own age but I wasn’t sure her warlock had given her much exposure to other women. She seemed stunted in childhood. And he didn’t let her go to Sinistral.

      In a way, it made perfect sense to me now. Familiars helped their witch or warlock through thick and thin, balancing them out, helping them through all the growing pains of childhood. If some part of her warlock clung to childhood, then she would have a hard time growing up herself. Maybe she wasn’t abused physically, but trapped, forced to play house. And it seemed she would rather play house with me.

      ‘Play house’…could I think of a term for that without such naughty connotations? It was not a bad vision to think of her sweeping my stoop and making tarts and tortes and everything else. A garden toad would make for a good companion if I wanted a quiet life. What if children followed? Just because I didn’t need to produce children didn’t mean it couldn’t happen, and then I would be pulled away from Helena.

      The way Jenny looked at me made me wonder if I was handsome, and this sort of vanity had never crossed my mind before.

      I swallowed.

      Helping cute girls…real dangerous games you’re playing here, Bevan…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Helena

      

      Living room? Check! With this team, we knocked that shit out. The walls were now white and airy, and we painted the ceiling too, and added two efficient ceiling fans. The orange carpet was now a dark, warm hardwood floor. (“Do you ever put in ‘softwood’ floor?” Gaston asked me. “No? Then you could just say ‘wood floor’.” I realized whenever I talked about him when he wasn’t around I was also starting to give him an exaggerated, snooty French accent.)

      Kitchen? Check! The new cabinets looked so great that no one minded that they were our second choice. The wooden countertops were harmonious with the new wooden floors. I couldn’t wait to see this whole space with some wicker peacock chairs and glass and chrome plant stands. Billie was keeping the huge sofa that fit the sunken living room and reupholstering it in a cheerful, low-key 60s yellow, just like Tom Atomic.

      We were really busting out the bedrooms and bathrooms now, and Jake and Byron were framing out the guest house.

      “I just heard Kiersten and Caleb’s truck go driving off. Want to go spy?” Billie asked.

      “You know I want to!”

      We scurried down the sidewalk and went to peek in all the windows of the other house.

      We didn’t like what we saw.

      “Hmm,” I said. “They tore out the wall in the living room around the fireplace. That really opened it up…”

      “Oh, yeah. I like that new mantelpiece too. That’s a nice fireplace. It’s big enough you could make spells in it.”

      “Yeah. It is small cauldron size…I can’t tell what they’re doing with the kitchen yet…”

      Billie moved on to a side window. “Gosh, they’re putting in some really cute Italian tiles in the bathroom…”

      “Where?”

      “See? Most of ‘em are still in boxes but there’s a few on the floor there like samples. I really like those. I bet they weren’t cheap either.”

      “Well, they live around here, I bet they have the hookup,” I said. “And maybe they’re doing something with the master…adding a walk-in closet?”

      “Kiersten never does a house without leaving a walk-in closet in her wake, does she?”

      We dashed back out of sight before we could get caught looking interested, since they probably just left for lunch.

      “It’s a close contest,” I said. “They’re good.”

      “Well, it’s not a real contest. There aren’t prizes,” Billie said.

      “Oh, yes there is. Bragging rights. The best prize there is. Just think how insufferable we could be every time we see Kiersten and Caleb forever after if we bested them on profit right here in California?”

      “That would be pretty delicious,” Billie said. “Although what would make me really happy would be to sell Greenwood Manor so I don’t have to worry about it anymore! Is your Realtor doing anything about it?”

      “Oh…yes. We had some viewings last week…”

      “But you still haven’t heard anything? What’s it gonna take? Damn.”

      “I’m okay with waiting for just the right buyer,” I said. “I’m still not that happy with the couple who bought Lockwood House. The wife was so annoying. I shudder to think what she’s done to the place. I’m kinda glad those faeries didn’t buy Greenwood Manor either.”

      Billie tilted her head. “You’re not a Capricorn, are you?”

      “No.”

      “Yeah, I can tell, because you’re not that great at making money.”

      I sighed. “Money isn’t everything.”

      My phone rang as we were walking back. I thought it might be Hester, my Realtor, because it wouldn’t be the first time I was talking about someone and then they called, but when I took out my phone it said ‘Mother’.

      “You call your mama ‘Mother’?”

      “Don’t look at my phone! It’s what…she prefers.” I really didn’t want to answer the phone as the only thing I could think was that this was my official, “You are disowned” call. I braced myself. I really shouldn’t care. It’s my mom. I disappointed her, but she disappointed me too. So there.

      “I—I better take this,” I said, rushing ahead of Billie so that she couldn’t overhear an unpleasant and private conversation.

      “Helena! Oh, thank god you picked up.” My mother sounded short of breath. “Helena, I know what you did.”

      “I know what you’re going to say. I am aware that I’m on the shit list with Harris now. I don’t care. It needed to be done.”

      “No…no…I—I sort of agree with you, dear.”

      “Whut.”

      “Well, the rumors of the missing familiars has been spreading around the world very quickly. I already knew you were up to something odd. So I sent my familiar to see if Bevan was doing anything suspicious. She saw that he was basically running a shelter for familiars so she just fell in with the crowd and pretended to be one of them. She was very impressed with your familiar and moved by his kindness. And she was appalled at the conditions some of the familiars were dealing with as she spoke to them…” My mother swallowed. “To be honest, it was one of the few times that she has spoken to me so frankly since we were children and it had an effect on me. She said that Bevan’s charitable efforts were in the fine tradition of the best of our ancestors. But I do want to know what exactly you have done.”

      I wish I didn’t care about my mother’s opinions, but I couldn’t help a surge of pride. I had grown up with those stories about ‘the best of our ancestors’. We rarely heard about all the terrible things our royal ancestors got up to unless we pulled books off the shelves, but our parents always reminded us about the princesses who personally nursed wounded soldiers or rode bravely into battles alongside their men, so that I used to think that I was descended from heroic, fairy tale characters.

      “Well, we broke the walls between the worlds,” I said. “That’s really it. I found out they didn’t used to exist a thousand years ago, and it was Ethereal wizards who decided to put up gates around their world and decide who was worthy of being Ethereal. Harris and I both have Sinistrals in our lives that we love. It didn’t seem right to me. Plus, it all started because of a dirty trick.”

      “How do you know what happened a thousand years ago? We hardly have any records from back then.”

      I gave her a quick recap, even as I worried I was telling her too much. I didn’t really know if I could trust my mom. She did some pretty awful things to us growing up. Her punishments were harsh and her judgments were swift. But she was never one for tricks and I didn’t think she would call me just to turn around and put my life in danger.

      She took a deep breath. “Helena, I am genuinely concerned that your cousin might try to kill you.”

      “Yeah, no shit,” I said.

      “Are you ready to stand up to him?”

      “I hope so. We have a lot of familiars as our allies now.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of,” Mom said. “Your father just heard that Piers has been hunting through the store rooms of the Ethereal Library in London and he’s been finding the covenants that bound familiars to their masters. Based on what you told me, I think he will reconfigure the spells and force every familiar back to their master, cutting off your allies. Then he will come for you and this spell of yours. But in my opinion, it is unacceptable for my daughter to lose to a cousin. You need to stop him before he comes to you.”

      “He already had one of the covenants. He forced his own familiar back to his side. Remember Chester?”

      “The sugar glider?” Mom laughed.

      “Mom, don’t laugh. Jeez, it’s no wonder Piers became a psychopath when everyone made fun of his familiar. You’re all part of the problem.”

      “Oh, please, a real man can handle a little teasing,” Mom said.

      I rest my case, I thought, but I wasn’t going to argue with her. At least she was willing to tell me what was going on in the wizard world. “So he’s at the Ethereal Library in London?”

      “Yes,” she said. “You won’t be welcome there, so be careful. I always told you children to finish what you start.”

      That was definitely what I liked about my mother. She didn’t tell me not to go. She didn’t even ask me if I was going. She just assumed that I would follow through.

      The only problem: did I want to drop this project, fly to London, and meet Piers on his own turf? Was that even a good idea whatsoever?

      If I don’t stop him, all those poor familiars will have to go back to their masters…

      But if I do go, I’m putting us in way more danger than if we just stayed here under the shelter of a protection spell…and no one is up for that sort of fight except Byron. I can’t even tell Jake, Jasper and Graham. I would have to go to London without even saying goodbye.

      And there was a good chance I might never come home.

      “Damnit…” I knew what a brave, honorable heroine would do, but I never asked to be that brave or that honorable. I just wanted to put in a good day’s work. It wasn’t fair that I had to die just because other wizards were cruel to their familiars.

      “You okay, Hel?” Billie called, walking up the sidewalk at a leisurely pace behind me. “Are you off the phone?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Is everything good with your ‘mother’?”

      “It’s…fine, I guess. I just want some lunch and then I’ll get back to the, uh, closet hardware I was installing.” But it also sounded so meaningless right now that I could hardly remember what I was doing.

      Damnit, damnit, damnit.
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      Bevan

      

      “This is how I make the poultice. We separate the roots from the leaves. The roots are boiled. The leaves get pulverized raw.” I dumped a handful in a mortar and pestle as Jenny watched my every move.

      She sniffed the pulp. “They smell so nice.”

      “You think so? They’re pretty bitter.”

      “I just like how fresh green things smell.”

      “You are a garden toad,” I said.

      “And you’re a sky creature. That must be so fun.”

      “It’s extremely fun. Maybe you could fly with me if you trust me to hold you in my toes.”

      She shook her head quickly. “I don’t think I do.”

      “Ah, well. Your loss, then.”

      “No one wants to see a splatted toad!”

      “I wouldn’t splat you. Do I look like a man who would let something happen to my passenger?”

      She studied my face like she was seriously considering it and then shook her head. “But still…no.”

      I liked the way her hair was messy and always falling in her eyes. I liked her long lashes. And was it even right for a toad to have such clear skin in human form? She was just too pale. I think she might have had naturally olive-hued coloring, prone to a tan in the garden sunshine, but instead she looked like she had never seen the sun in her life. When she’s well enough to move, I’ll get her out as much as possible.

      “Next, I add some aloe. It’s especially good for burns, as you probably know. But I really like how soothing it is in any healing balm.”

      “It looks very spiky.”

      “Jenny, really. Don’t tell me you’ve never seen aloe before?” I trimmed off the spiny edges and sliced the leaf open, revealing the wet, jelly-like inner leaf.

      “Ohhh. No. I don’t think I have ever seen the inside like that.”

      “Your wizard must have had a garden, and you are the perfect garden familiar. It’s criminal that you don’t know the most basic plants. I have a lot to teach you before you go.”

      “But you will teach me, Bevan?”

      “I feel obligated.”

      “I feel like it might take me years to catch up…”

      “That might be true. We’ll see.”

      She gave me a devastatingly private smile. She could be so coquettish in her expressions that. She wasn’t really that pretty, I thought, if I put her on pause. Sort of plain, like you would expect a toad to be. But I thought she must have experience using charm and the thought made me feel downright annoyed. Well, I hope she wasn’t flirting with anyone, wherever she came from. If she’s given any smiles like that to other men than I’m not special at all, I’m just getting suckered. Or…is it a survival technique? Oh, no. That’s even worse.

      “Can I try?” She was watching me scrape the aloe from the leaf.

      “I don’t want you to strain yourself. There’ll be plenty of time to make you do menial labor when you’re healed.”

      “But it looks fun.”

      “Not yet.” I worked the aloe gel into the mashed leaf and by this time the roots I’d set to boil on the hearth were getting soft, so I added the root and a little of their boiling liquid, and worked it all in together. “Now, salt, and then it goes into this jar with a weight and sits under the moonlight for a week.”

      “A week, huh? So that’s why you’re making more now.”

      “You have to plan ahead with magic or you’ll get in trouble. Not that—well, my witch doesn’t listen to me when I tell her that.”

      “You must really love this witch of yours,” she said, more pensively.

      I wasn’t sure what to say. If she had never felt the bond between a familiar and a wizard, then it would be cruel to rub it in. In my insufferable youth I might have lectured her on familiar etiquette.

      “I do love Helena…but she also loves me. She trusts me, but she doesn’t lean on me when she can get things done herself.”

      Jenny reached her hands to mine and I took them, although I was slightly confused. She put her arms around my waist and clenched me with a lack of inhibition that left me startled. My hands moved, as if by instinct, to her slender shoulders.

      “I’m scared that I might be forced to go back,” she said.

      “If you are forced back…I’ll come and get you.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah.”

      “What if you can’t?”

      “How about this? We’ll make it more official. We can enter into an official apprenticeship so I can teach you how to cast garden spells. And we’ll make it a blood agreement. But then you have to do as I say for seven years.”

      “I will!”

      “You agree way too readily for something so serious, I think.”

      “No, really! I would be happy to do what you say! I’ve been enjoying every moment of being here. I want to learn all these interesting things you’re doing.”

      “All right.” I took a sharp knife from the counter and grazed my palm with a light cut to draw a little blood and then I handed the knife to her. She bit her lip but didn’t hesitate to follow my lead.

      We clasped hands. “You’re my apprentice now,” I said. “I’ll teach you Ethereal magic, and because we have this bond, I’ll be able to find you and have at least some claim to you. If the worst should happen, that is.”

      She suddenly went rigid.

      “No need for second thoughts. I’m not too tough on an apprentice…”

      All her limbs started jerking and twitching, and she screamed in agony.

      “Bevan!” She flailed a hand toward me and clutched my shirt.

      “What is it?” I grabbed her, frightened now. “I can get you more healing poultice!”

      “No…I’m being called back.”

      “Shit. Shit! Jenny, look at me. You have to resist. We have a bond now so focus on that. Just in the nick of time.”

      Her eyes welled. “You know I can’t refuse his call…Bevan, I’m sorry…I’m sorry…you’re sweet but you’re still just a familiar…”

      “You’re hurt. Jenny!” I screamed as I saw her face fighting it, sweating, her fingernails digging into my clothes. “Some ancient covenant…you can fight that. You just need to have the will. Concentrate on me. Damn it!”

      It was all useless. She vanished out of my grasp without another word.

      My hand throbbed. I could feel her presence. I could find her, most likely, but she was right. I couldn’t free her from her bond. The best I could do would be to abandon Helena and join Jenny in her prison, where I would be largely helpless to stop her warlock from doing whatever it was he did to torment her.

      Just a familiar…
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      Helena

      

      For once, Jake and Jasper crashed before I did. I admired their sleeping faces in the moonlight. They looked as tired as little kids, which was not a surprise. They’d been working even harder than they did on the last house. We were all working like it was the last house we’d ever flip, just in case it was.

      A form shimmered into existence right before my eyes. I almost screamed and then I recognized Bevan, but I’d never seen him look like this. Not ever. Haunted eyes and dark curls tangled like he’d just tugged at them.

      “What’s wrong, Bev?”

      “They took Jenny. The toad girl. I was helping her regain her strength.”

      “You mean, they found a way to bind her to her warlock again?” I whispered.

      “Yeah.”

      “Oh no…” A lump rose in my throat.

      “I want to go after her,” Bevan said. “But I might have to go into Sinistral. And we might lose our bond. I wouldn’t ask, but…I think I might be in love with Jenny.” He was barely audible. Then he added, “Although I don’t think you can really fall in love in a week.”

      “I do,” I said. “I think sometimes you just know.” I wriggled my way out of the covers, grabbed my dress, and started pulling it on as I walked. I needed witch clothes, not contractor clothes. I hardly knew what I was doing, but my feet pulled me forward.

      As soon as I saw Bevan’s face, I knew what I had to do.

      Trouble’s going to ambush you if you don’t face it. Time to stop running.

      Bevan was right at my heels, which was about the only time he’d ever followed me in his life. He was so independent that it was weird to hear him ask me for permission to go after the girl he loved. Why would I stop him? Of course, if I did, I would lose him as backup in what was probably the fight of my life.

      While I was sharing my bed with Jake and Jasper tonight and Billie and Gaston had the other room, Byron had my sleeping bag in the living room while Graham passed out in a chair. I crouched next to Byron and put a hand on his shoulder. “Byron?” I whispered in his ear. “Byron…” When he didn’t stir right away, I gave his earlobe a little nibble. “Byron…”

      “Hmm…mm…not a dream, after all…,” he murmured as he rolled toward me. “Wait—why are you dressed up, angel?”

      “I don’t want the other guys to hear me. Can you follow me to the grotto and I’ll explain?”

      He flung open the unzipped sleeping bag. Man, if I was going to die tonight… Damnit, there wasn’t time for these thoughts.

      “And…put some pants on first,” I said. “And also a shirt. All the clothes.”

      He was buttoning his shirt as he followed me down the stairs. “You’re about to get into trouble, aren’t you?”

      “Yeah. It’s the covenants. My mother called a few days ago and warned me that Piers was working on binding all the familiars again. That thing Piers had? I guess there are more. And they’re all at the Ethereal Library in London. So I want to go there and stop them.”

      “You can’t stop them all by yourself.”

      “Well, I was hoping you’d come with me. You’re the only one powerful enough to assist.”

      “Helena…my talented, dear Helena. I love you, but correct me if I’m wrong…are you that powerful of a witch? What do you plan to do there?”

      I gripped his arm. “I am a direct descendant of one of the most powerful bloodlines in the magical world. I may not be a princess with a castle anymore, but everyone knows the Hapsburg line, and I think that you were able to send me back into Lady Hulda’s body because I was her direct descendant too.”

      His eyes widened a little.”

      “You must have suspected that this was true,” I said. “You know that my family has been a ruling power as far back as anyone can track. That no rule and law of the magical world was created without input from my ancestors. And you know how important royal lines are in the magical world. So it’s a safe bet that my ancestors made those covenants too. Not Piers. He’s a Nicolescu. His ancestors, like my dads, were vampire hunters, and he was always the inferior member of the family because his dad didn’t marry a Hapsburg. So all this…stupid…misery…”

      “It’s not your fault.”

      “It’s in my DNA,” I said. Then I looked at Bevan. “Bevan, I release you from…” Now I faltered. That bold speech shot out of my mouth, purposeful and brave. When I looked at Bevan, I just saw my companion, the little bat who helped me learn magic, played with me, and scolded me when I did something dumb. And then I saw the man who was Bevan, the side of him that I had never seen until now: a man who could take care of other people, who had a life outside of me, and who could fall in love. “I release you from our bond. From…this covenant. I don’t want you to die when I die. I want you to…”

      “No…” He paled. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

      “I do…” I threw my arms around him and hugged him tight. It felt really good. “I love you, Bev. But we don’t need each other. We haven’t, in a long time. Love never dies, though. It doesn’t matter if we go our separate ways.”

      “Aren’t you going to stop her?” Bevan asked Byron.

      “No…I’m going with her,” Byron said. “I’ll be her sword and shield. Don’t worry about her.”

      “I’ve worried about her for her whole life,” Bevan said. “I doubt I can stop now. But…thank you. I’ll try my best to help out on this end of things. Do you need help getting to London?”

      “I can handle that,” Byron said.

      “Don’t die,” Bevan told me. “You’ve managed not to die on so many rooftops and it would really be stupid to end the streak now.”

      “I’ll try.”

      Byron brought out the Way of Paths and waved his hands over it. It vanished too.

      “Oh, is that how you transport it?”

      “Yes, it does have that ability. And now, Marisa will help us get to London.”

      “Oh, you think she will? I didn’t know if she really cared about familiars.”

      “They are somewhat beneath an Ethereal’s notice normally, but Marisa has a grudge against these people now. I think she’ll help protect us, but we have to pay her a visit first.”

      He took my hand and pulled me into the magical realm. We were standing at the door of a beautiful castle with shining towers and, well, basically all the fairy tale trappings you would want out of a grand house, although it needed a lot of work. I could tell at a glance that it had seen better days. Byron didn’t knock; he flung open the doors and announced, “I’m home!” He was also in his demigod form now, and I was already struggling not to think about the wonderful beds this house must have for being ravished by your demigod lover.

      “Someday we’ll tour the sex dungeon,” Byron whispered to me.

      “Oh my.”

      The house seemed almost empty. I had a good radar for these things. Hardly any servants, I’d guess. Marisa’s swans wandered around the large rooms. Gentle harp music stopped at the sound of Byron’s voice. I could tell Marisa kept to herself, just by the vibe of the cobwebs and the emptiness, although the layout and the rooms were very nice for such an old house. Good natural light, I thought, with high ceilings and exposed beams…very trendy…

      “Byron! I wondered when you would finally come to visit! See, the house is back in one piece!”

      “One piece?” I asked.

      “Yes, it was split between Sinistral and Etherium. Right down the middle of the great hall like this—kcch!” Marisa chopped her arm toward the room.

      “Oh, so that’s why it looks a little sad,” I said. “I mean, it is a gorgeous home, though. I love that candolier. Actually, it does remind me of Greenwood Manor, now that I think about it.”

      Marisa waved a hand and all the candles lit at once, and she did it so casually that I could tell this was just her standard way of lighting the house. “The world is beginning to shift,” she said. “I sense the change coming. This is only the beginning. Magic is becoming stronger. Evolving… None of this unfolded quite as we expected, and now I realize that it’s been so long since the realms were whole that even I have forgotten how it felt.”

      “Stronger? That’s a good thing,” I said. “All we’ve heard about is how magic is dying. I mean, is it actually possible that this could save magic?”

      Marisa looked at me with her eyes so merry and mesmerizing that I think I looked at her for longer than I should.

      “Well, we shall see,” she said. “There is an expression, isn’t there, along the lines of how a house divided cannot stand? Maybe it’s true. But—I digress. You came here to ask for my help.”

      “Do you know about the familiar covenants?” Byron asked.

      “Ahh…that is something the human wizards did,” Marisa said. “I wonder if I can remember…”

      “You don’t have to remember right now,” I said. “We just could really use your help.”

      “I hate it when I can’t remember…”

      “Helena is right. We’re going to the Ethereal wizard library in London,” Byron said. “The covenants are held there. Would you be able to help us get in?”

      “Of course. Leave it to me. Back to the library, Byron?”

      “It seems so.”

      “London…” He conjured up the Way of Paths and looked at it for a moment. “This is the passage,” he said.

      “I see. Look at you, Abiron! Already wielding your maps like you haven’t missed a day. I can’t even tell you what a proud and grateful sister I am to see you at your craft again.”

      Byron shrugged modestly.

      “Take my hands,” she said.

      I slipped my hand into hers. Mine was calloused; hers was cool and delicate. Byron’s hands swallowed ours and both of us were sweating a bit. I was glad to know he was nervous too. I didn’t really want a god. I wanted someone who felt the same things I did. But Byron’s face didn’t show his nerves; his expression was confident and lifted to the sky, like he was ready to fly.

      “Into the Fixed Plane we go,” Marisa said, and I shut my eyes before I could see it all melt away and make me dizzy.

      When I opened them, I was in darkness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Byron

      

      I smelled books before I could see them. Helena conjured a light to the tip of her wand and the soft light played on the spines of ancient books bound in leather and cloth. This room could have been a twin to the forgotten stacks where I found the Arcana as a young man and uncovered the course fate had set for me.

      I was in my element. And I was brought back to my younger days, when I thought I was an ordinary incubus, working alongside Graham’s future grandmother. We were just eager kids, really. The ancient library of Sinistral was full of countless treasures, each more interesting than the last.

      “How huge is this room?” Helena whispered, as the light from her wand illuminated endless rows of books, scrolls, maps, and stone tablets…centuries of wizard chronicles and lore.

      “There’s an echo,” I said. “It must be very vast.”

      “You sound a little too excited considering that we must be in considerable danger,” Helena said.

      “I’m here,” Marisa said. “You’re safe. Just hurry. My powers weaken when I spend too much time in the Fixed Plane.”

      “The covenant Piers was holding was like a stone tablet,” Helena said.

      “Of course, if it was meant to be binding magic forever, they would set it in stone,” I agreed. “They should be among the oldest artifacts in the library. And it sounds very much as if they didn’t know what they had, much like my maps. I wonder…” I conjured my own small light and started leading the way, bypassing the books. The room was definitely a basement, with a musty windowless smell to match, and had to occupy the floor of a substantial building above. The shelves went on and on. All the aisles put together were probably a couple of miles.

      Eventually, the light caught an entire wall of stone slabs resting in their own niches in a huge shelf. Hundreds of them, if not thousands. Many of the stones had writing etched on the side so they could be identified like the spine of a book. They also had identification tags for cataloguing. And much of the writing was in a language I recognized—Cyprium.

      “I’m getting chills,” Helena said. “These must be so old that I’ve never seen anything like it. And I know old stuff… Byron, do you know what these are?”

      “Of course,” I said. “But I’ve never seen so many. Each one of these is a spell from early European wizards. Many of them are probably obsolete now. The stones were used from ancient times but their usage faded around the time…”

      Marisa nodded. “After the worlds parted, and wizards began to keep libraries. These stones were not like books you would share, but kept in private as a marker of a spell cast.”

      “So were they found in archaeological digs and things like that?” Helena asked.

      “Some of them, I imagine. Or in the storerooms of crumbling old castles and so on. I think they’re sorted based on where they were found, because these tags are marked with longitude and latitude.”

      “This is so awesome,” she breathed.

      We glanced at each other. “For a woman who renovates old houses, you have more of the soul of a preservationist, don’t you?”

      “To my financial detriment, yes,” she said. “I love this sort of thing.”

      I started checking the writing on the tablets. I saw indications that some of the spells were very powerful. Did we dare to steal any of them? I was certainly tempted. I skimmed until I saw the word for “Covenant” and I took the tablet from its nook.

      I blew off the dust. “The Covenant of the House of Songwing,” I read. “‘It is now known that the House of Songwing doth swear fealty to the wizard race, to serve them well and dwell in the realm of Etherium.’ This is it.” I looked at Marisa. “So…you don’t know anything about all this?”

      “Er…no…I never paid the little humans much attention. They were far beneath us. And I don’t remember much of anything that happened a thousand years ago besides losing you, my love.”

      “You didn’t pay attention even after they killed your own brother?” Helena asked, with a hint of what’s-your-deal? “You should’ve kicked them right out of Etherium.”

      “I don’t have that sort of power!” Marisa shrugged. “That was all the more reason to ignore them. Ethereals simply do not like to give much attention to humans. It just empowers them to make more trouble. They seem to learn enough on their own.”

      I gave Helena a glance of sympathy. Marisa was only my half-sister and she shared the traits of Ethereals to consider herself above everything else. Being part demon and faery, I was very different. Demons were more prone to the same turbulent emotions as humans. Faery blood split the difference, cold one moment and playful the next.

      “So the familiars were all originally from houses? Each covenant would have to be renewed separately. I guess that explains why the wizards couldn’t bind all the familiars at once,” Helena said. “It’s interesting that it specifies Etherium. Sinistral wizards have familiars too, but…”

      “All wizards begin as Ethereals, don’t they?” I asked. “So the covenant begins at birth and when the wizard and familiar are banished to Sinistral together, the bond isn’t broken. It was already too strong at that point, perhaps…but if a familiar is able to move into a separate world from their wizard, they are able to break the bond.”

      “It all comes back to Etherium being a gated community,” Helena said. “The wall kept Sinistrals out and familiars in.”

      A door opened somewhere in the distance of the room. Helena made a choked gasp and I pulled her and Marisa back. Libraries were not the best places to hide. All the shelves had open gaps.

      “Cloak,” Marisa whispered.

      Two warlocks made their way to the wall of stone slabs. One was yawning and making morning conversation.

      “We don’t have time to waste,” Piers said crisply, revealing himself as the second man.

      “Next on the list is the House of Burrows,” said the other wizard, an older man with a British accent. “But so many animals burrow that we are simply not sure what animal’s blood is needed to bind the class.”

      “So that’s why that case looks so heavy this morning,” Piers said. “For being the so-called brightest minds in warlock-dom here at the library, there has to be a way to do this faster.”

      “There are thousand-year-old spells,” the British warlock said. “Frankly, it is a small miracle that we identified any way to recapture the familiars as quickly as this, especially since the Great Diviner refused to help us. We are quite proud of our work here. I certainly wish I knew of any way to help you move faster.”

      “Well, Albert, I just think that if my job was to manage the archives, I would know what was in the archives,” Piers said, and I could just feel the irritation from the librarian I felt for him. Patrons often expected the librarians and archivists at the Sinistral library to know everything, even as we held a collection full of some of the greatest mysteries of the realm.

      “I have brought the blood of a rabbit. A badger… A turtle, even…” Glass bottles were put on a table with solid thunking noises.

      We listened as Albert cast a finding spell to locate the proper slab. The stones were slow to release their secrets to the warlocks. I could have found what they wanted by sight faster, but he didn’t actually know Cyprium, it seemed. Once he found the stone, they moved on to untangling the covenant so it could be resealed.

      Our bodies cramped as we didn’t dare move. Helena was clutching my arm. Piers whispered spell words, and then his voice grew louder as he demanded the covenants hold against the walls.

      In wizard’s French, he said, “By the Blood of the House of Burrows, and the pact that was made, I command thy servants to maintain their vow even against the forces that seek to tear you from your masters!”

      A light flashed through the room.

      “The rabbit worked, did it?” Albert said.

      “Yes,” Piers said, sounding tired but gleeful. “Give me another.”

      “You’re already looking quite spent, sir.”

      “It isn’t up to you to decide when I’m spent. I must bind as many as I can. We only have so much time.”

      “Seems to me you could let one of the other council warlocks do it for a spell, or any warlock of skill, really…”

      “Not all of them can be trusted,” Piers said. “Nor can this subtle work be done by just anyone. I swore you to secrecy for a reason. My own uncle and his wife have been rumbling at the council to just let our familiars abandon us.”

      “The Lady Hapsburg?” Albert said.

      “Exactly.”

      “I hardly believe it.”

      “Well, she has a righteous streak. Holier than thou.”

      “Mm-hm. Naturally.”

      “So as soon as she heard that Chester ran away from me, she took his side. Assumed I was abusing him. Of course, she doesn’t even need her familiar. She still has all the royal power.”

      “My mother,” Helena breathed.

      “She’s had a grudge against me because I tried to stop her own son from opening Wyrd,” Piers continued, full of grievance. “She acts like an ally of the council but really, she has radical tendencies, and you see it in my cousins as well.”

      “That’s a shame,” Albert said. “I did find the bat, or so I hope. ‘The House of Soundhunter.’ I think that would be a bat, wouldn’t you?”

      “Ahh, yes. Find me that covenant right away. I want to try something.”

      “What is he planning?” Helena whispered tensely.

      “Nothing good,” Marisa said. “Your cousin has a disturbing aura.”

      “I know…”

      “We can stop him,” I said.

      “You think? It’s just the two of them…,” Helena said. “But I have to assume he has backup guards ready to call in.”

      “I saw what looks like a holy guard spell on that wall,” I said. “If you can distract him just long enough for me to get it, Marisa can protect you. Then I’ll cast the holy guard and we’ll take Bevan’s covenant.”

      “You saw a spell? In all of that? Are you sure it will work?”

      “A protection spell set in stone is meant to last forever,” I said. “But only for someone who can understand the words. Piers can’t. I can.”

      “The librarian seems to know a thing or two,” Helena said.

      “He doesn’t know half of what I know,” I bragged freely.

      “Okay. I’m willing to make a move. A double dose of protection should be enough for us to get the covenant and…”

      “I’ll get you out of here as soon as you signal for me to do so,” Marisa said.

      “Librarian versus librarian,” I said. “I think I’m going to enjoy this.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Helena

      

      As I ran out from behind the stacks to attack my cousin, I felt no fear at all. I just knew I was mad as hell at him. While I was just trying to mind my own business and find my way in the world, he sneered at me. Now that I was messing with his carefully balanced world, he considered me to have ‘radical tendencies’. Well, maybe I did. Just like my brother.

      “Put it down, Piers!” I shouted, as we took him by surprise.

      “Helena! How did you get in here?”

      “I have lent my aid to your cousin,” Marisa said.

      “An Ethereal!” Albert said, pushing up his glasses like he wasn’t sure his prescription was working anymore. Other than the glasses, he was not quite the rumpled English scholar I was expecting, but more of a strong, steely-eyed type. “Good lord…”

      “Helena is under my protection,” Marisa said. “Give her the covenant.”

      “It doesn’t matter anymore,” Piers said. “The walls are down. Even if I cast wicked magic, I won’t be banished from Etherium now. That’s all you’ve accomplished, Helena. Giving me permission to cast all the dark spells that have ever tempted me…”

      “Relinquish!” I commanded, but he fired back at the same time,

      “I bind you to me, covenant of Soundhunter…”

      His magic was stronger than mine, and he kept his hold on the tablet. Now he went on the offensive, hitting me with a barrage of spells to bind and trap me, but Marisa blocked them.

      Byron locked on the tablet he wanted as Albert went to stop him.

      “Finders, keepers, you shall not touch,” he said, casting a spell on the collection so Byron was zapped when he tried to touch any of the stones.

      Byron manifested the Way of Paths to his hand and moved one of the lights. He blocked the librarian from Etherium and broke the spell, then the Way of Paths vanished again and the stone was in his hand.

      “Ta strengest baer, nae rode en waer…” He began to read the lilting old language while Marisa held her ground. She was making a slight sound of strain but showed no sign of actually breaking. Byron’s low voice had a melodic quality that was so beautiful speaking Cyprium and reminded me of my brief moment in Lord Abiron’s arms before he died.

      Piers looked exhausted but his eyes blazed with determination.

      “Bevan of the House of Soundhunter, familiar of Helena von Hapsburg Nicolescu, I demand you come to me.”

      If there was any hope that this was not Bevan’s covenant, it died as he flashed into existence at Piers’ feet, already on his knees, hands hitting the floor. He looked around, confused.

      “Helen—”

      “Silence,” Piers commanded.

      “Relinquish!” I tried again, hoping to catch him off guard.

      “Never, Helena,” he spat. “I will die of exhaustion before I bend to you.”

      “Just don’t hurt Bevan,” I said. “It’s his covenant; I just want it back.”

      “You want a lot more than that,” Piers said. “You made it out like you were nearly leaving the magical world; like you wanted some commoner job. Did your mother put you up to this all along?”

      I snorted. “My mother? Yeah, right! I’m a total disappointment to her. She didn’t want anything to do with this! She only turned around when she found out Chester was dying to get away from you!”

      “She sides with you now,” Piers said. “Do you really not know? But of course she does. She sees that the power has shifted and she’s a conniving bitch, just like you and Harris.”

      “I’m the opposite of conniving,” I said. “I make impulsive decisions. I follow my gut even when my brain says I shouldn’t. And I don’t want power. I really don’t. I would like a little more money, maybe…but I live in a truck. Piers. If I wanted power, do you think I’d be turning twenty-seven and living in a pickup truck!? Or a sleeping bag on the floor of my latest project?”

      “I think you’re waking up to your potential,” Piers said. “And I’m afraid I might just have to get rid of you before it goes too far—as I should have gotten rid of your brother! Briser!”

      His destructive spell roiled the entire room as it barreled toward me, as Byron activated the ancient holy guard and resoundingly blocked it.

      Just in time.

      Maybe Marisa could have fought it off anyway, but I think that one might have hurt. Piers was getting genuinely angry, and darker magic was coming to him more easily. I wasn’t sure Byron had done much good trying to block him from using Ethereal magic.

      Piers was only a breath away from chaos.

      Piers was family. But he scared me. He was always an angry kid. I had a few dim memories of some of the other kids at big gatherings teasing him and Chester. Chester was so little and cute, while Piers was a scrawny kid. He didn’t used to fight back much then. In his late teenage years, he started to change, earning the praise of his teachers and all the adults for his incredibly skilled and controlled spellwork. But no one liked Piers, and no wonder. He was arrogant and both awkward and sexist to girls, like Harris without any of the better qualities like a sense of humor or loyalty to friends.

      “I’ve got you, angel,” Byron said. “I know you have it in you.”

      I switched tactics to more of a psychological spell, trying to enchant him into defeat. “Piers, I know you always hated us. You were jealous, weren’t you? It must have really eaten you that Harris found a family while you got jilted by your fiancee. There was one person who was always there for you, right? Chester. But you pushed him away again and again. You probably didn’t believe anyone could really enjoy your company. I bet your position on the council feels pretty hollow, doesn’t it? You still have a chance to turn it all around. You know what you’re doing is wrong and it’s only going to hurt you to force familiars to stay with their wizards.”

      “Are you going to let her say all that to you, mate?” Albert said.

      “Hell no,” Piers said. “If you want me to be a Sinistral warlock, I’ll show you a Sinistral warlock.”

      “Relinquish the covenant!” I cried. I was giving it everything I had in my soul, but I just couldn’t match his power. Demoralizing him didn’t work. Sheer force didn’t work.

      Damnit…

      I pressed the tip of my wand to my palm. My Hapsburg blood…

      I was so fucking scared. I didn’t want to die. I didn’t want to hurt Bevan either. But the fate of all the familiars was in my hands. I never asked to be in the center of all of this, but of course I was. My blood led me here.

      The hesitation cost me dearly. The archivist pulled out a different spell written in stone and Piers read the words. It wasn’t Cyprium. It was the dark magical tongue. Piers shouldn’t even have known that.

      “T’haht ger…olum…Bara ir dararan!” He spat the words, gritting his teeth, and a huge demon tore into existence from Sinistral. Standing eight feet tall or perhaps more, he even towered over Byron. He was a creature with black horns and sleek gray skin and bright red eyes, dripping with masculine force and a certain charm that many demons possessed, including my demons…but it was much more of a terrifying charm, one that would suck us all in and consume us.

      “What petty place have I been summoned to?” the demon snorted, waving a hand and knocking over an entire bookshelf just to show off.

      Byron growled.

      “I summoned you,” Piers said, and he was too cold to show any fear even though the demon seemed quite unhappy to be here. “Lord Variel, the Devourer.”

      “That is my name, though hearing it on your lips does it no favors.”

      “I have a gift for you on behalf of the Ethereal warlocks. The covenant of the House of Soundhunter.” He held out the stone and forced my hand.

      “No!” I screamed as the demon took Bevan’s covenant in his two massive hands. “By the blood of the House of Hapsburg, I declare the end of all of these covenants! Every covenant! As I spill my blood—so shall—”

      Lord Variel had opened his mouth to reveal his sharp teeth and he bit off a chunk of the stone and ate it. Like it was a piece of gingerbread or something.

      Bevan let out a silent scream, crumpling on the floor like he was being devoured himself.

      Marisa tried to strike him with a spell and it barely seemed to bother him. She hissed. “A demon lord…”

      “So shall…the covenants break!” I gasped desperately, unleashing the spell.

      It was all happening at once. Bevan’s life in the hands of a demon. My spell of sacrifice searing through my body.

      “My Hapsburg blood…,” I begged. “I don’t want what it represents. I don’t want to be a queen, a princess, a baroness, or even a witch with a power I never earned. I just want to be me. Helena…so take it. Please take it. It’s time for all of this to end. We don’t live in the world of kings and queens anymore, and I want the familiars to choose their masters now, including if their masters are just their own selves…take it!”

      Pain seared through me. I coughed up a mouthful of blood. And then another.

      I could feel all the strength draining out of me. I could hear Bevan gasping, trying to scream, fighting the spell and losing. Or maybe he was dying with me. Yes. Maybe I was bringing him a more merciful end.

      As I grew cold and numb and darkness filled my eyes, I still felt Byron’s hand on my shoulder, and at least I knew I would not die alone. I wondered if I would die before I ever knew whether the spell worked. Talk about unfinished business.

      Maybe I would be Byron’s ghost lover instead of the other way around…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Graham

      

      Their bed was empty. They weren’t eating breakfast with the Sullivans.

      I didn’t say anything until I found the note taped to the bathroom mirror.

      

      I had to leave to save Bevan and all the familiars. Byron is with me. I don’t want the rest of you to get hurt. I’m sure you’ll be mad about it, but try not to do anything stupid. If something does happen to me…I love all of you so much. I don’t want to dwell on it. I haven’t even expressed all my feelings yet, but they’re there. —Helena

      

      Jake was making English muffins in the toaster oven for our breakfast while Jasper was looking over some plans for the addition-in-progress when I came charging down the hallway from the bedrooms flapping the piece of paper.

      “Helena and Byron are gone.”

      “Gone?” Jasper grabbed the note right out of my hand and read it aloud.

      “Fuck,” he said.

      “We need to do something stupid immediately,” Jake said.

      “Absolutely, because Hel did something stupid first,” Jasper agreed.

      “She went to go fight her cousin?” Billie interjected. “Is that what she did?”

      “It can’t be good, whatever she did…”

      “Isn’t she somewhat correct that your fighting skills are not up to par?” Gaston said.

      “Shut up, Gaston,” Jake said.

      “Don’t tell him to shut up when he’s right.” Billie crossed her arms. “You’ll get yourselves killed, and Helena will feel awful about it, and that won’t do anyone good. Jake, all you can do is turn into a wolf. And Jasper, you can heal a little. And Graham, you could probably do something, but you ain’t got any training and you still act like a human.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Excuse me for acting like the thing I always thought I was. But I can’t just sit here doing absolutely nothing when the woman I love might be dying.”

      “Absolutely,” Jasper said, and in that moment, we were all perfectly in synch.

      Something had to be done.

      “I’ll talk to the familiars,” I said. “Maybe they would help.”

      “Did she leave her phone?” Jake said. “Maybe we should also tell her brother. She didn’t want him involved, but so what?”

      “Because he’s a dad!” Billie said.

      “See, I’m liking the idea of having four dads more all the time,” Jake said. “I could go get myself killed and I wouldn’t even have to feel that guilty about it. From what Hel has said about her brother, he’s a better warlock than she is a witch and she probably should have gotten him more involved. She’s just proud, really. I can’t blame her for that. But the time for pride is over.”

      “Okay, you call Harris, you talk to the familiars, and I’ll pack some tools and provisions,” Jasper said.

      “All right,” Billie said. “We’re coming too. I said I wasn’t afraid to die—”

      “We are?” Gaston said.

      “Yes, we are! If you get killed, you’ve had a good run.”

      We all went our separate ways. I went out the back door where all the familiars were living in the garden. They were all huddling together already, murmuring, in the dewy morning under the citrus trees.

      It’s weird how quickly I’ve gotten used to talking to a crowd of animals every morning, like I’m frickin’ Snow White or something. Although I knew they all had human forms, I had rarely seen them, so in my mind, a bird was just a bird. A talking bird. And after a few days of talking to birds and rodents and lizards and so on, I was starting to think of them as my people. That if I had one job right now, it was to encourage and mobilize this bedraggled group of people who had not been paid attention to in a long time. I was in my element, but I also knew how much work was ahead.

      I had also never dealt with anything like this before. It was common to have to deal with people who worked against their own best interests because they were loyal to an employer or a religion or something their dad always said, or because change just freaked them out and they didn’t trust me. But my constituents were never actually magically bound.

      Even in the midst of their brave rebellion, they knew that they might be forced back into obedience at any second. They lived in constant fear.

      “What’s wrong, guys?” I asked, as some of the little familiars shot me anxious looks when they heard my footsteps coming. “Or am I interrupting a private meeting?”

      “It’s Lina,” said a small male cat familiar named Horus.

      “The brown rabbit?” I asked.

      “She got called back just a few minutes ago. The wizards are doing something to force us back to them, and they’ll pick us off one by one! She was sobbing and we couldn’t stop it,” Horus said. “I should never have left. It will be worse when I get home when Millicent knows I tried to betray her.”

      “Stay calm,” I said. “Helena actually left this morning to stop this very thing.”

      “She might be in danger,” an oriole named Elizabeth said.

      “I’m aware,” I said. “And—I know all of you have already endured a lot, and I don’t want to ask you to endure anything else. But I think we’re standing at a crossroads. If Helena doesn’t succeed, I don’t know if the window for familiar independence will open again. Your freedom was an unexpected consequence of the walls coming down. If we fight together, we have a chance to make it permanent, and if you have your freedom, you will also have leverage to have a voice at the table in the magical world.”

      They all nodded and vowed to fight with me, down to the grumpiest tortoise familiar who never talked, but just glared. I wondered if this was my incubus charm working on them, but I would have to take it.

      Today, I knew I was doing the right thing. If my power charmed people into doing whatever I asked of them, it was good that I had Helena and a family to make sure I never went astray in how I used it.

      “We’ll find her,” the prairie dog vowed. “I’m ready to go.”

      “I’m all fired up,” an owl said. “I’m not getting pulled back to my warlock; no way.”

      I walked in the house and Jake was repeatedly yelling, “Fuck!”

      Not what I wanted to hear.

      “We don’t have a way of getting to her,” Jake said. “We need powerful magic to travel between realms. What kinda shit is that? What is Harris von Hapsburg good for if he doesn’t know how to…” He waved his hand.

      “Teleport people from afar?” Jasper said. “This is some powerful magic we’re talking about, so it’s not really a surprise.”

      “It’s stupid! Every little rat and frog out there can go to Helena and we can’t?”

      “Jake—take a deep breath, man,” Jasper said. “Harris told us what to do and we just need to do it.” He motioned us into a circle. “The familiars can get to her. Harris said he might be able to get the faery queen to help him travel to her. But we can’t be with her physically. We can cast a spell to send her strength.”

      “I see…”

      “We’ve just had such a good thing going,” Jake said. “She never even got to meet the family. And if all that ended because…”

      “Because Helena felt a pull to help other people,” I said.

      “We encouraged her to do that,” Jasper said. “We wanted her to stand up for werewolves and demons…”

      “Yeah. It’s true. Damned if I do, damned if I don’t, because if she wasn’t the kind of girl who was willing to fight for what’s right, I wouldn’t like her so much,” I said.

      “You don’t have to be close to be strong,” Billie said. “That’s my witch advice, you know. You’ve all been working together and that’s like a spell all on its own. It makes you stronger.”

      “When you love something, you have to be willing to let it go,” Gaston said, in a rather philosophical turn for him.

      “What have you let go?” Billie said.

      “Ohh, for a long time I barely wanted to take hold in the first place,” Gaston said, and Billie’s eyes lit like this was the most romantic thing she’d ever heard.

      “Well, I’m glad you’re not thinking of some long lost vampire floozy, anyway,” she said.

      “Billie, will you help me with the nuts and bolts of the spell?” Jasper said. “The little magic I’ve done is nothing like this.”

      “Of course! I want to do what I can, anyway. I hope this isn’t the last time we all work together. I don’t know how often y’all will ever come back to the south, and I hope you don’t, because I don’t need any more competition, but I think that if we ever buy a big mess of a mansion, we ought to give each other a call. Helena’s the glue that holds you together, so I want to keep her safe. Even you two have been pretty useful.” She looked at me and Gaston.

      “Of course I’m useful,” Gaston said. “I have vampire strength and three hundred years of experience with groundskeeping.”

      “I have no idea what I’m doing,” I said. “I’m glad I was helpful.”

      Billie laughed. “If you’ve got strong arms, we can use you!”

      “I think we’re all ready,” Jasper said.

      “Take my hands,” Billie said, reaching for Gaston and Jasper. Even Gaston, with his immortal aloofness, seemed like he was enjoying himself and didn’t want this to end anytime soon. Jake was clutching my hand almost too hard. Right now, Jasper was a rock for the emotional Jake to lean on. But sometimes I saw Jasper lean on Jake too.

      This is what having a family is really like, I thought. We’ve all made each other stronger. This is my family…my friends. My people.

      “Good,” Billie said. “I can feel it. We all love Helena and Byron. And we’ll never let a jackass like Piers hurt our friend. That isn’t part of the official spell language, by the way, but the closer our bond is, the tighter the spell will be, and the more we can help Helena no matter where in the world she is.”

      “Amen,” Jake said. “Helena can have every drop of strength in my body. I’ve already had dreams about the Sullivan litter. Three boys and they all look like me.”

      Jasper burst out laughing.

      “Have you told Helena about that dream?” I asked him.

      “No.”

      “I think you’d better not,” Billie said.

      “I won’t.”

      “A litter. That just doesn’t sound right,” I said.

      “It won’t seem like that many, especially with all the aunts and uncles and grandparents to look after them. But I’ll take them all to the Red Sox games.”

      “All right, then I will have one girl and she’ll be the queen of the debate team if we’re just naming off future children,” I said. “Who said we’re living in Boston? My kids aren’t going to have Boston accents.”

      “You want them to have a Philadelphia accent? Come awhn, guys! Do you like to drink wodder or kahwfee?”

      “Pahk the kah,” I muttered.

      Billie was laughing too. “What is even happening right now? None of you talk like this!”

      “I think you should just move to Louisiana,” Gaston said. “Because no one wants to buy your house and have control of your parallel and if you really want to help the familiars, you would have huge grounds and your own corner of the magical world to control. And then Billie can sort of move in with me, but when we fight, she can huff off and spend the night in her artist’s cottage. For fifteen bucks an hour I’ll trim your hedge maze and teach your three annoying wolf sons and your insufferably smug and unnnervingly charming debate team daughter to ride horses.”

      We all looked at him.

      “Okay! We are doing this spell!” Jasper barked at us. “Or no one is moving anywhere!”

      Whatever kind of bond we needed to make this spell, I think we had it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Helena

      

      I thought I was going to die, but it seemed like I had just blacked out for a few seconds. I was on the ground. Byron was trying to rouse me. “Helena, talk to me!”

      Lord Variel waved a hand and struck Marisa with a swirl of dark energy that surrounded her, making her shimmering beauty fade by the moment, like a flower wilting. “Go away, little angel,” he said. “This isn’t your fight and you know it.”

      “That’s my brother you’re fighting…!”

      “Ah. Thank you for informing me which family member I’ll be crushing. I have no interest in you.”

      She clenched her fists, trying to fight him, but he was winning. I watched with horror as Marisa struggled in a silent battle of magic and will, and slowly crumpled to the ground.

      Piers looked at me with his cold eyes and a smile, enjoying every moment of our pain. “Finally,” he said. “A little revenge. Helena, are you still alive? You’ve bled everywhere. And what was the point?”

      What was the point? I thought my blood would break the spell that held the familiars captive, but nothing had happened. “Bevan,” I choked. “Please wake up.”

      Lord Variel bent down his massive form and grabbed Bevan’s wrist, pulling him up. “Still a little scrawny for my tastes, but I’ll work on him.” He slung Bevan over his shoulder. “Thank you for the gift.”

      Byron moved his fingers over the Way of Paths.

      “Stop him,” Piers said. “He’s doing something with that thing again.”

      “Stop him yourself, worm,” Lord Variel said. “I am Lord Variel the Devourer. I’m just here to feast on your spoils.”

      “Heh,” I managed. “Summoning a high demon not really going like you hoped?”

      Piers struck me with a jolt. “Shut up.”

      “Ahh…!” I coughed up more blood.

      Bevan’s fingers jerked.

      “You can’t bring Bevan back into Etherium now,” Lord Variel said. “I have devoured his soul and it belongs to me now. As does the entire House of Soundhunter!”

      “No…” I felt so helpless that I couldn’t stand it. I was fighting with every scrap of being but it was pulling me under.

      “Let him go,” Piers said. “Or he dies with you.” His wand was pointed at my head.

      Byron’s fingers wove over the Way of Paths and Piers stumbled.

      “What was that?”

      “Helena, get him,” Byron said.

      Get him? I’m dying here! But I held out my own wand. I felt dizzy from blood loss. At least I could get one last blow on him. “Fire…!” One final gasp of my magic struck Piers and freaked him out. I knew he was afraid of burns since whatever incident had scarred his face, so I had that to my advantage as his jacket caught flame, but it was also a weak spell in the end. Albert snuffed it out with a counterspell.

      Lord Variel came at Byron and grabbed him by his jacket. “A little half-demon,” he said. “With a toy.”

      Byron was still clutching the Way of Paths and trying to manipulate the small pinpricks of light on the map even as Lord Variel shook him and then struck his face hard.

      “Byron, fight back!” I screamed, belatedly.

      Byron’s wings spread and his tail smacked the ground as he was knocked back, so he kept his balance. The blow left a mark on his beautiful face, his eye rapidly swelling, but he kept working the map.

      “What is this odd little man doing?” Lord Variel asked Piers.

      “He’s not little just because you’re huge,” I said, being a little petty now, but I didn’t like this demon calling my Byron an ‘odd little man’.

      “I—I don’t know, but you should probably stop him!” Piers said. He flung a magical blast toward Byron.

      “Byron, look out!”

      “I know, Helena, I’m working on it!” Byron dodged the blast just as Lord Variel came at him to fight, having dropped Bevan carelessly onto the floor.

      “There’s no time!” I gasped. Everything was fuzzing around me. I was losing consciousness again.

      Lord Variel wrapped a huge hand around Byron’s neck.

      “Gkk…” Byron was still working on his stupid map— (Sorry, Byron, but that was all I could think now.)

      “You’re too late,” Lord Variel said. He put a hand on Byron’s Ethereal wing and tore it from his body.

      “Byron—!”

      Piers was grinning at me. That grin made me sick. When Harris told me that Piers killed his familiar, I thought it was sort of an accident in the heat of battle, but now I knew that Piers was enjoying every moment of this. “Chester!” he called. “Come to me!”

      The little sugar glider appeared in Piers’ palm.

      “Not like that.” Piers wrapped his hand tight around Chester until he was squeezing the life out of him. Chester was forced to turn into a human, the fragile blonde boy who looked like Piers, except his face was kind and gentle and scared.

      “Kill her,” Piers said.

      “Please…”

      “She wants to kill me. You need to protect me.”

      Now, if I had any strength left to strike Piers, I would have to go through poor Chester.

      Byron was bleeding, suffocating. I was too useless to do anything. Bevan was unconscious, the color drained from his skin.

      Just when I thought I was going to die in the most depressing way, the room suddenly filled with familiars of every sort. Lizards and lemurs, cats and crickets, a falcon and a bearded dragon—all the familiars that had been keeping watch over the house charged in to form the cutest of all forces.

      Now the room erupted into complete chaos. The familiars started casting all sorts of wayward spells. Lord Variel was forced to let go of Byron. I tried to crawl toward Byron and a spell smacked me in the face.

      “Oops! I’m so sorry!” said a gerbil.

      “’S’okay. Byron…what are you doing? Your wing…”

      “Just a flesh wound,” he muttered.

      “You’re bleeding! The map isn’t doing anything. Maybe you just need to have it out with stupid big boss demon over there…ohh…” I was getting dizzy again.

      “I am fighting,” Byron said. “Scholar-style.”

      I wasn’t so sure about fighting ‘scholar-style’. And the familiar battle was not going well at all. A few of them were strewn around and probably dead or at least badly injured. I was so relieved to see them appear, but I thought about Graham giving them little pep talks and how he knew all their names already. These were familiars from awful circumstances and they were giving their lives and I didn’t even know their names.

      “Stop!” I cried. “Please stop! Don’t get killed!”

      “Lady Helena, it’s our lives at stake,” one of them said as he scurried past me. “We have to fi—”

      Piers zapped the familiar before he could finish the sentence, and then stomped on him.

      “You—fucking—asshole—” I was panting hard. “Kill me, Piers. I know. You got me. I feel like shit. I’m going to haunt your ass. I’ll curse you from the grave.”

      “It’s over for you, cousin,” he said. “You can die happy knowing that you left me a mess to clean up. Worlds split apart, familiars betraying their masters…it might take me weeks to fix this. Chester, I command you…kill her.”

      As Chester lifted his hands, with tears running down his eyes, to deliver a final blow, I felt a sudden surge of power course through me.

      Hel, we’re with you…

      You can do it, Hel! You’re the toughest girl I’ve ever met.

      I know you have it in you.

      Go get ‘em, girl, we’ve got more houses to flip!

      I felt Jake, Jasper, Graham, Billie and even Gaston sending me their magical power. Jasper’s healing, steadying presence. Graham’s charm and sense of justice. Billie’s fiery spirit. Jake’s mixture of protectiveness and animal aggression. Gaston’s…well, whatever. I felt all of it and my weakness melted away as I was able to get back on my feet.

      I blocked Chester’s spell and then I exchanged spell blasts with Chester and Piers together. My morale surged as I felt my dearest friends in the world supporting me, their presence so close that I could almost see them standing next to me. I knew they must be working magic to shoot their power straight into my heart and fill me with their love and strength, and now it was more of a fair fight. I knocked out Albert before he could even get in on it, and now it was six against two because I felt all my friends at my side, not two against one. Byron was doing something that had Lord Variel looking strained and hopefully that held.

      I knocked Piers back into the table.

      I was ready to do it. I was going to kill my own blood, but I’d be doing the world a favor. Perish… I opened my mouth.

      “Kill me and you kill Chester,” Piers said, with a twisted smile.

      “Don’t worry about me!” Chester said. “Just do it! Please!” His eyes screwed shut.

      “Perish!” I gasped.

      The spell fizzled.

      “You can’t kill Chester. I knew it.” Piers lunged forward. “Perish, cousin…perish!”

      “Protection!” I screamed—and another voice screamed with me, as something disrupted the air behind me.

      My brother was here. “You should’ve called me,” he said.

      “Harris! Oh, please! I can do this on my own!”

      “Can you, though?”

      “I didn’t want you to get hurt.”

      “And, let’s face it, you didn’t want to need help from your little brother either…”

      Well, it was true. Of course Harris, being the only boy, and also the only one of us siblings who got to attend warlock school instead of wimpy witch school, was the most talented wizard in the family. Being the fifth girl of six meant I loved him to death but I also was often forgotten. It was going to be pretty annoying to watch him whip out his badass warlock skills and end this for me.

      “You did something with a blood spell,” he said. “Tell me your plan, and tell me quickly.” His clear blue eyes shifted briefly to Lord Variel and Byron.

      “You…little…half-breed…,” Lord Variel was growling out.

      “They’re okay,” Harris said quickly.

      “Um, I thought—if I sacrificed my Hapsburg blood, maybe it would break the covenants, because I thought surely one of our ancestors was responsible for the original oath. But it didn’t work. And I almost died. Please reserve judgmental comments for after the fight.”

      “I think it’s a pretty clever use of magic,” Harris said. “But maybe you needed something like this.” He held up a ring with a seal of the Hapsburg crest, the sort you used for pressing into wax. “Or maybe you needed me. I’m not sure, so I hedged my bets.”

      “Needed you?”

      “Yes, a male heir.”

      I didn’t have time to express my annoyance. Harris declared, “By the will of the Hapsburgs and the Holy Roman Empire—I, Harris von Hapsburg, wish to break the covenants of all the familiars, if I must spill my blood to do so!”

      I felt it.

      Just like I felt it when I tried to cast the spell myself.

      But still, nothing.

      I grabbed Harris’ hand. Maybe it needed both of us. Maybe I needed to give more. I tried to wrap every last drop of strength and feeling I had in me. “By the blood and the kings and queens, the princesses and princes, the blood of Rudolf II and Princess Julia and the Holy Roman Empire…break the covenants now!”

      There was an almost deafening crack and all the stones split. Harris slumped as he now started coughing up blood and my dizziness was returning, although apparently I had spilled all the blood I needed to spill. The familiars formed a wall around us, and Chester ran to our side to block Piers from hurting us.

      “Chester, get out of the way!” I cried, because I could see rage in Piers’ eyes. He was about to make Chester pay first.

      Lord Variel let out a terrible roar.

      “What are you doing to me?” he screamed.

      “Well, I moved your soul into Etherium and blocked off all your escape routes,” Byron said. “Permanently. You’ll either have to learn some angelic habits or I don’t think you’ll enjoy yourself.”

      “Who ever heard of a devil being banished upward?” Lord Variel spat out. Then he whirled on Piers. “You brought me here. You didn’t tell me I would have to deal with…”

      “Lord Abiron the Gatekeeper,” Byron said helpfully. “I know it doesn’t sound quite as menacing as Lord Variel the Devourer; however…”

      “You can serve me in the next world on your hands and knees!” Lord Variel said, wrapping his fist around Piers’ arm. He bit off Piers’ hand and swallowed it and then he made a motion with his teeth like he was tearing at meat, but what he tore at was a dark shadow that pulled away from Piers’ body.

      He was eating Piers’ soul, not that it was much of a soul to begin with. For years now the word that came to mind when I saw Piers was ‘soulless’ and ‘dead’ and what Lord Variel took from him was just a weak, fluttering little dark wisp.

      My mouth fell open as Piers collapsed, his eyes glazing over. He looked dead, but he was still breathing.

      “You really should be more careful when you summon High Demons,” Harris said.

      “Wise words,” Lord Variel said. “He was hardly even worth it.”

      Lord Variel vanished in a huge plume of dark smoke while Piers was comatose.

      “I was about to kill him,” I said, letting out my breath for the first time in what seemed like hours.

      “Well, now you don’t have to,” Harris said. “He did it to himself. If his soul was strong, he would have been able to resist, but when your magic is void of any sort of love, power is pretty hollow.”

      I gave Harris a quick hug. I was really glad to hear him say that, since he used to be more cold himself.

      “Chester, are you okay?”

      Chester nodded. “Yes—yes, thank you both very much. I’m free now. You have my gratitude and all the strength I possess. Harris, I know that Piers killed your familiar, so if you need me…”

      “That’s…really good to hear, actually,” Harris said. “But you can’t replace what I lost. We had a bond. I hope you understand; you deserve better than to serve anyone right now. I think you should be free. But you’re family now, Chester, so if you need anything, feel free to come stay at Merlin College.”

      “I would love that,” Chester said.

      Byron had rushed to my side and put his hands on me, as if to feel that I was whole and well. “Thank the gods,” he said. “I knew if I could only block him off from Sinistral magic he would be rendered toothless—“ He paused. “Well, not entirely toothless, I suppose.”

      “Are you all right, Byron? Your wing!”

      “Marisa will be able to heal it when she feels better,” Byron said. “The pain is nothing compared to the worry over losing you. And I just checked on Marisa. She’s coming to, but she’s pretty weak. I think she’ll have to go straight home. Are you all right? I know it can’t be easy to fight your own family.”

      “History might suggest it’s actually easy,” Harris said.

      “Piers killed some of the familiars. I would rather have their lives than his. I’m just glad he can’t hurt anyone again.” I trailed off as the smoke was clearing and the familiars were settling down and then I realized…Bevan’s body was gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Helena

      

      They say there is always a price with magic. A give and take.

      Sometimes it is sacrifice. Other times, surrender.

      The entire magic world would never be the same again. With the magical world whole for the first time in a thousand years, magic would become stronger, but Etherium would deal with a “crime wave” of demons. The councils fell apart due to in-fighting. Royal families lost the magic that flowed through their veins. Hundreds more familiars would part ways with their witches and warlocks by their own choice. History was re-examined, old ways of thinking tossed out the window.

      It was a year for the books, but it was strange to think I had anything to do with it. I hoped it was the one and only time I would ever make history.

      Because I had to pay a price I never meant to pay.

      I lost Bevan too. I would have been happy for him to be free, but I had a hard time accepting the note he sent me, an enchanted note that just showed up inside my pocket.

      

      Don’t look for me, Helena. We were never that close to begin with; it would only be a waste. I realized that I have my own destiny. I want to gain power for the familiars. Jenny was not freed with the others and I’m afraid she is not the only familiar who is still bound by other chains like tradition…or fear. You could never have given me that power, nor do you have any interest in it, but Lord Variel can and does. I’m staying with him. I repeat, do not ever look for me. Go and have a good life. I’m going to look for Jenny.

      

      I cried for a while over that. What the hell happened to my easygoing, sarcastic bat friend? He wanted to serve Lord Variel the Devourer? Did he have any choice?

      Since Marisa had been weakened so badly, Byron and I actually had to fly home on an airplane, which turned into a huge mess (always teleport with your passport), and all the guys grabbed me into an embrace when I finally made it home.

      “Hel, jeez, these last few days! I’ve barely even slept!” Jake said. “Never fucking do that again! I can’t believe you just left us here to twiddle our thumbs while you almost got yourself killed!”

      “You hardly twiddled your thumbs!” I said, squeezing him tight. “I could never have survived without all of you and you know it.”

      “We tried our best,” Jasper said. “But never do that again.”

      “I don’t want to do it again! I didn’t want to do it the first time!”

      “I would have done the same thing,” Graham said. “If I knew how to use magic. Byron, I’m glad you made it out all right too.”

      “Yeah, Byron, come on and get in on the hug,” Jake said.

      “Oh, thank you for the invitation. I didn’t want to dominate it entirely with my godlike charm…” Byron grabbed both the Sullivans.

      “Well, I didn’t mean to get in on the hug between us,” Jake said, but they didn’t fight him off either. After a little more of the tight embrace, I grabbed Billie and Gaston next.

      “I felt you guys too. Thank you.”

      “We really did want to be there in person. I mean, I’m sure I could have helped. I’m a tough vampire now.”

      “My brother ended up with the finishing blow anyway,” I sighed. “I wanted to take out Piers myself.”

      “Oh, please,” Billie said. “It’s a lot better to work together. That’s part of being a family. Haven’t we all figured that out yet?”

      “It looks like you’ve hardly done anything on the house,” I said when we got back to Bel Tramonto. “What the hell happened here?”

      “We were worried about getting you home, not working,” Jake said.

      “But what does Kiersten and Caleb’s house look like? They’re going to finish first!”

      “I think you should rest,” Jasper said. “At least for one day.”

      “No way. I’ve been dying to get here so I can stop resting. There was plenty of time to sleep on the plane.”

      “Did you join the mile high club?” Billie said suggestively.

      “No,” Byron said. “Airplane bathrooms can’t hold me. That’s just a fact.”

      “You lost that bet,” Gaston said, holding out a hand to her. She gave him twenty dollars.

      “Billie!” I said. “Or maybe I’m more mad at you for thinking I wouldn’t join the mile high club, Gaston…”

      “I thought you would come home sad,” Gaston said with a shrug.

      “Well, how do you think I feel?” Billie said. “He’s not even gonna spend that twenty dollars on me.”
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        * * *

      

      Of course, I was sad. I felt like a failure because losing Bevan seemed like my fault.

      “At least he’s not dead,” Billie said gently when she caught me looking glum.

      “But now he’s working for a demon. And not a nice demon.”

      “He said he was looking for Jenny,” Billie said. “Maybe he’ll need some demon magic to save her. We don’t know. But sometimes things just happen, I guess. I didn’t want to be a vampire, that’s for sure. The blood lust is awful and Gaston says it gets hard about thirty years in when your friends start aging past you. But there’s no use crying over something you can’t help. Gaston said there are some gifts that come out of it too, and he’ll help me through it.”

      “My family is more likely to nurse a grievance for the rest of their lives than to just say que sera sera.”

      “Well, you gave that up, huh? You’re just a peasant like the rest of us, is that how it works? Do you feel any different?”

      “I do feel a little different,” I said. “Lighter. Like I don’t have to prove anything or be anything.”

      “But you’re still Jake’s Baroness.” She grinned and I waved as he moved past us with a wheelbarrow full of potted plants to spruce up the landscaping around the new addition.

      “Hey, back to work, huh?” he said. “Lunch is over.”

      “You’ve been a slave driver this week!” I said. “It’s almost Christmas! We can rest a little. You already dragged me out of bed at six am.”

      “That is all the more reason not to rest!” he said. “We could have this done by Christmas! Then we can rest. You think Kiersten and Caleb are resting?”

      “Yeah,” Billie said, folding a stick of gum into her mouth. “They went home to their kids for the whole week.”

      Jake looked like he was about to catch fire. “Well, fuck them! We can beat them while they’re off their game!”

      “Yikes,” I said, as Jasper came up behind him with a mop and a bucket of cleaning supplies. They were both working like crazy on the addition.

      “Wait a minute…,” I said. “Did you invite anyone for Christmas?”

      They looked at each other. They looked at me.

      My eyes widened in horror. “Did you invite your parents?”

      “They’ll love you,” Jake said. “I wanted it to be a surprise.”

      I shrieked. “You don’t surprise me with something like that! Oh my god! When are they coming? Are you sure they’re going to be okay with—like—all of us?”

      “Sure they are,” Jasper said. “They know the whole story.”

      “I need to go buy a party dress or—or—how long?”

      “Hel, they’re wolves. You don’t need to wear anything but jeans and flannel,” Jake said. “And we got you some flannel for Christmas. I guess if you want to open it early—“

      “I am going to punch you,” I said. “Flannel!?”

      “You’ll look so cute in it,” Jasper said. “You can’t spend the Christmas season without wearing flannel.”

      “We’re going shopping,” Billie said. “You can’t just spring that on us. I thought we weren’t having a real Christmas. We already kinda celebrated Hannukah with Maya looking like a bunch of slobs.”

      “I hope she doesn’t try to kidnap our dad. I know he’ll want to inspect the basement.”

      “Inspect?” I said.

      “Yeah, Dad’s our worst critic,” Jake said. “That’s why we’re freaking out. But he’ll be nice to you, so don’t worry. That’s just how he is.”

      “Byron! Graham! Do you know the Sullivan parents are coming for Christmas?” I asked as I ran into the house to grab my wallet.

      “No…,” Graham said. They were finishing up the tile in the second bathroom. “But I’m excited to meet them.”

      “You’re so chill…”

      “I could use some new clothes.”

      “You already have nice suits and stuff. I need clothes.”

      “Well, I don’t have any festive sweaters or anything.”

      “Festive…sweaters.” I stared at him. “I was willing to forgive you for having carpet in your living room, but now you’re telling me that you own festive sweaters?”

      “Lots of people own festive sweaters.”

      “You are an incubus demon now.” I pointed at him. “You are sexy and suave at all times. No festive sweaters.”

      “I will melt your panties in a festive sweater,” Graham said, giving me a look of slight—but genuine—irritation. “Let’s go shopping.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Christmas was shaping up into a real clash of wardrobes. The Sullivan brothers practically bullied me into a soft flannel shirt from L. L. Bean that looked way too much like what they were wearing and Graham trolled me in a sweater with a sloth wearing a Christmas hat. I had no idea about the things normal humans were into. And worse, he was right. He still managed to look sexy. Byron was wearing a suit from the 1970s.

      “Wait—was that what you were wearing when you died?”

      “I had it dry cleaned. And I’m alive now, so it’s fine.”

      The doorbell rang. I could already hear an unsettling amount of conversation outside.

      Jake flung open the door. “Ma! Come in! Hey, Grandma…oh, man, did you bring this on the plane? Yum. Dad—‘sup? You look good. Heyy, I didn’t know you were coming, Aunt Liz! The baby is looking huge! Did Uncle Steve come?”

      “Naah, he stayed home with the other kids.”

      Jasper pulled me toward this unexpected group of people. I saw a big grubby 90s van parked outside. They drove from Massachusetts? Wow.

      “Mom, Dad, Grandma Sullivan, Aunt Liz, and baby Sean,” Jasper said by way of a quick introduction.

      “Helena! I’m so excited to finally meet you!” Grandma Sullivan gave me a huge hug while Jake took the food dish from her hand. “You’re too pretty for these two!”

      “We’ll rough her up before long,” Jake said, as Jasper said,

      “Grandma’s the one who made you the birth control.”

      “Boys! Is that any way to talk? I’m sorry,” Jake and Jasper’s mom said.

      “You look like one of the family to me,” their dad said.

      “That’s a nice shirt and oh wow, I love your sweater!” Aunt Liz said to Graham.

      “Thank you,” Graham said, giving me a superior look.

      I shook my head at him.

      “Sorry about the mess,” Jake said. “It’s strange to have you come out to a house we’re working on for Christmas.”

      “Sunken living room, huh?” his dad said. “I don’t know. Do they like that in California?”

      “I love it,” Billie said. “This is a Frank Pedrewsky original, you know.”

      “Ahhh, I see. Well, I guess it’s all right.”

      “He doesn’t know who that is,” their mom said dismissively.

      “Of course I know who Frank Pedrewsky is!”

      “Well, who is he then?”

      “He’s the guy that designed this house! I do like the fireplace. That has to be original.”

      “You like the fireplace?” I said, as Jake shot me a look that said, If you tell my dad I wanted to get rid of the fireplace, I will never forgive you.

      “Gosh, I’m not sure that I shouldn’t have brought Steve with me,” Aunt Liz said, looking at Byron. “You’re the god, right?”

      “Demigod. But…basically.” Byron kissed her hand. “There is no harm in looking.”

      “Yes, Liz, see, like I was telling you, they opened up the magical world so we can use Ethereal magic now,” Jake and Jasper’s mom said. “You don’t know how much good you’ve done for our community already.”

      “I am very glad to hear it,” Byron said.

      Their mom shivered a little. “Ohmigod, just his voice,” she said to Aunt Liz, who definitely had to be her sister.

      “I know, it’s like an angel.”

      “Oh, it’s not like an angel. It could get a woman in some serious trouble.”

      “See, if you weren’t wearing that Christmas sweater I bet they’d notice how sexy your voice is too,” I told Graham. “You’re letting Byron show you up like that?”

      “I’m okay with not getting hit on by the moms,” Graham said. “It’s seeming like a better idea all the time.”

      “So let’s see the rest of the place,” Jake’s dad said. “The kitchen’s not bad. Hmm…” He was obviously looking for flaws everywhere. “Hmm, not bad. So…two master bedrooms? This is the biggest one, I guess. The closets are a little small, but…oh, nevermind. I spoke too soon. That’s nice. I like that.” I could see Jake and Jasper both getting relieved, but then came the grotto, and as soon as their dad went marching up to the pool they both started saying, “Dad! Dad, not too close to the pool—!”

      “Why?” he said, as the undine grabbed him.

      Well, it made for some interesting dinner conversation anyway.
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        * * *

      

      All around, Jake and Jasper were right. Their family was incredibly welcoming to every last one of us, and while Jake and Jasper might be used to having a big family for the holidays, I wasn’t used to this kind of warmth and lack of judgment in a family gathering, while Graham had never had family like this ever, and I’m sure being a ghost didn’t lend itself to good holidays either. Even Gaston seemed to be unusually merry, putting his arm around Billie at one point.

      “So are you kids coming back to Boston?” said the Sullivan father, who told me to just call him “Dad” already (“since I heard you call your parents ‘Mother and Father’, it won’t be weird at all, right?”).

      “Actually…,” Jake said. “Hel, I wanted to surprise you with something, but stop me if you don’t like the idea. The rest of us all talked it over already, and we have a feeling you’ll like it too.”

      “Oh?” I was getting nervous.

      “We want to buy Greenwood Manor.”

      “Greenwood Manor!?”

      “I know you love the house,” Jasper said. “I don’t how you feel about living in Louisiana.”

      “I’m not sure how any of us feel about living in Louisiana,” Graham said. “But we all came together in that house, and no one else seems to want it, and it’s also big enough for a big family. Plus, since it’s a parallel realm, we can use magic easily, and I thought maybe we can even use the grounds as a way station for familiars or—something.”

      “And we could be neighbors!” Billie said. “And keep working together!”

      “Greenwood Manor!” I was stunned and then I almost started to cry. Growing up in the elegant halls of Ladyswald, I always wanted a home to call my own and take care of, but I never thought it would be in reach to a single girl living out of her car. “A grand home…of my own? Yes! Absolutely yes! Can we actually afford it?”

      “Of course, once we sell this place,” Graham said.
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        * * *

      

      Easier said than done, however.

      Whenever I came into the grotto now Maya popped up. She apologized for trying to kidnap Jake and Jasper’s dad. And she got the fountain to work again. So I guess you could say we were starting to get along.

      “Are you leaving soon?” she kept asking us. “Who is going to live here now? Do you have any pictures of Sam? I wish I could see them. I can’t leave the water unless someone marries me and I can’t keep them with me…but…”

      I showed her pictures of Sam. I kept bringing her food sometimes. But the house was all done and ready to sell otherwise.

      “I guess I have to…rehome her…somehow?” I said to the crew one night.

      “I have a confession to make,” Billie said. “I go down to the basement when I can’t sleep and I swim around with her and make us cocktails and tell things to her because she’s pretty ditzy so I can just say anything but it’s comforting.”

      “So the listing will say: ‘Beautiful mid-century modern home, native gardens, two master suites, open floor plan, guest cottage, ditzy and horny water spirit occupies beautiful indoor pool?’” Jasper said. “No gay couple will buy this house. No old lady will buy this house. And no family would buy this house. So now our only market is a single man or maybe a woman who wants to make cocktails and dish with her. Can we move her into a lake or give her to a neighbor or something?”

      “But she’s a person,” Graham said. “And Sam gave me this house with Maya in it, and he apparently loved her. I don’t really feel comfortable with just…removing her.”

      Kiersten and Caleb had their open house, and their house looked absolutely gorgeous—although very modernized. That was their style, to totally redo everything so the kitchen was now a huge expanse of white and gray marble countertop and glossy backsplash with dark fixtures. The kitchen island was massive and had a seating area.

      “Hmm,” Billie muttered while Kiersten excitedly greeted some would-be buyers. “Maybe we should have built out our island more.”

      “But their living room layout is still more awkward.”

      “They don’t have a stubborn spirit living in the basement pool, and that’s hard to overlook,” Jasper said.

      “It doesn’t really matter if their house is better,” Graham said. “We only need to get enough to comfortably afford Greenwood Manor.”

      “They have five bedrooms here,” Jake said. “It’s a good thing we built the guest cottage, but…”

      “Maybe we should have made a third bedroom…”

      “It’s fine,” Graham said. “They’re asking eight hundred thousand for this house. We don’t need anything close to that.”

      “Hush,” I said. “I don’t want them to feel like they owned us at flipping.”

      “So how do you like the house?” Kiersten said. “I can’t wait to see yours. I bet you had a good time working here during the winter.”

      “Nah, I miss snow,” Jake said. “But the house is nice. Very your-style. I guess you know your market. We’re more used to the Victorians and four squares and whatnot. Houses with a long history.”

      “Yes, I know, you don’t really do a lot of updating,” Kiersten said. “Original kitchens! I can’t even imagine. I hope the electricity didn’t make you totally sick.”

      “I guess you don’t even know how to use a wood-fired range.”

      “I hate to think about why I would ever need to! Especially cooking for the kids. They love to bake and I think it would be dangerous.”

      “Well, I think if we have kids they’ll be tough enough to start their own fire,” Jake said.

      “Hey, you know, I really like all types of ovens,” Caleb said, desperately trying to ease the tensions and failing once again.

      Kiersten and Caleb had multiple offers that day and sold over asking price, while we were still trying to figure out how to deal with our undine problem. I told my trusty Realtor and she said she could market it privately to a certain type of clientele.

      “No one creepy, though,” I said.

      “Helena, do you want to sell the house or not?”

      “I mean…don’t you know anyone who isn’t creepy who might want to buy a house with an undine?”

      “Do I know anyone not creepy who wants to buy a house with a sex slave living in the pool? No.”

      “Hester! She’s not a sex slave!”

      “She’s a horny nymph who kidnaps men, yes?”

      “Yeeeah, but, so she’s not a slave, she’s actually the aggressor.”

      “You’re right. I worded that wrong. You want a sub, not a dom.”

      “I don’t want either of those things! I want a normal person! It’s a gorgeous house.”

      “Don’t be judgmental about it! I think you’re being a little unrealistic about the problem. I’m just here to make you money.”

      “Really rich guys who want to be dominated are usually pretty douchey,” I said. “I want my undine to get married and live happily ever after.”

      Hester let out this low, slow laugh. “Oh, honey,” she said. “Call me back when you’re desperate.”

      “You know what?” I said, after I hung up the phone. “Call me crazy, but I just want to put it up for sale and see what happens. If someone comes along that wants to live with our undine, then great. But I don’t think we can force it. It’s like trying to sell a duplex that already has a tenant.”

      “I…guess,” Jasper said. “I think we’re going to get a lowball offer if we get anything.”

      “I know you guys want to make the most money, and I’ve gotten caught up in competing with Kiersten and Caleb, but…part of the reason I was so broke is because I really prefer finding just the right buyer for a house. Someone who will cherish it and isn’t just looking for a checklist or a place to crash. That’s part of what makes me happy about this job. I’m still bothered by selling Lockwood House, which belonged to Graham’s own grandfather, to a couple I didn’t like very much. So let me give it a chance. I guess if it fails, I’ll call Hester back.”

      “I agree with you, angel,” Byron said. “I have too many good memories of this house.”

      “Go for it,” Graham said.

      So we had an open house, and all the curious neighbors came to poke around, along with plenty of buyers who started out interested. Then, their faces would fall when they reached the grotto. It reminded me of a charming house I sold once where I bought it at auction only to find out later that the next door neighbors had four children with four noisy familiars and two loud dogs. Everyone loved the house until they heard the screaming, and I lost money.

      Then Isaac came walking up with a face I recognized. “This is my grandson, Tom,” he said. “He’s a good kid but he’s really bad at keeping a steady girlfriend and he likes these types of houses.”

      Tom winced at us. “I actually work in design and this is my specialty and I hardly have time for a girlfriend, but sure, Grandpa.”

      “You’re Tom Atomic!” I said. “From the videos! I watched some of them while I was figuring out what to do with the house!”

      “Really? That’s flattering.”

      “Whoa! The video guy!?” Billie said, punching Gaston’s arm. “It’s the video guy!”

      “I see that, yes.”

      “I love what I see so far,” Tom said, pocketing his sunglasses. A small gesture that I appreciated—I found it respectful and discerning for a buyer to really want to see the true color of a house, although this was probably just me being picky. “This living room is exactly what I was dreaming of. I was in the house once as a kid and I remember how cool the fireplace was, and that wallpaper. I love that you saved a piece of it to frame. I’d be tempted to keep all of it, but that probably is better.”

      “It was hardcore when it was a whole wall,” Jasper said.

      “I remember that this room was really orange before,” Tom said. “And the kitchen…oh, yeah…the update is really nice. Do these furnishings come with the house or is this staging?”

      “They come with the house,” Billie said. “I’m Billie Pruitt. I don’t know if you’ve heard of me, but I’m more known for doing up the whole package, so I hit a bunch of antique and junk stores last week. And that’s the original couch, reupholstered. Your video inspired me! This is crazy!”

      “You know your stuff. This is exactly where retro design trends are right now. This place is already ready for me to have clients over. I love it.”

      “And you’ll be right next door,” Isaac said. “You can help us with computers.”

      Ohmigod, don’t ruin it, old man, I thought.

      “And this deck…this is my favorite thing about Pedrewsky houses.” Tom said. “The tiki-style decks. They were one of his signatures…along with that entrance, which is also pretty fantastic.”

      We considered tearing out the entrance and ran out of time, so once Maya got the fountain going, we called it a day. Phew.

      I pulled my nearest sympathetic ear—Byron, in this case—into the hallway for a second and silent screamed into his chest. “He loves it…”

      “Are you okay?”

      “He’s my favorite kind of buyer.”

      “That’s good, right?”

      “He hasn’t met Maya yet. And I’m worried about Isaac. But he would be the perfect person to live here and I am dying to get back to Greenwood Manor and just…use that shower.”

      We went to the grotto. Maya had been given firm instructions about not kidnapping people, but instead she would immediately pop up and stare hungrily at every man we brought down the stairs. Tom started to admire the cavernous, rocky room, newly furnished with poolside furniture and lots of colored lights, and then he saw her.

      “Oh—wow—so this is—“

      “Yep, this is the undine. Sam loved her, you know,” Isaac said.

      “So she’s…how old is she? She was in love with Sam?” Tom raised an eyebrow.

      “It doesn’t matter. She’s a nymph. She’s ageless. Until someone takes a liking to her.”

      Maya lunged halfway out of the pool and stared at him even more eagerly. “I just want to marry a human,” she said. “A handsome human. If you marry me I can leave the water and have your babies and make you dry foods.”

      “Oh, and I saw that Sam died and left behind twenty whole chickens in the freezer,” Isaac said. “So when you buy this place, you also get all those chickens. If you don’t know how to make a chicken, Hepzibah will have you over.”

      “This is pretty intense,” Tom said. “I’m…just not sure I’m ready to give up on meeting someone.”

      “I want to meet you…,” the undine said. “If you’re ever sad I can sing to you. And I can let you breathe underwater and come into my realm and meet my fish.”

      “You have a realm down there?”

      “Of course! You don’t think I just live in a pool. That would be sad!”

      “Maybe we should let the two of them visit,” Graham said. “Just to see if there’s a connection. It couldn’t hurt. Then you can also take your time exploring the garden, Tom. We’ll go upstairs and make your grandpa a drink and you can come chat with us when you’re ready.”

      “Yeah, that sounds good,” Tom said.

      I glanced at Graham. “You sure about this? What does the undine do when she drags you under there?”

      “She tries to give you a blow job.”

      “Oh. Is there…like, something we can do for nymph feminism next? I am so not comfortable with spirits that have to seduce just to get a soul.”

      “I think you just gotta pick your battles,” Billie said. “At least he came for the house, not to take advantage of her.”

      Sure enough, Tom came up a half hour later and said, “All right. I love the house. I’ve been waiting for a Frank Pedrewsky to come on the market for years. Maybe I’ll get more work done if I don’t spend so much time looking for a date and…I guess she’s better company than any of the disastrous dates I’ve been on lately through that wizard dating app. I want to put in an offer. I don’t want to bullshit you here. You had it listed at eight-fifty. Considering it’s only a two bedroom, which is low for the area, I think eight twenty five is something I’m comfortable with. Pending closer inspection, but I’m guessing you know your stuff. I mean, I’ll submit formal paperwork, but do you have other offers? Is this worth pursuing?”

      “We do have other interest, of course,” Jake said. “For some types of men, having a woman living in the pool is the primary appeal. As you might imagine… But we’d rather sell it to someone who appreciates the work of Frank Pedrewsky.”

      “Okay, fine,” Tom said. “Eight-fifty. I’ll get the terms to you tonight.”

      Eight fifty! Eight fifty!

      I was a little worried that maybe we won on the technicality of a nymph sex act, but you bet your boots I shot a photo of the offer sheet to Kiersten and Caleb that night.

      good for you girl, Kiersten wrote back.

      “Oh yeah. She’s pissed. We won! We won!” Billie said, and we did a triumphant dance around the kitchen.

      Tom and Maya’s wedding was a month after ours and she seemed to have Tom’s heart wrapped around her finger. There is no happier bride than a nymph leaving the water for the first time.

      Except me, of course.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      Twenty Years Later

      

      Helena

      

      “My wedding was one of the happiest days of my life,” I said, flipping through the photo album. “It was the first time I had a family gathering that was all the people who loved and supported me and everyone was just having a great time.” It was always fun to see those pictures; Charlotte in a funky dress carrying her newest family addition everywhere, Harris, Montague and Alec doing karaoke, Grandma Sullivan passed out surrounded by empty wine glasses, wolf kids running around with their clothes abandoned on a corner of the dance floor, Marisa making an appearance in a gown with a train held up by swans. “I wanted a small wedding but then by the time we invited all the Sullivans it was huge.”

      “I like your dress, Mommy.”

      “It was a little much for me. It came from Lord and Lady, the faery couture house. Uncle Harris’ old friend Daisy got it for me specially, and it lit up after dark like stars. It reminded your daddy Byron of the Way of Paths so I had to get it but it meant everyone kept looking at me all night because I was glowing like a Christmas tree.”

      “I want a dress just like it!”

      “I still have it. You can try it on later if you want, Brigid.”

      She looked stunned with excitement. “Now?”

      “Well, how about after dark so you can see it glow? Then you can show everyone.”

      “Oooh…definitely.”

      It was our wedding anniversary, so the photo albums and the mementos were out, Jake and Byron looking over my shoulders while Jasper was half-assedly sweeping up Cheerios and Graham was out picking up takeout seafood for lunch. Tonight, we were planning on hot dogs and Smores around the bonfire with as many friends as wanted to drop by—some members of the familiar council, Billie and Gaston, and Bevan and his family.

      Hulda kept turning the pages when I stopped. “When was I born?”

      “You aren’t born until a couple of albums later,” Byron said. “Your mama was a busy bee.”

      “I sure was. Those were some exhausting years when we first got married. You know what this building is?”

      The girls studied the ruins of the old building carefully. “Is that…Thoth Hall?”

      “Yep.”

      “It looked like that!?”

      “You fixed it, Mommy?”

      “I fixed more of it than anyone,” Jake said.

      “Oh, that’s news to me and the hours I spent on the roof,” Jasper muttered.

      “Yeah, we all fixed it. It took a whole year,” Jake said. “Wow, I forget how bad it was.”

      “The building used to be an old sanitarium,” I said. “It had some bad vibes too! We had to cleanse it and cleanse it…but when it opened it was the first school and assembly hall for familiars and the familiar council. Graham was so proud of it. That was really his baby. Your uncle Firian worked hard on it too. Graham’s probably going to be bummed that we looked at these pictures without him.”

      Three years into our marriage, Graham went to work full-time at Thoth Hall while our business became, more properly, a Sullivan family endeavor with Billie leading on decor, because she still had the best grasp of southern witch tastes. When I got married I did take the Sullivan name. It was symbolic for me because I wanted to start fresh with a family that loved me from the first moment, although Harris and I had been un-disowned from the Von Hapsburg-Nicolescu clan, neither of us were very excited to return. Mainly I just had dreams of getting my hands on my beloved Ladyswald when my parents died and buying it to escape the Louisiana summers in my old age someday, so I kept a toe in the door so to speak.

      Thanks to us, the region between Louisiana and Baton Rouge was becoming known as a hub for familiars to gather, instead of mainly being known for vampires. We had flipped a lot of witchy homes and sold them to familiars after they got their magical education at Chester Hall under the instruction of a shy sugar glider who had seen and learned it all while serving under the boot of an ambitious former council member…

      I worked my ass off for ten years before I wanted to even think about having a “litter”, but then one day I realized I was just ready.

      I was still extremely relieved to find out that I was only carrying twins. Twin girls, at that. It was not what Jake expected, but he was the happiest of all fathers when the girls were born. I had no idea whether the girls were his or Jasper’s technically, but no one cared anyway. They were dark haired, bright and active just like their dads, and they were easily mistaken for Graham and Byron’s children as well. One convenient thing about the fact that my dad felt all my husbands looked like “barbarians” because they had dark hair, and too much of it, I guess.

      Still, sometimes we started to think that five parents still wasn’t enough to handle twins on top of everything else we had going on.

      “How did our parents do this?” Jasper would often say.

      “Because we were raised by our grandma and about twenty aunts, uncles and cousins on top of our parents,” Jake said. “So we’re actually short-staffed.”

      I didn’t really want more kids after that, or so I thought.

      But lately I’d been starting to change my mind again. I was forty-six. A witch’s childbearing years could be stretched out a little farther than a normal human, since our average lifespan was longer in general, but it was definitely getting to the point where I should think about it. Byron needed an heir, although he never pressured me about it. Graham seemed too busy and in love with our daughters to think about having his own kid, but he would be our second…

      Any kid born of those two would be too gorgeous for words.

      It was almost intimidating.

      But I’d accomplished so many other things by now. Plus, my brother’s family had a little succubus girl and Anna was hitting her teenage years now. So far, so good, although admittedly…the worst was yet to come.

      “Here’s the baby pictures,” Byron said, handing Hulda the correct album. Hulda and Brigid loved looking at their own baby pictures, of course, and who wouldn’t? I loved looking at them too because I snapped hundreds of incredibly sexy shots of my guys tenderly holding the babies. Byron reading to them? Swoon. Graham with Brigid asleep on his chest? Adorable. Jasper feeding Hulda? Aww. Jake taking them to a Red Sox game and giving them a sip of his beer? Well, I didn’t take that one. Their great-grandma did. What an enabler.

      “Where’s Uncle Bevan?” Hulda asked, as she was looking through photos from other holidays. It was the first time the girls had noticed that some of the family was missing from the early photos, that for twelve years I didn’t see Bevan and I thought he might be lost to darkness.

      “Yeah, where’s Aunt Jenny and Uncle Variel?”

      I paused. “They were living in Etherium.”

      Someday, maybe they would hear that story. But not today. The girls didn’t understand a lot of rules of the magical world. Like how demons could enslave people, or covenants could bind one race to another, or a nymph had to marry just to gain a soul and freedom. When I was a little girl, my parents taught me that even though we had lost our kingdom, it was still our right to rule over lesser beings. I didn’t want them to think about any of that. They still thought the world was fair and good, and I would keep that safe as long as I could, although I knew it might not last much longer. They’ll be ready for the world when it comes, I thought. They have all of us to support them through anything.

      Later, I pinned Brigid into a starry wedding dress that was way too big for her, and Hulda made enough Smores to feed everyone twice over, and they ran all around the maze and the graveyard down to the water with their friends until they were all tired out, but just in case, I put a little sleeping potion in their juice.

      When we were all turning in, the moon was full, and I knew Jake and Jasper had to be feeling frisky and sleepless. Then I had my two incubi, as devastatingly gorgeous as ever. Just the sight of them made me feel sparks like the first time we’d ever met, every damn time.

      “Byron…” He was going to go to bed alone. Usually full moon nights were for the wolves. “I’ve been thinking…I want another baby.”

      I turned to Jake and Jasper. “And I want us all to be together. I think I might need…you know…a lot of stimulation…”

      “Tonight?” Graham sounded a little wary, but that was just his old human side popping up. He was looking at me like he was already ready to tear my clothes off. “A baby?”

      “Yes. If you agree.”

      “You don’t need to ask,” Byron said. “As I told you all those years ago, whenever—and if ever—you are ready.”

      “I’m ready. And I think it’s a pretty romantic night to start trying.”

      “I don’t think trying will be necessary,” Byron said. “If I want to get you pregnant, you can set your clock starting tonight. One of the perks of being on a higher level than everyone else…”

      “Oh, well, we must nearly be gods ourselves because it didn’t take us long either,” Jasper said.

      “No competitions tonight,” I said. “Just…cooperation. I mean, I know what’s involved here.”

      “We’ll make it pleasurable,” Byron said. “But you’re right…foreplay is needed. That’s never been a challenge, has it? I hope you can still handle a night without sleep at your age.”

      “At my age? You’re one to talk, old ghost…”

      Byron laughed. “You know, sometimes I forget I was a ghost for a while.”

      To conceive a demigod or demigoddess who could watch over the Way of Paths, Byron and Graham had to climax inside me in demon form, within moments of each other. Considering how big Byron was, he usually went pretty gently with me, but that would be hard in this case, and then Graham would have to come too before I got a break.

      “I see that look on your face,” Byron said. “But by the time we get there, you’ll be begging for it.”

      “Oh, really?”

      “Have we ever lied when we said you’d be begging for it?”

      “I have to admit, the answer is no.”

      “It’s our twentieth anniversary anyway,” Jasper said. “So it’s about the journey, not the destination. Maybe we should recreate every sex act we’ve ever done…”

      I laughed. “Well, we don’t have that long.”

      Byron pulled me into the bedroom. We didn’t turn on the lights, but moonlight streamed in the tall windows and gave their skin a beautiful cast, the tans of too much outdoor labor softened by the bluish romance of the full white sphere. It softened all the little wrinkles that popped up over the last twenty years too. Of course, they were all as handsome as ever to me, and if I dared to suggest I might not be as beautiful as I was when we met, they shut me up fast.

      I opened the buttons of Byron’s dress shirt even as Jasper unzipped my dress and Graham pulled down the edge of my panties. Soon our clothes were just a pile that looked as entangled as we would soon be, and Jake pulled down the braids that I wore heavy and coiled on my head. I had grown them out very long since my trip into the past; it felt like my one vain nod to my royal past, a crown of my own making. He grabbed my comb off the bedside table and ran it through the strands to settle them from the braids, and I sighed.

      They were all beginning with gentle, almost tentative caresses, not yet touching the most intimate places of my body but stirring the skin of my shoulders and arms, back and stomach. My hands were kissed, and my ears, and my neck.

      I shut my eyes. I always knew whose hand was whose, and whose mouth, but sometimes I loved to let it all blend together, to feel all the hard work and the small worries of the day collapse against their touch.

      I let them worship me for a few minutes before I began to return the favor and touch them back, now shifting to the different and equal pleasure of feeling their warm skin and their hard bodies, of pulling them all closer, meeting their mouths with my own and enjoying the way they each tasted different and equally delicious. As I kissed them, and the kisses got deeper, I felt an increasing wet need between my legs, and I could tell they were struggling to hold back now, but they let my hunger grow for several long moments.

      Now Byron pulled me closer to the bed, in anticipation of what was to come, and the Sullivans spread my legs a little wider with their hands as they stroked my inner thighs and then my breasts. Byron was kissing me as Graham’s tongue traced the lines of my body and then Jasper’s tongue was between my legs.

      This was the part where, if I spent the night with all four of them, I could barely keep up. It started slow but then the slow part didn’t last long. Once they got a taste of me, they wanted more. I pressed my hips into Graham and felt his hard cock stroke against me, as I moaned at the pleasure of Jasper’s slow exploration of my folds, and then Jake pulled me from Graham to him and kissed me so that I was whimpering into his mouth. Then Byron’s hands wrapped around my hips and caressed my bottom, and I put my hands against his chest.

      “I want my demons now,” I whispered.

      “Already?”

      “Yes…yes…I don’t know how long I really want to wait…”

      “Longer yet,” Byron said.

      But he transformed for me, and so did Graham, and as I was admiring them, they stepped back for a moment and let Jake and Jasper take over.

      Jasper’s tongue was still fluttering over every sensitive inch of me between my legs but before I came, he stopped and dug his fingers into my hair. He was asking for me to return the favor and I agreed with my eyes. We didn’t need to communicate with words about things like that anymore. I started to sink to my knees and wrap my mouth around his cock but Jake stopped me.

      “Bed,” he said. “Then I can have my way with you too. I want that sexy ass.”

      My pussy pulsed with desire, knowing Byron and Graham would love to watch, and realizing that we really didn’t do things like this much anymore. Sure, with two incubi in the house, there were still plenty of quickies, but not so many…slowies? And definitely not so many moments of luxurious admiration of each other.

      I remembered the first time we were ever together. The way Byron had to lead us. The hesitation as none of us knew how it should work. That had all vanished long ago, replaced with the comfort and honesty of many years together.

      I knelt on the bed, my ass in the air, while Jake fucked in me in the same rhythm that I pleasured Jasper. I really thought I was going to come just from that, but Jake knew me too well. He knew when I was close, and he would change his rhythm and keep me on the edge.

      After they both came, they pushed me down onto the bed, pinning my hands.

      “She’s as ready as she’s going to get,” Jake said.

      “Pull her legs up too,” Byron said, taking charge like he still did when needed. “After watching that, I don’t think it’ll take long for me.”

      “Nor me,” Graham said.

      “Part of the magic of conceiving a child with both of our blood is being completely in sync,” Byron said. “But I feel confident in our bond.”

      “I’m not worried.”

      Byron and Graham were so close I felt like they were going to fuck me at once, something we had briefly discussed but that I decided was sadly beyond my physical limits. It would be a stretch if they were in human form. In demon form, hell no.

      Byron pushed his way into me, and however many times I took his demon cock it was always intense, but even through the pain, the pleasure seemed to sweep my entire being. As soon as he was in, he pulled out, and then Graham thrust into me in his place.

      Their second round was faster.

      I was already drenched in sweat and Jake and Jasper’s hands were keeping me spread as wide as I could go. There was no escaping it. My clit was still throbbing with the memory of Jasper’s tongue, my nipples hard with the kissing and nibbling and touching they had given me, and Jake had nearly made me come from behind. I was so close, so stimulated, that the rapid, driving motions as they fucked me, the complete loss of control as I gave in to all-consuming pleasure was sending me racing toward a climax.

      “Close,” Byron said.

      “Me too.”

      “She’s close too.”

      “Fuck yes…”

      “Come on, angel—let’s make a demigod.” Byron could still sell a cheesy line like nobody’s business.

      A scream of pleasure tore out of my mouth as I hit my peak. Byron came inside me and as soon as he whipped out of me, Graham followed. Even after they were done, I felt so full of them. Byron lifted my feet up and lifted my hips off the bed, giving me a little shake. “Make sure we get in there. Even I may be getting too old for this kind of coordination night after night.”

      “Yeah, right,” Graham said. “You looked like Superman.”

      “Superman? I’m much hotter than Superman.”

      “That’s true,” I groaned. “I’m pretty sure only a sex demon can pull that one off and not look completely ridiculous.”

      “Ridiculous?”

      “I said you don’t look ridiculous!”

      “I feel a little bit ridiculous, if I’m being completely honest,” Graham said.

      “You are still a terrible incubus after all these years,” Byron said.

      “How long before you think you’re ready to go again, Hel?” Jake said. “Or are you also getting too old?”

      I let out a shuddering groan that was both very eager for more (somehow) and…maybe feeling like I might pass out. “I don’t want to mess up the magic or something,” I said. “But I give you permission to wake me up any way you want.”

      “I’ll definitely take that deal.”

      “But these two demon monsters have to get the girls ready in the morning,” I said. “Set your alarm. I don’t want them waking us up.”

      “We’ll do it,” Graham said, so agreeably that I found that as sexy as anything. He was great at keeping the kids on a schedule and making sure they ate proper meals when the rest of us got caught up in work, while Byron played with them and helped them with homework, true to his word to be a stay-at-home dad when he wasn’t helping establish a familiar library.

      “Mm, goodnight,” I said, closing my eyes. “I hope it worked.”

      I didn’t need to worry. Byron was right. Nine months later, almost on the dot, our son was born. We named him Fiore, which seemed like as good a demon demigod name as any, and despite having the blood of two dark-haired dads, he had golden hair when he was born like me. i had given up my royal blood, but I felt more like me than ever before, and Fiore’s sweet little face reminded me of when Harris was born. But he also had a tail and one black wing and one shimmering Ethereal wing in his pure form, and before long, even as he was learning to walk, his sisters would be giving him wolf-back rides and trying to encourage him to fly, which seemed like a very bad idea.

      “Pretty soon,” Jake said, watching out the curtains beside me, “it’ll be time to put them to work during the summer.”

      “Maybe you’re right. They have too much time on their hands!” I said, watching Hulda put Fiore atop the tallest gravestone and calling out, “Fly!” Jake was already running out the back door before Fiore face planted into grave dirt, and I got back to browsing the latest issue of Hearth Witch Design. Granite countertops, it seemed, were back this year.

      

      Aw! Over already. This series was just such a fun thing to write during this stressful summer and I usually had the Property Brothers and Home Town and House Hunters and so on running in the background noise to keep me inspired! But if you’re already missing this world, well, you might have guessed that I still have more story to tell about Jenny, Bevan and Lord Variel…and all of familiar-kind. I’m excited to delve into the lives of Jenny, an adorable pastry-chef toad-shifter hoping to overcome her tragic past, and the demons she finds herself inadvertently promised to serve thanks to her oath with Bevan. Will Bevan turn evil or will she redeem him? Can a high demon cope with being banished to Etherium? Devils don’t usually get cast into heaven…

      First, though, it is time for…well, two things. A four day weekend for me to just veg with the latest installments of Delicious in Dungeon, Takane and Hana, and Yona of the Dawn manga…and then, the final book of Rayner, Lisbeth and the vampire clan’s story, Kill Me Softly. It’s been a dark journey for them, and they deserve that happy ending.

      I am keeping busy! And I hope you are all keeping well. It’s been such a hard, hard summer for a lot of people and I am trying to balance the stress weighing down on me and the hope that my stories can bring a little escape and joy.

      Please join my Facebook group and come hang out too!
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