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      Being a forty-something, newly divorced, single mom comes with its challenges. Finding out I’m a witch is just another one of them. As a new practitioner of tru-craft, I’ve been told that every witch is called to a single element, and they are sent down one of two paths, the Fade or the Bright.

      Of course, every rule has an exception, and in this case, it’s me.

      My grimoire has revealed a new element I have to learn, and I am walking the ditch between the two paths. I’m going to need the help of a grouchy gnome, a cuddly imp, a fiery ifrit, and a hottie druid to keep me from burning down my life and everything around it.

      My new reality is nature's cruel midlife trick. Surviving Earth magic without blowing up my entire world has been hard enough. If I don’t master Fire, I’ll go down in flames.

      Literally.
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      “Pick it up, woman. Muscle memory isn’t developed overnight. It’s hard work. Keep going. One. Two. Three,” my ovary-busting sister Rose barked at me. “The only person you fail by quitting is yourself. Is that what you want to be, Iris? A failure?”

      “I want to survive this torture,” I muttered.

      “And you thought Linda was tough,” my friend Luanne whispered. I watched the druid warrior doing kettle bell lunges next to my tricolor sage plants as if she were bored.

      I rolled my eyes. “I’m seriously regretting asking Rose to help me get in shape.”

      Rose, my youngest sister, had devoted her adult life to being the best wife, mom, daughter, and sibling humanly possible. She’d been Room Mother for both her children. On top of that task, she ran numerous committees at their school and was the PTO president. To help Rose cope with stress, she’d taken up Cross-Fit a few years back. She was always trying to get me to train with her. Now that she was getting her wish, I was paying the price with burning quads and low back pain I was sure would last me into my eighties. At least we were doing it in the privacy of my backyard garden and not a public gym.

      “Last set,” Rose announced like a drill sergeant hopped up on a vat of caffeine. “Let’s get those knees in the air.”

      “And wave ‘em like we just don’t care,” Lu added out the side of her mouth.

      I snickered, then groaned as each high step felt as if I were climbing the mountain that our town of Southill Village had been built upon.

      “Three more. Two more. One more,” Rose shouted triumphantly. “And shake it out.” She shook her arms and legs one at a time to loosen her muscles.

      I, however, collapsed to the ground. Linda, my garden gnome, stared in my direction. Now that my sister was here, she was completely stone, but I knew she’d laugh about this later. I could hear her now. Lazy, Kleinkind. You need to be strong as the mighty oak, not squishy as the mud it grows in. Do better.

      I grimaced as I got to my feet. I shook my head at Rose. “I can’t believe you do this every day.”

      “For five years.” My sister proudly flexed her muscles. “I’m in the best shape of my life.”

      “I’ll say.” Luanne admired my sister’s physique. “I’ve had squad leaders who couldn’t keep up with you. Iris could definitely use some of your discipline.” Lu had been in the army for a while, and after she’d gotten out, she’d worked for a secret black ops group. The last part was all hush-hush, but since she was one of my druid protectors and the older sister to my soul’s companion, Keir Quinn, she’d confided her past to me. Her brother Keir had been born two hours before me, and the way he’d explained it, he’d felt my birth the instant I drew air. He’d devoted most of his adult years to preparing himself to walk life’s path with me. His words, not mine. The idea that there was a magical bond between us had scared me at first because I don’t want blind devotion. Not from anyone. But Keir assured me he had free will when it came to me. I hoped he was right.

      I rolled my eyes at Luanne. “Some people are built for strength and some for agility.”

      The druid warrior gave me an appraising glance. “And some are built for donuts.” She wiped some powdered sugar from my tank top.

      “Powdered donuts are the breakfast of champions.”

      Rose snorted on a laugh. “Only if you’re in a couch potato competition.”

      I peered at her. “Do they have those? Because I would enter in a heartbeat. Besides, I’m very agile.” I bent over and touched my toes to prove my point, even going so far as to put my palms flat on the ground. “See?”

      “I do see,” a masculine voice said from behind me. “And it’s an interesting view from here.”

      I shot up and turned around. My head swam from the effort. “Uhm, Keir.” The man was tall with dark brown hair that he wore slicked back when working but messier the rest of the time. Right now, it was messy and incredibly yummy. I straightened my top and glanced at my fitness watch. It was nine in the morning. “I wasn’t expecting you until later. I thought you had a class?”

      Keir was a professor at Darling University. He taught classes on the supernatural and occult out of the theology department. It was late July, and the summer semester was winding down.  He wore suits to work, but he was wearing jeans, a blue flannel shirt, and a pair of round-toed leather boots this morning.

      He smiled, and the effort lit up his piercing gray eyes. “I put my TA in charge today of handling finals today. So, I thought I’d stop by early and see how you’re doing.” He gave me a meaningful look that I interpreted as more than social.

      “Sweaty, but okay.” I gave him a what now? look back. It couldn’t be my magic. I’d mostly had it under control lately.

      “Has anything…strange happened this morning?” he asked.

      “She exercised,” said Lu.

      “She means I almost died in pursuit of better health,” I said. “Why?”

      “Perhaps we could have a private conversation?”

      Hoo boy. “I do like a private conversation.” I gave him a wink.

      He grinned. “Not the fun kind.”

      “Bummer.” I gestured to the house. “Lead the way.”

      I looked over at Rose and Luanne. The pair of them were huddled together by my garden bench, laughing. The past couple of weeks, the two of them had bonded over their love of torturing me.

      “I’ll be back,” I called out.

      Rose wiggled her brows. “Please do stuff I wouldn’t do.” She giggled as my cheeks flared with heat.

      I flipped her the middle finger.

      Keir and I had put the kibosh on physical intimacy since the Fire symbol had appeared on my grimoire. Tru-craft was unpredictable in its wild form. As a result, Keir had been afraid that taking our relationship further might produce some unintended and possibly catastrophic consequences. Since I’d cracked the community pool open from a mile away while trying to break a pebble in my backyard when I’d first started learning terra-craft, I’d allowed that he might be right.

      However, when we’d decided to put whatever was happening between us on hold, I hadn’t expected the break to last longer than a week or so. After all, the Earth stuff had only taken four days to resolve.

      “Get you some,” I heard my sister call out as I followed Keir into the kitchen. It was deeply unsettling.

      Honestly, I wished I was getting me some. After six weeks of unrequited fantasies and cold showers, I’d yet to produce even a hint of flame. Even so, I hadn’t wanted to go through another magic trial again. Getting control over terra-craft had nearly turned me to dust. The wild Earth magic had stripped my body of all liquid. I’d been minutes away from shattering into a gazillion minute particles that could be snorted up by a party of wannabe-die Hexenmeister, aka sorcerer assholes, who’d wanted to absorb my powers for themselves. The idea of what Fire might do to me if I couldn’t manage its magic was terrifying.

      Keir had narrow hips, a long torso, long arms, and broad shoulders. A classic swimmers’ build. Extremely sexy. I followed him into the house, admiring the way his jeans hugged his cute derriere.

      “Shake it, don’t break it,” I said as I closed the backdoor.

      He turned and met my gaze, his gray eyes alight with humor and an amused smile playing on his lips. I’d only gotten to kiss those sweet lips a few times, but hot damn, I missed them.

      “You’re bad,” he said with a hint of a smile and a soft chuckle.

      I leaned against the kitchen counter. “Isn’t that what you like about me?”

      “One of the many, many things,” he agreed. He glanced over my shoulder and out the kitchen window. I turned to look as well. Rose and Luanne were still engrossed in whatever muscle-building conversation they were having.

      I gave Keir a curious stare. “Tell me why you’re worried.”

      “I felt an…event.” He held up his hands and moved them slightly back and forth. “A shift of some kind. It happened about an hour ago.” He peered at me as he ran his fingers through his dark, loose curls. “You didn’t feel anything?”

      “An hour ago, I was taking two ibuprofens with a cup of coffee in preparation for my sister’s morning torture session.”

      “Nothing else?” I could see the disappointment in his eyes.

      Lately, I’d felt like a complete failure in the soul’s companion department. Keir had equated our relationship to that of Merlin and King Arthur. But I worried that if I had to yank a sword from a stone to prove my worth, I would end up with a pulled calf muscle, a dislocated shoulder, and a bulged disc in my back. I was definitely no Arthur Pendragon. Keir had trained for over twenty years to be the companion of a magical dud.

      Tru-craft witches were usually only called by one element. Having two of them in my arsenal and the fact that I carried both Fade and Bright magic in me made me a rarity—something special. However, as far as ignis-craft went, nothing had happened in either category. I couldn’t even make a candle flicker at five paces.

      “I’m sorry,” I told him. “I wish the magic would either shit or get off the pot, too. Maybe I’m not special after all. I’m just a simple Earth witch, and that has to be good enough for you.”

      His brows dipped, and he narrowed his gaze. “What are you talking about?”

      Keir’s magic was in the art of prognostication. In other words, he could see the future. My future, to be exact. Only, he saw all the possible futures. It was as if someone was holding onto the television remote and scrolling past every channel. His ability allowed only a glimpse at each station.

      I couldn’t meet his eyes, so I stared at the checkered tiles on my floor. “You put all your bets on me. You turned your life inside out, made yourself into a shapeshifter to protect me, and it turns out, I’m pretty ordinary.” I hadn’t been enough for my ex-husband, who’d found love with someone else, and now I felt like I wasn’t enough for Keir. “I know that’s frustrating. Hell, I’m frustrated, so I don’t blame you one bit.”

      He closed the gap between us so quickly, a startled noise escaped me. He put his hand on my shoulders. “Iris, you are anything but ordinary.” When I didn’t look up, he let go of my shoulder and put two fingers under my chin. I raised my head. When our eyes met, he said, “I could never be disappointed or frustrated with you or my life. You have to know that.”

      I shrugged and glanced away. “I guess.”

      He stroked my cheek and did something he hadn’t done in six weeks. He kissed me. My hands slid up his chest as I leaned in. His lips moved against mine, parting slightly. I slid my tongue along the crevice and rejoiced when his arms wrapped around me. A soft groan escaped my lips as I melted against his body. With more ease than I imagined possible, he lifted me onto the counter and nudged my knees apart with his thighs. He moved in, pressing the hard bulge in his jeans against me. I wrapped my legs around his thighs and laced my fingers into his hair as our tongues intertwined in a feast of passion and desire.

      Pleasure pulsed inside me from my groin into my stomach as we rubbed against each other.

      “Oh, my gawd! Mom,” my teenage son Michael cried out in horror. “No, hell, no, no.”

      The indignant outrage of a seventeen-year-old doused our moment of passion better than any bucket of ice water could. I glimpsed Michael’s hasty retreat down the hall as Keir, and I quickly separated.

      I turned my horrified expression to Keir. He looked stunned for a moment, then he laughed. A giddiness I hadn’t expected surged inside me. A giggle rose in my throat. And then I laughed, too. I hopped down from the counter and slipped my arms around Keir’s waist. His hardness pressed against my stomach. Getting caught by my son hadn’t dulled his erection. Even so, he did nothing but hold me as we both laughed until all the weeks of frustration and denied passion eased.

      When it was over, I stepped out of his embrace. “I better go check on Michael.”

      Keir grinned. “He’ll be okay.”

      Michael had caught his father and his high school football coach, Adam Hauser, kissing in the locker room. My ex, it turned out, was bisexual. He was also a cheater. It had been the beginning of the end of our marriage and the start of a long road to finding forgiveness.

      I grinned back at Keir and nodded. “At least it’ll give him something new to talk about in therapy.”
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      While my mini make-out session with Keir had generated a lot of heat in my lady bits, it hadn’t sparked any external fires in the kitchen. Unfortunately, Rose and Lu walked in from the garden before I could do another test to see if the non-scorcher snog-fest was a fluke.

      I must have worn a strange expression because Rose asked, “Is everything okay? Did something happen?”

      “Nope.” I shook my head. “Why do you ask?”

      Michael bristled as he came out of the hall now dressed in basketball shorts and a tank top. “Going to shoot some hoops.” He wouldn’t make eye contact with me.

      “With who?” I called after him.

      “Friends,” was his sharp reply before I heard the front door slam.

      Michael had been in a bit of a mood since his father had told him that he and Adam might be moving to St. Louis. My ex-husband Evan Callahan was following the new love in his life to get a fresh start away from Southhill Village. I think Evan had thought Michael would be relieved that he was going. Or at least Evan had hoped so. But that hadn’t been the case. For our teenage son, Evan’s bombshell that he was leaving our small Arkansas town in the Ozark mountains had felt like another betrayal. We’d stopped seeing the therapist as a family once the divorce was final. After the family sessions ended, Michael had kept up his one-on-one appointments with Dr. Riker. My kid was at an age where he wasn’t sharing his deepest, personal feelings with me, so I was glad he had someone safe to talk to about his worries and concerns.

      I glanced at Keir. He cracked a smile, and I snickered.

      Luanne gave us both an interrogating stare. “What’s up with Teen Spirit? Did he catch you two going at it?”

      Heat, the non-ignis-craft kind, blossomed in my cheeks.

      Rose’s eyes widened. “Oh. My. Word.” She shook her head. “I hope you still had some clothes on.”

      I narrowed my gaze at her. “We had all of our clothes on, perv.”

      “Cock blocked by One Direction, huh?” Lu snapped a cooling towel at Keir’s groin and laughed as he jumped away before it could make contact.

      “My son’s name is Michael.” I snatched the damp towel from her and gave her thigh a whack. “And you know, One Direction broke up a few years back.”

      Lu laughed like a loon. “Those boys were definitely better together than apart.” With a shrug, she added, “Except for Harry.” Lu grabbed an apple from a bowl on the table. “He’s cool even on his own.” She crunched into the Golden Delicious and wiggled her brows at me.

      I rolled my eyes.

      “Back to the clothing thing,” Rose interrupted. “Just what did Michael walk in on?”

      “We were kissing, that’s all.” I pish-poshed my hand in her direction, tucked a stray lock of hair behind my ear, then began clearing away the dishes.

      A large, twenty-four-pound ginger and white bobtailed cat jumped up on the counter. He rubbed his big head against my elbow. I gave him a scritch between the ears.  Instantly, I felt calm and relaxed. “Hello, Bob.”

      According to Linda, the jumbo-sized cat, who was actually an imp, was also my familiar. I wasn’t one hundred percent sure what he was supposed to do for me as far as my magic went, but having Bob around was better than an entire bottle of Xanax for my sense of well-being. Even better, I would never have to buy cat food or clean kitty litter. Imps, it turned out, didn’t have buttholes which meant they didn’t eat or poop.

      Rose’s workout tights started beeping. She blanched. “Oh crap. I have to pick up the boys from their karate lesson.” Rose’s boys, Drake and Dustin, were Irish twins. They’d been born ten months and eleven days apart, with Drake being the oldest. Right now, they were both thirteen, but Drake would be turning fourteen next week. “I’ve got to go.” She grabbed her keys and gave Lu and me brief hugs. “I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”

      “Bright, but not too early.” I waved her out as my abused muscles protested. When she was gone, I turned to Lu. “I am not built for CrossFit.”

      The druid warrior laughed. “No one is, Iris. But keep it up, and your body will get there.”

      “What if I like my body the way it is?”

      Keir smiled. “I like it the way it is, too.”

      Lu elbowed her brother. “There are a lot of baddies headed Iris’ way. She needs to be prepared, not just magically but physically as well. She has to be ready to fight.”

      I pursed my lips. “Are they really headed my way, though? I mean, it’s been over a month, and there hasn’t even been a whisper of that Bogmall bitch around here.” Bogmall was a powerful druid who wanted to be an even more powerful sorcerer or, as Linda called them, Hexenmeister. The only way for a sorcerer to gain magic was to reap wild magic from a dead witch, and I was the witch Bogmall had set her sights on for reaping. The fact that she hadn’t returned since I’d gained control of my Earth magic made me think Bogmall had targeted me out of convenience more than anything else. “She’s probably moved on to another poor unsuspecting witch.”

      I didn’t like the idea that someone else was being hunted, but if Bogmall had moved on, it meant that not only was I safe, but my family would be safe from her as well. Another reason to be glad that I hadn’t sparked to ignis-craft.

      A clod of dirt hit me in the forehead. I glared down at the kitchen floor into the glowering eyes of an irritating garden gnome.

      “Damn it, Linda.” I wiped at the spot she’d nailed with sniper precision. “Quit throwing shit at me.”

      “That wasn’t Scheisse, Kleinkind,” she corrected me. “Next time, I will show you Scheisse.”

      I raised my hands. “You can keep your Scheisse to yourself.”

      Keir was smart enough to stay out of the way when it came to Linda and me, but Lu made the mistake of giggling.

      I grinned as a gnome-sized fist of dirt smacked her in the mouth.

      Lu sputtered as she turned her deadly gaze at Linda.

      The gnome stroked her snow-white beard. “Do you have something say, Druidin?”

      The last time the two of them had a showdown, it had been out in the garden, and they’d destroyed my gardenias and my Japanese lilac. Luckily, Linda, an actual Earth elemental, had been able to restore them back to health. However, my kitchen wouldn’t be quite so easily repaired. “Take it outside,” I told them. “No fighting in the house.”

      Lu shrugged. “Don’t start nothing, won’t be nothing, Linda.”

      The gnome flicked her beard at Lu, which was the gnome equivalent of fuck off.

      “Keir,” I said sharply, my voice an octave higher than usual.

      Keir’s eyes flashed black at the warring duo. He was giving them a glimpse of his nightmarish puca-form.

      Linda raised an impressed bushy brow. “The hare is showing his tail.”

      Lu looked decidedly contrite. “Sorry,” she said, her eyes darting away from her brother.

      Keir’s puca-form might have the ears of a bunny, but it had the strength of a werewolf and the teeth of a nosferatu. His long, razor-sharp claws were made of diamond crystals, and they could cut through just about anything. Not that long ago, he’d ripped out the heart of an attacking gargoyle to protect me. In other words, he turned into a creature that other creatures went out of their way not to mess with. I was surprisingly cool with that.

      I put my hand on Keir’s chest to shift his focus back to me. “Tell me about this event you said you felt.”

      “What event?” Lu asked.

      “The ground shook under my home this morning, and when it stopped, a geothermal event had taken place.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “Geothermal?”

      “The pool under my waterfall heated to over a hundred degrees.”

      “Are you sure it’s not just the heat?” Luanne said. “It’s been a scorcher this summer.”

      “That pool isn’t stagnant,” Keir countered. “It fills up from the waterfall, and the excess runs over into a stream that cycles down the mountain.”

      “Is the water coming over the waterfall hot?” I asked.

      Keir shook his head. “It’s sixty-five degrees. Of course, the water warms up the farther it flows down the mountain, but I temped the stream at mile intervals on my way down, and it didn’t reach above seventy-two degrees. The pool is an anomaly.”

      “It might be natural,” I said. “Eureka Springs is about an hour northwest of us, and they have hot springs.”

      “Maybe.” The worry lines on Keir’s brow deepened. “I know someone who could tell us if this is natural or magical. I just need to take her a sample.”

      “Ugh. Not her,” Luanne said.

      “Her?” I asked.

      Lu’s expression soured. “Malfeasant.”

      Keir rolled his eyes at his sister and sighed. “Malphista,” he said to me. “She’s a sea witch.”

      “Hag, you mean.” Lu spit as if warding off evil. “If I never see her stupid face again it will be too soon.”

      Keir elbowed his sister. “Good thing you’re not coming with me then.”

      “Can I go? I don’t know any other witches. Does she do Nero-craft?” Nero-craft was Water magic.

      “More like bitch-craft,” Lu said on a snort.

      Keir ignored her. “She’s not that kind of witch.”

      “A Hexenmeister?”

      “Not that kind either. Sea witch is more a species than a vocation. She is an elemental, much like Linda.”

      I glanced to the floor where Linda had been, but the gnome had disappeared.

      Keir gave me a look of apology. “And I’m afraid she lives in a place that you can’t go.”

      “And where is that? The lost city of Atlantis?”

      Lu choked on a snort.

      Keir ignored her. “Lake Superior.”

      Lake Superior was the biggest lake in the Midwest, and it extended into Michigan, Wisconsin, Minnesota, and Canada. “Which state?”

      “She doesn’t live in any state.”

      “The sea witch is Canadian? I can go to Canada. I have my passport.”

      “Where she lives, you need more than a passport to enter.” Keir chuckled. “Malphista doesn’t live around the lake. She lives in the lake.”
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      My sister Marigold stopped by my house the next day. She wore a pale-yellow shift dress with braided hemp sandals and a braided raffia tote. Her black hair was piled on her head in a loose bun. Two large vintage jewel-encrusted hair sticks held the mess-terpiece in place. The jewels were cut glass, but still, my older sister looked like Bohemian royalty.

      I’d always envied her thick, zero-frizz locks. If my hair wasn’t wrapped with a hair tie and held down with several bobby pins, it fell out of whatever style I put it in.

      The afternoon had warmed up to the high eighties, so I had my windows open and my ceiling fans on to keep the house cooled. The temperature at our elevation was usually mild. I mean, it warmed up enough to go swimming in the summer, but the thermometer rarely reached ninety degrees. I had a window air conditioner, but I’d probably only ran it a couple times a year.

      “Well, this is unexpected,” I said, stretching the very sore muscles in my arms. Rose had shown up at dawn’s buttcrack for another workout. I was learning fast that a kettlebell was not my friend. But all things considered—like me being over forty and the fact that I hadn’t exercised since my mid-thirties—I’d expected to be in a lot more pain today. There were definitely some benefits to this tru-craft business. “What brings you to my neck of the woods?”

      Marigold had a house outside of town. She was only about ten minutes away by car, but she didn’t usually visit without reason.

      My sister collapsed on my sofa, a slight sheen on her forehead as she fanned herself. “It’s so muggy today. It feels like the world’s sweating all over us.”

      “It’s not so bad in a breeze,” I said.

      “Okay, Mom,” she teased. Our mother used to say that whenever we kids would complain about the humidity. I guess I’d picked it up from her.

      I smiled at Marigold. “Do you want a cold cloth for your neck?”

      “Would you be a dear?” She batted her naturally thick eyelashes at me.

      I rolled my eyes. “And how about a glass of lemonade, too?”

      “Yes, please,” she called after me as I went into the kitchen. I got a dishtowel from the top drawer below my convection oven, dropped it in the sink, and turned on the water. After I got a glass down from the cabinet to the left of the microwave, I put some ice in it from the freezer.

      Bob rubbed his fat body against my calves. He was making a trilling sound that was a mixture of purr and alarm. “Just a minute, Bob. I’ll get you next.” He usually acted this way when he wanted something to drink. Linda told me imps drank vodka, but Bob was good with anything, including tap water. The floofy, chonky cuddle muffin was the most stress-free being in my life. Sooo easy to please. I loved that about him.

      I set the glass on the counter and grabbed the lemonade from the fridge. I’d made it yesterday, and Michael had drank all but one serving. Lucky for Marigold, there was enough to top off the glass. Absently, I reached over to the sink to grab the dishrag, and Bob did something he’d never done before.

      He sunk a claw in me. I jumped away from him. “Ow, Bob. That really hurt.” I spilled some lemonade on the counter, so I looked at the sink to grab a washcloth, and I noticed the shimmer of steam coming from the water. Yikes! I’d thought I’d turned on cold water. I cranked the hot water knob, but it was all the way off already.

      “What the hell?” I turned off the cold tap next, and the water stopped. I frowned. Hot water was coming out of the cold side. Had someone switched the lines when I hadn’t been looking?

      I looked under the sink. Both lines were hooked up correctly. I turned on the hot and checked the temp with the meat thermometer. 116 degrees Fahrenheit. Next, I turned on the cold. Steam rose again. The temperature was 152 degrees.

      Bob had saved me from getting second, possibly, third-degree burns on my hand. I cast the imp a thankful glance. This wasn’t good, though. Why was my cold water hot? Was this like Keir’s waterfall? Was this a magical event or faulty plumbing?

      “You coming back anytime soon with that lemonade?” Marigold shouted. “I’m wilting away to nothing in here.”

      “Drama queen,” I hollered back. “Give me two seconds.”

      I got under the sink again and turned the cold-water valve off. Michael was spending the day with his father. Still, it was better to be safe than sorry. Once I got Marigold out of the house, I made a mental note to do the same with the bathroom faucets

      I took the drink into the living room and handed it to my sister.

      “No cold cloth?” she pouted.

      “There’s something wrong with the water pipes,” I told her as I sat down on the opposite end of the couch. “I’ll call a plumber in a bit. But first, tell me what’s going on.”

      She managed to look offended. “Does something have to be going on for me to visit my favorite sister?”

      I arched a brow at her. “Without giving me some notice? Yes. Most definitely.” Bob jumped up onto my lap, and I stroked his fur as I waited for Marigold’s answer.

      She sat up and harrumphed. “Fine. I have some stuff I want to talk to you about.”

      “Here we go?” I said, grateful for Bob’s calming influence. “What do you need?”

      Marigold smirked. “Well, if you’re going to be that way about it….”

      I rolled my eyes again. “Just tell me.”

      Before she could pose her request, my doorbell rang.

      I gave Marigold a look of accusation. “Doesn’t anybody use a phone anymore?”

      She raised her hands. “I swear I tried to call you.”

      The doorbell rang again. “I’m coming!” I said loud enough for whoever it was to hear.

      I peered out the window to get a look at my uninvited guest—a tall man with a heavyweight boxer’s build. His long hair was a mixture of black and red, creating the darkest auburn I’d ever seen. I couldn’t see his eyes because he wore mirrored aviator glasses. As I was sizing him up, he pivoted his head. Even though I couldn’t see his gaze, I knew it was locked onto mine. A smirk drew up the corners of his lips as he pushed the doorbell again.

      Shit.

      Bob ran in front of me and hissed. Whoa. That was strange. Bob loved everyone.

      “Are you going to answer the door?” Marigold asked.

      I was still debating. The guy on the other side was someone I’d never seen before, and he seemed shady as all get out.

      Bob was circling my ankles and making the weird trilling sound he’d made earlier when he’d stopped me from boiling my hands. Bob did not want me to answer the door. I decided to take Bob’s advice.

      I shook my head at my sister. “I don’t think I will, actually.”

      “Mrs. Callahan,” the man said. “I know you’re home, so why don’t you answer the door?”

      I snapped my fingers at Marigold. “Text Keir.” Marigold and Keir worked together at the college. She taught social psychology, and he taught classes on the occult. Since the theology department and the psychology department shared a building, they’d become friends.

      Marigold, who had no idea that magic and the paranormal were real, had her phone out in a jiff. “What do you want me to say?” she whispered.

      “Tell him there’s a weirdo at my door,” I whispered back.

      I heard the man scoff. “I assure you, I am not a weirdo.”

      Damn. The weirdo had excellent hearing. “I’ll be the judge of that,” I said to the door, feeling absolutely ridiculous.

      “I would like to talk with you.” His English was perfect, but I detected a slight accent I wasn’t familiar enough with to know where it was from. He knocked again. “I promise our conversation will be brief, Iris.”

      Oh, so now we were on a first-name basis, huh? “It’s Ms. Everlee,” I countered. “And I don’t answer the door to solicitors.”

      “Then it’s a good thing I’m not trying to sell anything,” he said with a hint of irritation.

      Who in the hell was this guy? He looked human enough, but between his bionic hearing and the fact that I’d been attacked by a rock troll and a gargoyle the previous month, I didn’t want to take anything for granted.

      “Keir’s on his way. He says Lu’s in town already, and she’ll be here soon.” Marigold peeked out the window. “Hot damn,” she hissed. “I wonder if the serial killer is looking for a prison wife.”

      I glared at her.

      She shrugged. “Assuming he doesn’t murder us first, of course.”

      “Of course,” I said tersely.

      “I don’t wish to harm you, sahira,” the man said.

      Bob’s growing growls didn’t give me a lot of confidence. “What do you want then?”

      “I am here for you.”

      “Well, I don’t recall ordering Tall, Dark, and Sketchy from Amazon,” I said. “So return to sender.”

      Marigold grabbed my arm and dragged me back from the door. “You know, I’d shank a man for you, Iris, but maybe we should go lock all the doors and windows.”

      I nodded. “Good idea.”

      “I am not going to enter your house without an invitation,” the man yelled. “You don’t need to fear me.”

      “Because you’re harmless as a June bug,” I yelled back.

      “I didn’t say I was harmless,” he admitted. “Only that I mean you no harm.”

      “I’ve called the police,” I said.

      “I doubt that’s true,” he replied. “I heard you tell your friend to text the druid.”

      Marigold, who’d just come back from closing windows in the bedroom, looked at me and mouthed, Druid?

      I shrugged noncommittally. Well, shit. This guy knew that Keir was a druid. That definitely put this in the magical mischief category. Holy hells, I could use the help of a persnickety gnome, but when I glanced out the window, Linda was still as a stone in her usual place in my garden. She had told me once that she would only animate around people and creatures who possessed magic. As long as Marigold was here, it meant no help from the stony sourpuss.

      I chewed on my lip as I tried to figure out how to manage the situation. I could try a spell…maybe. I mean, I was getting pretty good at manipulating minerals and rocks, along with using herbs and other Earth-based materials to make potions. But the guy outside the door wasn’t made of rocks or weeds. Besides, the last time I’d haphazardly threw a spell together, I’d ended up with ironbark for skin.

      Don’t get me wrong, the ironbark skin had helped save my life, but still, I liked my skin the way it was. On the plus side, the guy hadn’t barged into my house and attacked me yet. The only real alarm bells had been Bob’s reaction.

      Maybe Auburn Hair was another druid.

      Or…another Hexemeister.  Bogmall had disappeared, but maybe this dude wanted to finish what the blonde bitch had started.

      I walked to the door. “If you know he’s coming, and you aren’t worried, then you can just wait on my porch until he gets here.”

      Marigold grabbed my arm again to get my attention. “Maybe we should call the cops?”

      “And tell them what? A guy knocked on my door?”

      “A weirdo guy,” Marigold amended. At least she was no longer sizing him up for an orange wedding tuxedo. “A guy who won’t leave after you’ve asked him to go.” Her brown eyes widened, and she snapped her fingers. “I forgot your office window.”

      She rushed out of the living room toward the back of the house. I was glad I wasn’t dealing with the mystery man on my own, but Marigold was a civilian in all this. She had no idea what my life had become over the past month and a half. None of my family had. Tru-craft was inherited. Marigold, like Rose, Dahlia, and Rowan, were my siblings. But we’d been adopted, so none of us were blood-related. After my biological mother abandoned me at a hospital in Briarberry Falls, a town on the other side of the mountain, Grace and Randall Everlee had taken me in. Mom and Dad had a saying: family always finds you. I believed it was true. After all, they’d found all of us.

      My birth mother had been a witch, like her mother or father before her. Although, according to Keir, it was rare for men to get the spark. However, they could pass tru-craft to their daughters. This meant that even though my son Michael might never develop magic, his children would have the potential to spark. I would have to eventually tell him that I was a tru-craft witch and what that meant for him, so that he could be better prepared than I had been for this inheritance.

      Now that I knew about my biological history, I could see how my birth mother might not have had much choice. I asked Keir once if he saw her, my bio-mom, in any of his future visions. He hadn’t. The news had made me feel sick inside. Chances were good that she was dead.

      Marigold hadn’t returned from my office yet. When I turned to look over my shoulder, a hand covered my mouth, and I screamed. The sound was muffled by the warm palm covering my lips. I bit into the flesh, hard enough to break the skin.

      “Ouch, Iris. That fucking hurt,” a familiar voice whispered as the hand jerked away from my face.

      I whipped around to see Lu, dressed in all black leather, with a combat vest on. She had to be melting in this heat, but she looked as cool as my lemonade. I identified two hand grenades, four knives, a baton, and a pistol in various locations on her vest.

      My eyes rounded with apprehension. “Are you going to need all that? Marigold is in the house.”

      “I sent her out your office window,” Lu said. “She promised to go to the neighbors until I came and got her.”

      I groaned. “Do you actually think my sister is going to sit this out?” Once when we were in college, a guy had been chatting me up at a bar and wouldn’t take no for an answer. Rose saw him follow me to the bathroom. She’d jumped him from behind and beat him senseless until the bouncer pulled her off of the stalkery dude. I smiled at the memory. After, she and the bouncer had started dating. She was that awesome and that nuts. “She might not have Rose’s physical prowess,” I told Lu. “But she’s no shrinking violet.”

      Lu grinned, baring her teeth. “Because she has a flower name, right? You’re punny.”

      “Uhm, no. My sister is a freak.”

      On that note, I heard Marigold’s battle cry from out front, and there was a loud thunk against my door.

      “Well, shit,” Lu uttered. “That’s a problem.”

      “Ya think?” I’d used tangleweeds to take down a whole group of druid-wanna-be-Hexenmeisters. This guy was going to rue the day he messed with an Everlee. I tapped into my terra-craft, then reached out with my magic to the grass and dirt as I unlocked the door and threw it open. I just needed one good climbing plant, and this guy would be toast.

      Only, when I got out onto the porch, the serial killer was helping Marigold up from the deck boards, and he was checking her over for injuries.

      “What is going on?” I asked as I called upon a hanging English ivy I had on a hook to the right of the porch. Its vines began to wiggle and extend, the ends almost floating as they moved toward the swarthy man. “Get away from my sister,” I snarled.

      “She charged me,” he said quickly. “I simply stepped out of the way.”

      “It’s true,” Marigold admitted sheepishly.  “I tripped over the top step and hit my head on your door.” She rubbed her noggin. “He didn’t hurt me.”

      I let go of some of the magic pulling on the plant but didn’t withdraw completely, especially after Bob jumped up on my porch chair and hissed a warning at him. Bob’s orange and white fur stood on end. Whoever this guy was, he’d raised the imp’s hackles.

      “Who are you?”

      The corner of the guy’s mouth tugged up in a half-smile. “That is the question, isn’t it?”

      Keir’s electric car pulled silently up to the curb. He quickly got out and made a beeline for us. His face was red, angry, and worried.

      The man stepped off the porch and turned to my druid companion. Keir came to an abrupt halt, his expression changing from rage, to confusion, to something I had not expected at all. Joy. He grinned. “Zev,” he said. “It’s been a long time. I barely recognized you.”

      The mystery man nodded, his own grin matching Keir’s. “Too long, my friend. Much too long.”
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      After Kier finished hugging Murdery Creepy Guy, Lu jumped up on him, wrapped her legs around his waist, and then gave him a big smooch.

      “Damn, Zev,” the druid warrior said. “The last time I saw you, you were a scrawny thing.”

      “The early hundreds can be a difficult transition for my people,” he conceded.

      Lu grinned. “Well, you’re all grown up now.”

      I helped Marigold steady herself. “I am so confused,” I told her as we watched the bizarre reunion.

      “You and me both.” Her messy bun had fallen out, and she shook her hair out over her shoulders. “I get the impression Keir and his sister know the guy.”

      I crooked a brow at her. “You’ve always been very astute.”

      She elbowed me in the ribs. “And you’ve always been a smartass.”

      I rubbed my side. “Ow.”

      “I barely tapped you.”

      “I guess you don’t know your own strength.” I narrowed my gaze on her. “Speaking of. What the hell were you doing trying to tackle a stranger?”

      “You were freaked. The guy wouldn’t leave. I told you I would shank a dude for you.”

      “And what were you planning on shanking him with?”

      She held up both her antique hair sticks and showed me their pointy ends. “From fashion to fierce.”

      Her grin made me roll my eyes. “If only you hadn’t tripped over your own feet.”

      “Your step,” she corrected me. “I tripped on the step.”

      “Samesies.”

      She scoffed. “Hardly.” I watched as Keir spoke rapidly in a language that I didn’t understand to the stranger that was almost undoubtedly supernatural. The relaxed grin on Keir’s face, the glint in his gray eyes, and the way he ran his hand through his hair as he laughed made me smile.

      “He’s cute,” Marigold said.

      “He really is.”

      She arched a brow at me. “You better not let Keir hear you say that.”

      “I was talking about him, stupid.”

      “Oh, right,” Marigold said. “Yeah, he’s cute, too.”

      Zev turned his head to my sister, tipped his aviators down, and flashed his dark brown gaze in her direction. I could swear his eyes turned crimson right before he pushed his glasses back up his nose. Eep. Definitely paranormal. I needed to get rid of my non-paranormal sister, and fast. That wasn’t going to happen until someone gave a reasonable explanation for the guy’s impromptu arrival on my porch.

      “Uhm, Keir. Lu.” I waved to get their attention. “Are you going to introduce us to your friend?”

      He chuckled and shook his head. “Of course. Sorry.”

      Lu punched him in the arm. “Yeah, rude.”

      “You’re just as bad,” I told her.

      “Figures you’d take his side.” Lu rolled her eyes. “Zev, this is Iris and her sister Marigold. Everlees, this is Zev, an old childhood friend of ours. Welp, this was a fun reunion, but I got to go.” She held up two fingers and saluted us. “Peace out.”

      I narrowed my gaze at her. “Where are you going?”

      “Back to where I was when I got Keir’s nine-one-one.”

      Her evasive answer made me curious. “And where is that exactly?”

      “None-oh-yo-business.” On that note, she headed toward the backyard.

      I seized the opportunity to get my sister out of the picture for a moment. “You need a ride to your car?” I asked. “Marigold can take you.”

      Marigold’s expression soured before she shook her head and forced a smile. “I’d be happy to run you over.” She gave Lu a feral grin. “To your car, I mean.”

      Lu glance at me. I gave her a look that I hoped said, Take my sister. Please. The druid warrior nodded. “Sure. I parked my van about four blocks down the street. I’d love a ride.”

      “Be careful,” Zev said. He offered his hand to my sister as she approached the steps. “You don’t want to fall again.”

      Marigold reached back behind her head and rolled her hair into a messy bun. She stuck the lethal sticks into the loose knot to hold it in place. She flashed Zev a cheeky smile. “I don’t fall that easily.” I groaned as she took his hand and let him help her down to the sidewalk.

      Nope. This wasn’t going to happen. I frowned at Lu. “Hurry up, you two. I’m sure Lu’s business was super important. She probably needs to get back to it.”

      Lu, who could take a hint, looped her arm in Marigold’s. “Ready when you are.”

      My sister cast one final look back at me. “Talk later?” she asked. “Privately?”

      I gave her a quick nod. “Definitely.”

      She waved then said, “Goodbye, Keir. Nice to meet you, Zev.”

      The bastard kissed her hand. “Until we meet again.” I wanted to smack him away.

      My sister gave him a coy smile as she cast him a sideways flirty glance then headed to the road. She dug her keys from her purse, and without looking back, said, “Come on, Lu. Let’s go get your car.”

      The English ivy that had answered my earlier call snapped the back of Zev’s head like a whip. He reached back with lightning-fast reflexes and flicked it away.

      I watched as a flame started at the end of the vine and burned up the entire strand as if it were a wick leaving behind a scorched tendril.

      My eyes widened. Note to self: Fire beats Earth.

      I reached over the plant and plucked the burnt foliage from the pot. “Are you ignis-craft?” I asked.

      “No,” he said. “But I am here to see if you are.”

      I looked at Keir. “I don’t understand.”

      “I don’t, either,” Keir said. His tone was less friendly than before. “Why are you here, Zev?”

      Zev crossed his arms. “The Iron Grove has requested my assistance.”

      Keir’s brows dipped as his frown deepened. “They didn’t say anything to me about this.”

      “The request came directly from the Archdruid. If Ms. Everlee does possess two elements, the council wants to know.”

      “I’ve been keeping the council informed about Iris’ progress,” Keir said.

      Now it was my turn to frown. “You have?” I asked. “What’s the Iron Grove, and why are you telling them about me?”

      Even with mirrored glasses on, I saw Zev’s amusement as his gaze pivoted back and forth between Keir and me.

      I crossed my arms over my chest, mimicking Zev’s stance, and employed my sternest Mom-tone. “Don’t be a smug dick.”

      Keir snickered. “She totally has your number, pal.”

      I turned my Mom-stare on Keir. “Who or what is the Iron Grove? And why are you telling them about me?”

      “It’s not like that, Iris.”

      “Then tell me what it’s like.”

      “The Iron Grove have enforced laws for druid-kind and tru-craft witches since before the age of Merlin.”

      “So, sort of like the government.”

      “Sort of,” he agreed.

      “Are there witches on this council?” I hadn’t met another tru-craft practitioner. The idea of talking with one excited me.

      “Yes, but the Archdruid is our leader.”

      “Like the president?” I asked.

      “More like the pope,” Zev said. “Only with more power, of course.”

      I gave him a bland look. “No one’s talking to you right now.”

      He raised his hands. “I’ll stay out of the conversation.”

      “Good idea,” Keir said. Zev walked a few feet away and toed at the grass. Keir focused on me. “I have to report my work to the Iron Grove.”

      “I’m a job?”

      “No,” he said quickly, then added, “But yes. I mean, we were born connected, which makes us family in many ways. But the Grove trained me to be your protector as well, which means I answer to them.”

      “What kind of stuff do you tell them about me?” A painful thought flashed in my mind. “Do you tell them about Michael? My sisters and brother? My dad?”

      Keir reached out and tried to hold my hand. I tucked it behind my back so he couldn’t.

      “Answer me,” I demanded.

      He let his hand fall to his side. “They already know who your family is, Iris. They know you have a son and an ex-husband. I didn’t have to tell the Grove about them. It’s a matter of public record. As far as anything personal going on in your life, I promise you, I haven’t said a word.”

      I wanted to believe him. But maybe the only reason he hadn’t told his people anything personal was because my family hadn’t said or done anything noteworthy.

      I frowned. “Because my family is boring?”

      The corner of his mouth tugged up into a half-smile. “I only report on stuff that is supernatural and magical.”

      “Like the fact that the Fire symbol showed up on my grimoire.”

      “That wasn’t so much a report as I wanted to know if the Iron Grove had ever heard of a tru-craft practitioner being summoned to more than one element.”

      “And?” I asked with understandable alarm. Keir had told me it was rare, but if he had to ask his head mucky-mucks about it, maybe it had never happened before. “Was there?”

      He shrugged then sighed. “There were a few folktales about a coven of witches who possessed the power of more than one element. If the stories are true, if the coven existed, the grimoires had to have been destroyed a long time ago because there isn’t any evidence they actually existed.”

      “Destroyed? Didn’t you tell me that grimoires were sentient and indestructible witch-seeking missiles?”

      Keir nodded. “That’s true. That’s how your grimoire found you.”

      “Then how could they have been destroyed?”

      “By killing the entire coven and their children. If there’s no more witches left in a bloodline, the grimoire ceases to exist as well.”

      “All that history gone.” The horror of his words stole my breath and made my knees wobbly. Keir reached out and steadied me as the implication sunk in. If I did have more than one element, would someone come for me? Would they come for Michael?”

      Fear kicked my pulse up a notch. With my magic, I’d cracked a concrete pool from a mile away, and I’d destroyed a rock-troll with my thoughts. I’d also taken down a group of druids using weeds. If I could do that with hardly any control or practice, what kind of power did a group of witches who knew what they were doing have? And what force on earth could have stopped them?

      “These witches were powerful in tru-craft,” I said. “What or who could’ve killed them? And how?”

      “Like I said, there’s not much information. Just stories.”

      “You have a doctorate in supernatural mythology and the occult.” I hated that I sounded like I was accusing him of something. Still, I didn’t want some supercharged baddie taking me out, and I definitely didn’t want my son to become collateral damage. It wasn’t his fault his mother was an anomaly. Hell, it wasn’t my fault either.

      “So far, the magic hasn’t manifested. This could be a grimoire glitch,” Keir said hopefully. “You might only have one element, and if that’s the case, it doesn’t matter what happened to that coven.”

      I arched my brow and met his gaze. “Doesn’t matter? They were people.”

      “If they existed,” he reminded me. “As of now, they are unsubstantiated stories.”

      “Up until last month, I’d thought magic, gnomes, imps, rock trolls, and gargoyles were fictional. That didn’t make them less real before I knew.”

      “Iris,” he said softly. “You haven’t had the spark for ignis-craft since your grimoire produced the symbol. Your Earth magic started right away, right?”

      He wasn’t wrong. “Yes,” I agreed. “But…” I turned my gaze to the dude sitting on my porch bench. “…then what is he doing here?”

      Keir looked at Zev. “That’s a good question.”

      Zev smiled up at us. “Is it my turn to talk now?”
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      We moved the conversation into the house. My house was on a three-quarter acre lot. Not so small that the neighbors were up my ass, but not so large that they might not overhear talk of magic and stuff.

      I didn’t offer Zev a drink since the cold water was turned off, and I’d poured the last of my lemonade out for Marigold. I wanted to talk to Keir about the boiling tap, but not in front of the strange guest.

      “So, why are you here, Zev?” Keir asked.

      The man flicked his fingers in the air. “The Iron Grove has requested my help with the witch.”

      “The witch has a name,” I said. “Which you know, because you used it very casually when you were trying to get into my house earlier.”

      “My dear, Iris,” the man replied. “If I had been trying to get into your house, I would have gotten into your house. Something as trivial as a locked door couldn’t have kept me out.”

      “Okay.” I glanced at Keir, then returned my gaze to Zev. “Now that we’ve established that, can you get down to business.”

      “Happy to,” Zev said. He stood up, and I stepped back. It was an automatic reaction. While the guy was handsome, as my sister had so aptly pointed out, his presence made me uneasy.

      “Can’t you tell me from over there?”

      “I am sorry, sahira, but I must approach you. The Iron Grove has hired me to test your potential for Fire. To do that, I must be in contact with you.”

      “What does sahira mean?”

      “Witch,” Keir said blandly.

      “Close enough,” Zev agreed. “Now, may I approach?”

      I cast a questioning look Keir’s way. “How can Zev know if I have Fire in me or not?”

      “He’s an ifrit,” Keir said.

      “Like the summoned monster from Final Fantasy?” The video game had been one of my son’s favorites, and I’d played it with him the summer before his freshman year. I studied Zev for a moment, trying to see the giant fire monster.

      “If you’re waiting for me to grow horns and breathe out flames,” he said. “I will happily oblige.”

      I waved my hand quickly. “No, no. Not necessary. At least not in the house. I have insurance if the place burns down, but I’m not sure it covers supernatural events.”

      Zev cracked a smile. “I’m a fire djinn. The summoned monster in Final Fantasy is like me, not the other way around. And frankly, the makers of the video game got a lot wrong.” He crossed his arms over his chest again, reminding me of the genie from Aladdin.

      “Do you grant wishes?” I asked.

      He bared his teeth in a smile that made me blanch. “Do you want me to grant your wishes?”

      Keir put his hand on my arm. “Best not to make any djinn wishes. Especially with an ifrit. They will always find a way to take more than they give.”

      Zev waved his hand with a flourish in Keir’s direction. “My friend is right. A smart person doesn’t trade favors with my kind. However, I will promise you one wish, no strings attached, if you allow me to do the work the Iron Grove has so generously paid me for.”

      “Uhm, no thanks.” Even if I wanted a wish granted, I’d been around long enough to know that there was no such thing as a no-strings-attached favor.

      Zev smiled, once again baring his teeth. “Will you allow me to test your Fire?” He gave Keir an imploring look. “I swear, my friend, I mean your woman no harm.”

      “Uhm, first of all,” I started, “I am no one’s woman.” Even if Keir and I turned into something intimately less temporary, I wasn’t anyone’s property. “And second, you need my permission, not his.”

      “I’m trying to get your permission to touch you for the test,” Zev said. “But Keir knows me, and you trust him. I’m taking a chance that he will know my heart and my mission. It’s to your benefit as well as the Iron Grove’s to know if you possess ignis-craft. The testing only takes a moment and requires minimal contact.”

      Keir nodded. “I don’t like that the druid high council is interfering without giving me a heads up, but Zev isn’t wrong. He was made from fire and magic. If you possess the spark, he’ll find it.”

      “Where?” I asked

      “Here is fine,” Zev said.

      I gave him a bland look. “Where do you have to touch me? Because my no-no places are off-limits.”

      Zev smirked. “Your no-no places, as you call them, are safe from my touch.” He rubbed his hands together, and his fingernails transformed into licking flames. When I glanced up, I saw his dark, red hair was ablaze, and his eyes were crimson again. “Fire comes from the belly.” He stepped toward me, and it took all my willpower to not run away. “Lift your shirt.”

      “He’s going to touch your stomach,” Keir said. His tone was decidedly uncomfortable. “That’s where ignis-craft originates.”

      “Is this going to hurt?”

      “It will not hurt, sahira,” Zev replied. “If you don’t have the spark, you’ll feel nothing but the warmth of my hand.”

      I sucked in a breath and lifted my shirt to my ribs. I stared in morbid fascination as Zev’s fiery fingertips made contact with my skin. The heat of his hands sunk into my gut.

      Energy surged inside me as if someone had shoved an air compressor hose down my throat and turned it on full blast. I could see Keir’s lips moving, but I couldn’t hear the words coming out of his mouth. His eyes were black, and his teeth had grown jagged and razor-sharp. In my estimation, a very bad sign. I tried to think, move, and react, but it was as if every molecule in my body had frozen in place. Including my lungs.

      “I can’t,” I rasped, unable to move air in or out. Instinctually, I reached out to the only defense I had left…Earth. Excruciating pain stabbed through me as I called upon the minerals in my bones to shape and form. Calcium, phosphorous, and magnesium reacted to my will. I called the minerals to my defense as my ribs became spikes that shot out of my skin and into the offending hand that felt like death itself.

      A hiss of pain followed a shout of relief as I sagged down onto the couch. Keir was there, his arms around me. “What did you do?” he accused.

      “I’m sorry, my friend,” Zev said. “I promised I wouldn’t harm her, but I never expected she would damage herself. This is her magic, not mine.” He sounded slightly awed and a little impressed. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “Stop talking,” Keir said, his voice a weird combination of guttural and his own. His hands were sliding against my stomach. “Bandages,” he shouted. “We need compression.”

      I blinked up and saw his jagged mouth of fangs. He was totally puca-ing out.

      I tried to give him a reassuring pat, but my arms felt heavy with fatigue. “I’m okay,” I whispered. The air had returned to my lungs, but they felt as if I’d inhaled a heavy dose of smoke.

      “Save your energy,” Keir chided. “You’ve lost a lot of blood.”

      “I have?” My head fell forward, and my eyes widened. It was one thing to imagine my ribs as knives, but it was another thing to see it. The bones were jutting from either side of my abdomen in an arch that resembled a cage basket. My stomach was covered in my blood. So much blood. A black substance dripped from the pointy tips of the protrusions and created dark puddles in the red. As Zev handed Keir a dishtowel, I saw six gashes in the back of his hand, the wounds oozing the same black substance. His blood.

      “Gotcha,” I said sleepily. My eyelids were heavy and hard to keep open. I felt Keir pressing the towel against the base of the sharp protruding bones.

      “You have to release the magic, Iris,” he said softly. “You have to. I can’t stop the bleeding until you do.”

      My eyes rolled back as I tried to tap into Earth again, but my energy was spent. “I can’t.”

      “Oh for the love of—” I heard the familiar harsh voice of Linda. “Arsh mit Ohren. Move your hands.”

      A sharp snap and a crack followed by a deep pain made me scream. Then Linda had one of the bones in her hand and was throwing it away.

      “No!” I shouted as she grabbed another bone and broke it off with quick precision. The pain brought on a surge of adrenaline, giving me the energy to try and fight her off. But Keir and Zev held me down as Linda finished the other four bones off.

      “Come, Dschinn. The wounds require closing before she loses more blood.” Her cold, little fingers were stroking my flaming hot cheeks, and her tone was gentle. “Stupid, Kleinkind. This is going to hurt.”

      I screamed again as fire from Zev’s fingers sealed the open gashes.

      “She needs rest now,” I heard Linda say. “She must sleep and heal.”

      “I’m not leaving her.” Keir pulled me closer. “I won’t.”

      “Of course not,” Linda told him. “Take her to her room. Wash her wounds, then get her to bed.”

      “What can I do?” Zev asked.

      In her most annoyed tone, Linda said, “There is a mop and bucket in the hall closet. You can clean up this mess before her son comes home.”

      The pain had become tolerable as Keir lifted me in his arms. I glanced at my little Gnomie-Wan-Kenobi and nodded my thanks. But there was one last thing that I needed to say before Keir absconded with me.

      “When he’s done mopping the floor,” I pointed a wan finger at Zev, “I want him gone.” And I hoped that the “far, far away from me” was implied.
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      The pain wasn’t nearly as intense as it had been when the ifrit had seared the rib wounds shut with his flaming fingers. Surprisingly, it felt like a bad toothache. That same throbbing sensation I’d had when a molar had abscessed was very similar to the pulsing pain I felt in my abdomen. Was I bleeding out on the inside? Was the loss of blood dulling the full force of the agony I should’ve experienced?

      Keir carried me into the master bathroom and gently laid me down in my old-fashioned claw foot tub. There was a shower that I generally used, but the tub was nice when I wanted to soak and read for pleasure.

      “Am I dying?” I asked as he turned on the water. The cold shocked me, and I tensed.

      “Sorry,” he said as the water slowly warmed up. “I should have started the water first.”

      “You didn’t answer my question.” My voice sounded weak even to my own ears.

      “You’re not dying,” Keir said. “I put you in the tub so you wouldn’t get blood all over your bedroom.”

      My guy wasn’t just handsome. He was also smart. “Good thinking.”

      “Should someone call an ambulance?” I heard Lu ask from out of my eye line. She must have returned after Marigold dropped her off. “Or, at the very least, a healer?”

      Keir shook his head. “She’s already healing.” He lifted my shirt and splashed some water over the wounds.

      I glanced down. The water had turned pink with my blood, but the burned wounds were already scabbing over. “How? How is that possible?”

      He stroked my hair out of my face with his wet hand. “I think the same way your magic protected you from Zev’s probing. It’s now reversing the damage.” He shook his head. “I’ve never seen anything like this, Iris. Why would you use your own bones as a weapon?”

      “She used her own bones?” Lu walked over to the towel closet near the toilet and took out a washcloth. She handed it to Keir.

      “Yes,” he said, taking them. “They shot out of her abdomen like daggers and stabbed Zev’s hand.”

      Lu studied me for a moment. “I can’t believe you went all Wolverine on Zev.” She whistled. “I’m impressed.”

      “Wolverine?” Keir said. “Like the animal?”

      I got the reference to the Marvel character that had dominated the big screen for years thanks to Hugh Jackman, and I wondered if Keir had been living under a rock. “The bones didn’t shoot from my hands.” I still felt weak, but the ache eased with every passing second. “Even so, it’s not something I want to do again if I can help it.” The way Linda had snapped off the bones with ease told me that I wasn’t as indestructible as Wolverine. The experience had weakened me to the point of passing out. If Zev had been a real enemy, as soon as he’d recovered from my non-lethal jabs, he would have easily killed me.

      “I don’t know,” Lu said. “With a bit of practice, you could really turn that skill into something lethal.”

      “For yourself,” Keir said to me as he cast an angry glare at his sister.

      Lu raised her hands. “Just an idea.”

      “A terrible one,” Keir added.

      “Don’t worry,” I told him. “I have no intention of porcupining my bones again.”

      “That’s a reference I understand,” he said with a soft chuckle.

      I patted his cheek. “We’re going to have to have a movie night marathon. Soon.”

      He smiled, but his eyes were tight with worry. “It’s a date.”

      Lu snorted. “You’re going to hate X-men.”

      Keir gripped my hand. “Don’t listen to my sister. She’s full of shit. If you love the X-men, I’m sure I will too.”

      His observation elicited a laugh from his sister. She looked me over again. “You’re starting to pink up. That’s good. It means your blood volume is returning to normal.”

      As the water in the tub raised over my hips, I remembered the boiling water in the kitchen sink. I drew my fingers across the surface. It was tepid. “I think there might have been an event,” I said, using Keir’s terminology, “at my house a little while ago. Right before Zev showed up.” I glanced back at the door where Lu was standing. “The cold water in my kitchen sink came out scalding hot. I turned off the tap. It must’ve righted itself since the bathtub water hasn’t turned me to soup.”

      Keir’s gaze narrowed, and his brow furrowed as he quickly turned the water off. “I think I better talk to Zev.”

      “Do you think he’s the reason your waterfall pool and my cold-water tap were boiling?”

      “He is an ifrit. A fire djinn. Though, honestly, it doesn’t sound like something he’d do.” He tapped his chin. “If he does know what’s going on, it will save me a trip up north to Lake Superior.”

      “To see the sea hag?” I asked.

      “Sea witch,” Keir corrected.

      Lu scowled at the mention of the creature. “She had it right the first time.”

      The druid warrior’s reaction, once again, told me she had a massive bug up her butt about the sea witch. It was a story I wanted to hear at a later time.

      Keir simply nodded. “Zev is probably a better resource. More reliable. He doesn’t always tell the truth, but he never lies.”

      I was relieved he was sticking around. I’d gotten used to seeing Keir every day, and I would’ve missed him. “How long have you known him? Zev?” I asked.

      “Keir and I used to go on diplomatic missions with our father when we were young. We’ve met all kinds of colorful characters,” Lu said.

      “Like I was born a prognosticator and Lu a warrior, our father had been born a bard.”

      “He sang folk songs?” The only bards I knew about were the kind in medieval movies and books. The ones who went from town-to-town entertaining folks as they delivered tales of the land.

      Lu choked on a laugh. “Dad couldn’t carry a tune if his life had depended on it.”

      Keir’s smile as he stared off in memory was both fond and sad. The way they both talked about the man, I suspected he’d passed away.

      “He was born with the ability to weave poems that could influence the outcome of a situation. His calling had been that of a peacemaker, and he’d been sent on missions by the Iron Grove when there were conflicts in the world of the paranormal,” Keir told me. “As Lu said, he would take us on these missions. I once watched him broker a truce between a group of hippocamps and a group of selkies who had been warring over the same sea cove.”

      “What in the hell is a hippocamp?”

      His smile widened, easing the lines around his cloudy-gray eyes. “Hippocamps are giant seahorses with wings who can control small areas of weather.”

      “That sounds dangerous but very cool.” I felt stronger now, so I sat up in the tub, acutely aware that I was still fully dressed and soaked to my underwear. “Can I get out of the bath now?”

      Keir ran his hands over my wounds. He closed his eyes and pressed his palms against my abdomen. After a few moments passed then he opened his eyes. The look of consternation worried me.

      “Is it bad?” I asked.

      He shook his head and shrugged. “I honestly don’t know.”

      “You can tell me if I survive this, right? One of my futures has to end with me not reverse impaling myself to death.”

      He pinched the bridge of his nose for a moment, then shook his head again. “I don’t see anything.”

      “Because I die?” I couldn’t keep the alarm out of my voice.

      “That’s not it,” Keir said. “I can’t see anything because I haven’t seen any of your futures since the Fire symbol showed up on your grimoire.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Iris.” Keir took my hand and laced his fingers in mine. “I can’t see your futures anymore. My visions…they’re gone. Or at least on hold.”

      “Since the Fire symbol appeared?” I asked with incredulity. “That’s been six weeks. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I didn’t want to scare you.”

      I gave him a bland look. “You mean you’re scared, and you didn’t want to let me know just how scared.”

      He sighed. “Possibly.” He met my gaze. “Probably.”

      “What a dumb ass,” Lu said. Her voice was tinged with anger. “That’s the reason you’ve been having me watch the house twenty-four seven. Because you can’t see Iris’s future, and it scares the hell out of you?” She threw up her arms. “Welcome to the real world, bub.”

      “Druid powers, the kind you’re born with, don’t just disappear.” Keir sat on the edge of the tub. “I’ve never been without….”

      “Your eight-hundred gazillion Iris channels playing on a constant loop,” I supplied.

      He nodded, his dark hair falling over his eyes. “Exactly. I’ve been trying to figure out what it means. Until then, I thought Lu could help me keep you safe.”

      Lu cuffed her brother on the shoulder. “You should’ve told me.”

      I half-heartedly smacked his knee with the back of my hand. “Same. Like Arthur and Merlin, we’re in this shit together.”

      “No more secrets,” Keir solemnly swore to me. “I promise.”

      “What about me?” Lu asked.

      “I make that vow to you both.” He pivoted his gaze from me to Lu then back to me. “Do you forgive me?”

      Keir withheld information from me—a lie of omission. I didn’t think it was because he’d been worried about my reaction. It wasn’t like him to avoid conflict. I imagined losing his future visions of me had been akin to someone losing their eyesight or hearing. It was enough to freak anyone out. I can’t imagine the worry he’d been feeling for the past month and a half. The concern he must’ve still felt.

      I nodded. “I do forgive you. But I hope you know you can trust me.”

      He dipped his head down and kissed my forehead. “I do know. And I hope you still trust me.”

      “I don’t forgive you,” Lu said. And on that note, she left the bathroom.

      Keir looked stricken.

      I sat up and slipped my arms around his waist. Siblings were tricky. Betrayal cut deeper when it came to family. “She’ll come around,” I told him. I’d been in enough arguments and scrapes with my siblings to feel confident she would. “Have you found out why the visions have gone away?”

      “I haven’t. There is a researcher on the elder council, a friend of my father, who has been looking into it for me. He hasn’t found any precedent for it yet.”

      Bob was on the vanity, pacing back and forth. I hadn’t seen him come into the room. Most cats hated water, but I wasn’t sure if the same applied to imps. I stretched my hand toward him, but he curled his body into the sink instead. Keir needed a distraction, and so did I.

      “Bob doesn’t like Zev. He doesn’t have a mean bone in his body, but he hissed, growled, and carried on when the ifrit had arrived. Should I be worried?”

      Keir studied Bob curiously as the imp flopped onto his back and smacked his paw against the faucet as a drip of water splashed his fur. After, he lolled his head sideways, looked over at us, and started purring.

      Keir frowned. “Probably not. You were scared when Zev was at your door. Bob was probably reacting to your feelings.”

      “Great.” I felt like I was wrapped up in a wet blanket. I needed to get out of these soaked clothes. “Can you give me a minute to get out of these wet rags?”

      “Do you want my help?”

      “I’m not sure I want the first time you see me naked to be under these circumstances.”

      “I won’t look at your no-no places,” Keir teased.

      I’d forgotten I’d said that to Zev. I grinned up at Keir. “When the time is right, I think you’ll find all my places are total yes-yesses where you’re concerned.”

      He leaned down, his lips inches from mine. “Is that a fact?”

      I rose up to meet his mouth with my own. “It is the very definition of a fact.”

      The warmth of his kiss sent a wave of euphoria rushing through me. I gave him a yank and pulled him into the tub with me. He laughed as he awkwardly splashed down onto my lap.

      “I’m going to have to get out of my wet clothes now,” he said as he kissed me again.

      He maneuvered me around until he was on the bottom, and I was on top of him, my hip wedged between his thighs. It wasn’t super comfortable, but I let myself get lost in the moment.

      Until a clod of dirt and rocks smacked me in the ear. “Enough, Kleinkind,” Linda said. “We need to talk with you.” She glanced between Keir and me. “Both of you. Now.”

      “Who’s we?” I asked.

      “Me and the Dschinn,” she replied.

      I shot her an irritated glare. “I thought I told you to get rid of him.”

      “Luckily,” Linda countered. “You’re not the boss of me.”

      I ducked as another dirt clod hurled past my head. Unfortunately, Keir took the hit for me. I grimaced. “Sorry.”

      “Get dressed.” Linda fluffed her beard. “There’s no time for nookie when the fate of the mountain is at stake.” She turned on the heel of her winklepicker and strolled out of the bathroom.

      I looked down at Keir, his befuddlement matching my own, and asked, “Did she just say the fate of the mountain?”
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      In the little time I’d known Linda, I’d found she was a lot of things. Dramatic wasn’t one of them. If she thought the mountain was in danger, I believed her. I sent Keir to Michael’s room to borrow some sweatpants and a t-shirt while I dried off. I put on stretchy pants and a loose top. Apocalyptic talks required comfy clothes.

      Keir’s face was flushed as he joined me in the hallway. He wore a pair of blue sweatpants and a wrinkled yellow top.

      When I raised my brow, he said, “That kid of yours is living out of the clothes basket. I think these are clean, but I’m not going to sniff them to make sure.”

      “Good plan.” Michael’s room was a mess with a capital M. You could hide a body in there, and no one would notice. Ever. His teenage boy funk would cancel out the scent of decomposing flesh. Getting him to clean his room was a battle I had no interest in fighting. Especially after the past year. Besides, eventually, he would go off to college. At that point, I would burn everything in the room, including his mattress, and turn the space into a lovely guest bedroom. Until then, I kept a can of air freshener handy to spray down the hall when the pungent odor escaped into the other living spaces.

      Zev, aka the new bane of my existence, was in the kitchen sipping a cup of tea in my Have A Nice Day mug. I could smell the rich bergamot of the steaming Earl Grey. I gave him a flat stare. “Make yourself at home.”

      He tipped the mug at me. “Thanks, I have.” He brought the cup to his lips to take a sip and grinned. The bottom of the cup had a hand flipping the bird at whoever was opposite the user. It was one of my favorite coffee mugs, but I didn’t like having it used against me.

      Oh, what I would’ve given to wipe the smug smirk off his lips. Linda was standing on the center island, and Bob was nowhere to be seen. Maybe I was giving off a stranger-danger vibe again. Even so, Bob had sacrificed one of his many lives for me when I’d fought a rock troll. He’d been flattened pancake thin, so I found it hard to believe my wariness about the ifrit would keep him away.

      My body still felt heavy with exhaustion. I leaned my hip against the counter for extra support. “What’s this about the mountain blowing up?”

      “No one said the mountain would blow up,” Linda said.

      Keir grabbed a stool and passed it over to me. “Sit. I’ll get you some juice.”

      “I don’t have any,” I said, glad to sit down. “There’s some diet coke in the bottom of the fridge.” I’d hid a couple in the vegetable crisper so Michael wouldn’t drink them. He didn’t like sugar-free drinks, but that didn’t stop him from drinking mine when he was out of other options. “Tucked under the head of lettuce.”

      Keir quirked a brow at me.

      I shrugged. “As a Mom, I do all kinds of things I never thought necessary. I have a chocolate stash that I keep in the drawer with the vacuum bags.”

      Keir grinned as he retrieved my soda and popped the top on it. “Resourceful.” He held it out. “Glass or no glass?”

      I took it. “This is good.”

      “You need something with calories. That pisswater isn’t going to cut it,” Linda said.

      I lived for my Diet Cokes. “How dare you, Linda?” I braced myself for the dirt clod to the ear. Pleasantly, nothing flew at my head. “So, can we get to the what’s up so Zev can move on?”

      “I am most humbly apologetic, Iris. What I did shouldn’t have hurt in any way. I don’t understand why your body reacted in such a manner. It’s a conundrum.”

      “And then some,” I added. Though, when I thought about Zev’s fingers sinking into my abs, it hadn’t been painful. It was the pressure that had scared me. “It didn’t hurt. It was as if you’d shoved a balloon in my gut and blew it up until the pressure squeezed my lungs. I couldn’t breathe. It scared the hell out of me.”

      The ifrit tapped his chin. “Fascinating.”

      “In what way?” Keir asked.

      “I simply extended an invitation to her magic. She shouldn’t have felt anything more than the warmth.”

      “More like an invasion,” I scoffed. “You tried to suffocate me from the inside out.”

      “Curious,” Zev said. “Wrong. But curious all the same.”

      “Would you care to elaborate, Dschinn?” Linda asked.

      “Yeah, dip shit,” I added. “What she said.”

      “I’m a Fire elemental. Everything that I am draws the flame. I simply extended an invitation to your magic. If you have ignis-craft, the spark would have…extended its hand for lack of a better description.”

      I leaned toward him. “And did it?”

      “I think it tried,” Zev said. He looked intrigued. “But I think your terra-craft acted as a barrier. I think that’s what you must’ve felt.”

      “So, you’re saying I tried to suffocate myself?”

      The ifrit shook his head. “I don’t think it would’ve gotten to that point.”

      “You mean after my ribs poked a hole in the balloon.”

      Zev nodded. “Something like that.” He arched his brow and smiled at me. “You are a remarkable woman, sahira. You carry both Bright and Fade magic. Very interesting.”

      Keir tapped the counter to draw the ifrit’s attention away from me. “Not your kind of interesting.”

      I didn’t think Zev was hitting on me, but Keir’s quick response to the overture made me smile. I wondered how the ifrit knew I had both Bright and Fade in me. As I understood the two paths of magic, Bright was the ability to create, to change something and make it new. Fade was the opposite. It allowed me to destroy things that already existed. Neither was good or bad because not everything created was good. And some things needed destroying.

      Zev diverted his gaze to Keir. “As you say.”

      “So, does this mean I have the spark of ignis-craft?”

      The ifrit held out his hand and tipped it back and forth in the universal sign for more or less. “I didn’t actually touch it. As my friend Keir said earlier, there is no real evidence of any Tru-craft witch possessing more than one element. However, I believe the possibility of the spark is there, but your Earth magic prevents it from manifesting. This is new territory.” He spread his hands out. “For all of us.”

      I glanced at Linda, who was stroking her beard and nodding her agreement. I turned to Keir next. He looked worried, but he nodded too.

      “What can I do?”

      “I can work with you to coax your fire magic to spark,” Zev said. “But the bigger issue is the washash burkaniun that has taken up residence in the bowels of the Earth’s below your town.”

      Keir frowned. “It might explain the boiling water in your tap and the warm spring under the waterfall near my home. Could he be searching for her through the water?”

      “Possibly,” Zev admitted.

      “Schiesse,” Linda hissed. “Impossible. I knew there was something wrong, but not this?”

      “Once you told me about the anomalies,” Zev told the gnome. “I went to look for myself. He is on a direct path for the mountain.”

      “The wha-hasha what?” I asked, alarmed at everyone else’s alarm.

      “A volcanic creature,” Keir clarified. “A monster made of rock crystal and magma. His kind lives deep beneath the earth’s crust in the molten outer core. They go by many names and are worshipped as fire gods. They are also the cause of some of the largest volcano eruptions in history.”

      “Mount Tambora, Krakatoa, Mount Pelée, Mount Vesuvius,” Zev rattled off.

      I’d edited a world history textbook that had talked about several of these catastrophic events. Tens of thousands of people dead with each eruption. But other than the diamond crater, a ninety-five-million-year-old volcano crater southwest of Little Rock, there weren’t any volcanos in Arkansas. Our mountain certainly wasn’t. “The Ozark mountains aren’t part of a volcanic chain,” I pointed out.

      “No,” Zev agreed. “But there is you...and if your fire magic is as strong as I suspect, it probably wants to devour you.”

      “Devour me?” Holy crap. I had no intention of becoming some fire creature’s snack.

      “You just said that my spark is getting snuffed out by my terra-craft. How can a non-existent power be drawing something like this volcano monster?”

      “Even without the spark, your power is great, Iris. I am a creature of fire. Even though your ignis-craft has not sparked, I am drawn to you. If the Iron Grove had not sent me, I still might have come.”

      “Fantastic.” Panic rose with my gorge. “Wait. Will more monsters come for me?”

      Zev shook his head. “Only if they’re stupid. The washash burkaniun will likely keep most of them at bay.”

      “I feel so reassured.” The sinking weight in my stomach dropped to my toes. “Bright side, there won’t be a lot of monsters trying to set my ass on fire.”

      “No, just one. One powerful enough to tear down this mountain,” Linda said. She sounded frightened. “I have to warn my people.”

      “Stone doesn’t burn,” I said.

      I got a dirt clod to the forehead. “Stupid Kleinkind. At a high enough temperature, all rock melts. Even diamonds can melt under extreme heat.”

      Duh. “My bad, Linda.” I could see why she was scared. Hell, I was terrified. “Should we be evacuating the mountain?”

      “And how do you propose we do that?” Zev asked. “Should we tell the humans      that a fire-eating beast is coming to devour them?”

      I grimaced. “Probably not going to work. Maybe we could float a rumor about a chemical spill or something.”

      “You know this town,” Lu said as she strode into the kitchen. I thought she’d left, but apparently, she’d been skulking in the living room. “Do you really believe anyone is going to abandon their homes for something they don’t hear in the news or that doesn’t come through official channels?”

      She wasn’t wrong. Even if the warning came from official channels, some folks on the mountain would probably ignore it as a government hoax. “I could leave,” I said. “It’s a solution, right? I keep moving around. It keeps following me.” I looked at Keir. “We could go on a cruise or get on a flight. It couldn’t track me if I was on the ocean or in the air, right?”

      Keir shook his head. “If Zev is right, this thing has tracked you from two to three thousand feet below the earth’s surface. I don’t think something like the ocean or a little air is going to stop it.”

      Zev nodded his agreement. “It is burrowing its way through the mantle now. It won’t stop until it surfaces.”

      Bob jumped up on the counter next to me. He rubbed his big head against my arm. “Then boom?” I asked.

      Zev nodded. “Then boom.”

      “How do I stop it?”

      He spread his hands again. “We could do as the ancients and offer it a sacrifice. A virgin. Or…you.” His tone was matter of fact, not threatening. Still, Bob began to growl and hiss, Keir’s eyes blazed black, and Luanne suddenly had a pair of knives in her hands.

      Zev raised his palms. “You asked how to stop it. It is one of the solutions.”

      “A terrible one.” I glared at him. “That’s a hard no to the sacrifice. What else can we do?”

      Zev stepped back as a show that he wasn’t a threat. “I am sorry, sahira, but I am at a loss.”

      I turned my gaze to Keir. I’d been editing his book, Mysticism In Ancient Religions, and I recalled an in-depth section on human sacrifice to all kinds of gods, including the volcanic ones. Maybe there was something in the histories of those cultures that could give us a clue to how to defeat this whashasha-thingy. “Mythological beasties are part of your field of expertise, right? What can we do to stop this thing from blowing my whole world to kingdom come?”

      “I’m not an expert in the creatures, but I have a friend in Mexico who might have some insight. I’ll give him a call.” Keir’s eyes had bled back to a dark gray. “With Iris’s powers dormant, what does the beast hope to achieve?”

      “It’s hard to say.” Zev shrugged. “The only thing I know for sure is that your zawja is in danger.

      “What’s a zoh-ju?” I asked. “Another word for a witch?”

      Zev smirked. “Mate.”

      “Dude.” I raised both brows. “My mating days are way, way over.” Mating meant procreation, and as much as I wanted Keir and loved my son, I didn’t want any more rugrats.

      “I’m sorry for my friend Keir, but it doesn’t change the fact that the creature is coming.” His eyes blazed crimson as he narrowed his gaze on me. “It’s coming for you.”
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      The phone number for Keir’s contact at the Mexico City University was in his office at the college. He took Zev with him. After the sacrifice talk, I wasn’t sure Keir trusted him to be alone with me. Even so, I got the feeling the ifrit wasn’t trying to kill me. That was the job of the lava monster. That beast was coming straight up the mountain’s ass for me.

      “Mom,” I heard my son call out. It was only six o’clock, so he was home earlier than I’d expected.

      I walked into the living room. Michael stood at the edge of the foyer, looking like he’d rather be anywhere else. His dad, Evan, with his curly blond hair and dimples, stood just outside the open front door, looking charming and handsome as ever. Behind him, I saw the dark brown hair of Adam. Adam was Michael’s high school football coach--and the reason I was divorced from his father. I wasn’t bitter. I mean, not much anyway. Pain pulsed in my rib cage where my bones had gone all Wolverine, and my flesh was still protesting the burns where Zev had cauterized the wounds.

      “Dad’s here,” said my son. “So is Adam.”

      “Obviously,” I told him.

      He rolled his eyes at me, then skulked into the hallway, heading to his room.

      “Hi, Evan.” I nodded to Adam as our eyes met. “Why don’t you two come in?”

      “We won’t keep you long, Iris,” Evan said as he and Adam entered the house and stood awkwardly in front of the door. I had a feeling they wanted to bolt. As Dorothy Parker once said, What fresh hell is this? “I wanted to talk about Michael for a moment.”

      My stomach clenched. “What about Michael?” He’d been more surly than usual of late, but maybe with all my magic business, I’d missed something significant. Something, as his mother, I should’ve recognized. “It’s not drugs, is it?”

      “Iris…”

      “Alcohol?”

      “Nothing like that,” He had a soft drawl that I’d always found soothing. Not so much now, though.

      “Is he in trouble?” I asked impatiently. “Just rip off the bandage, already.”

      “Never mind,” Evan said. “This is probably a bad time.”

      I resisted the urge to tackle my ex and squeeze the information out of him.

      Adam cleared his throat then spoke up. “We’re going to St. Louis to look at houses. We’d like Michael to come with us if that’s okay with you.” He didn’t avert his gaze, and I appreciated his directness. “It’s two weeks. I get it if you say no. Michael said he’d come, but only if you gave the trip the green light.”

      A myriad of emotions ran through me. Anger, confusion, betrayal, then acceptance and resolve. My first instinct was to say not only no, but hell no, but then Michael let out a sharp curse from his bathroom. I headed in his direction, but he met me in the hallway holding his hand. “Why is the water so freaking hot, Mom?”

      Damn it. I should’ve shut off the water valves in the bathrooms. The water in my bathroom had been fine when Keir had put me in the tub, so I had thought the danger had passed.

      “Something’s wrong with the water heater,” I told him as I examined his red skin. First-degree burn only, thank heavens. Even so, it was a potent reminder that a lava monster was coming to eat me. Evan taking Michael to St. Louis for two weeks was a perfect excuse to get him out of harm’s way. I dragged my son into the kitchen for some first aid. Evan and Adam were on our tails.

      “Are you okay, son?” Evan asked.

      Michael nodded. “Fine.”

      I got a water bottle from the fridge, poured it in a bowl, and put in a few cubes of ice before pushing Michael’s hand into the cold bath. He hissed.

      “Hold it there until the burning sensation stops.” I turned to Evan. “How soon are you going to St. Louis?”

      “Tomorrow.” Evan sighed. “I know it’s short notice—”

      I cut him off. “Michael, do you want to go?” If he didn’t, I’d find another way to get him off the mountain.

      My son peeked up at me with his blue-eyed gaze and nodded. “Might be okay to get out of Southill for a couple of weeks.”

      “Plus, we got tickets for a Cardinal’s game,” Adam added.

      I gave him a pithy stare. “Sounds good. If Michael wants to go, I’m fine with it.”

      Evan reached out and put his hand on my shoulder. “Are you sure, Iris?”

      I moved away from him. “Completely. He’s seventeen. Old enough to decide for himself, and believe it or not, I want him to have a relationship with you.”

      “Thank you,” Evan said. “It means a lot to me.”

      If Michael hadn’t been standing in the same room as us, I might have said something sharp like, “I couldn’t care less.” But he was, and I’d promised myself that I wouldn’t do anything to destroy the fragile father-son bond they were rebuilding. Instead, I said, “When will you be picking up Michael in the morning?”

      “If it’s okay, he can come back home with us tonight. We’ll be leaving about five a.m. tomorrow.”

      Michael groaned at the time. “I need to pack some stuff.”

      “Your clothes need to be washed,” I said.

      “I can do it at Dad’s,” he protested.

      “Fine.” I touched his face, and he didn’t pull away from me. “I love you, bub.”

      “I love you too,” he said grudgingly. He took his hand out of the water. “Hand is okay. Going to pack.”

      “He’s practically monosyllabic,” I said to Evan after Michael departed.

      “He’s at that age,” he said. “Thank you, Iris, for letting him go with us.”

      “It’s not a problem.” I dumped the bowl of water in the sink then turned to meet Evan’s gaze. “Keep him safe.”

      “We’re going to St. Louis, not on safari,” said Evan.

      I eyed my ex. “I wish that reassured me.”

      “Iris,” Adam said quietly. He looked at me. “Michael will be safe with us.”

      I stared at him for a moment, then nodded. “I know.” At least he’d be at a safe distance from Dante’s seventh level of Hell. The one with all the blood and fire.

      “Who’s been in my room?” Michael yelled.

      Uh oh. I had forgotten Keir had borrowed some of my kid’s clothes. I didn’t want to have this conversation in front of Evan. I shrugged. “I have no idea what he’s talking about.”

      “Who’s this fluffy tiger?” Adam asked. He bent over and picked Bob up and cradled the imp in his arms. “What a cute boy.” He glanced at me. “Or is it a girl?”

      A stab of jealousy shot through me. “It’s a Bob.”

      Adam tweaked the short nub that served as Bob’s tail and smiled. “Sweet.”

      Evan had taken three steps back and started to sneeze. “Put him down,” he told his partner. “I’m allergic.”

      The jealousy vanished. I took Bob from Adam, who would be wearing cat fur on his clothes all the way back home, as I scratched the imp’s tummy.

      “Why are you smiling?” Evan asked me as he rubbed his red eyes and sneezed again.

      I gave him an innocent stare. “Was I?”

      Michael came back into the kitchen with a packed duffel bag.

      “Did you remember your toothbrush?”

      “Yes, Mom,” he said.

      “And your acne medicine?” I set Bob down, pleased that Evan took another step away.

      Michael gave me a look of exasperation. “Yes.”

      “Did you pack enough clean underwear?”

      “Mom,” he whined.

      “You’re going to be gone for two weeks.” I put my arms around him. “You’re going to want clean underwear.” He tolerated the hug, so I knew he was going to miss me.

      “I’ll buy him some if he runs out,” Evan said on a sniffle.

      “Or we can just go to a laundry service,” Adam added helpfully.

      I nodded. “Sounds like a plan.” I was still holding on to Michael, reluctant to let him go. Something awful was coming for me, and I realized this might be the last time I see my son.  The thought of it made me squeeze him tighter.

      “Okay, Mom, dang. I’ll be back,” Michael said, easing away from me. He narrowed his gaze at me. “Why are you crying?”

      I wiped my eyes with the back of my hand. “Am I? I hadn’t realized….”

      “Are you all right?” Adam asked.

      “Fine.” I looked at Michael and forced a smile. “I’m going to hire someone to clean your room while you’re gone, and when the house no longer smells like a locker room, I’m going to run around naked. That’s how much I won’t miss you.”

      He grimaced. “Gross. And leave my room alone.”

      I patted his chest. “Don’t worry. Your porn-stash is safe.”

      The teenager blanched.

      I raised a brow. “I was kidding, but is there something you want to tell me?”

      He shook his head. “Definitely not.” He nodded to his dad. “Ready.”

      He didn’t have to tell Evan twice.

      Adam lingered for a moment. “Nice to see you, Iris. Thanks for letting Michael come with us.”

      I sighed, then nodded. To Michael, I said, “You be safe and have fun, okay?”

      The kid smirked. “I’m not sure I can pull off both, but I’ll try.”

      “Smartass.”

      “I hear it’s an inherited trait,” he said.

      “You learn that in biology class.”

      He kissed my cheek. “Something like that.”

      “Text me every day.”

      “I will,” he said.

      “Promise.”

      “Yep.”

      I forced a sob back. I wouldn’t break down in front of my kid. It would only confuse him and make him want to stay home. I needed him out of harm’s way. “I love you, bub.”

      He shook his head and added an eye roll. “Love you too.”

      “Let’s go,” Evan said from the living room. “We’ll get dinner on the way home.”

      “Better go,” I told Michael.

      “You sure you’re okay? You’re acting weirder than normal.”

      I snorted a laugh. “I am my usual weird.”

      After the front door closed behind the trio, I headed to my room and retrieved my grimoire from the closet. If these were my last days, I wouldn't leave Michael without explaining his legacy, even if my explanation came in the form of a letter.

      I clicked the pen that Keir had given me and opened the book.

      My dearest Michael, I wrote, if you are reading these words, I am no longer alive. I’m sorry that you have to find out about me, about your heritage, like this, but I’ve only known for a short time myself, and I thought I’d have more time.

      I paused for a moment. Wasn’t it funny how people were always putting off the most critical things on their future to-do lists because of this feeling that time was infinite?

      As I rubbed the stress point at my temple, words appeared on the page under my partial letter to my son.

      Blood of my blood, another sacrifice is required.

      Tears of my tears, you must consume the pyre.

      Embrace the flame or return from whence you came.

      Embers are red. Ashes are dead.

      Goddess, help you.

      Well, shit.
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      Linda, my stone taskmaster, spent most of her day staring at my bench in the garden. Right now, she was nowhere to be found.

      “Dammit, Linda,” I hissed. Bob wove his way between my legs. I tripped over him and smacked my knee on the bench, trying not to step on him. “Dammit, Bob.”

      Hot tears burned my eyes. “Stop it, Iris,” I told myself. “Crying isn’t going to help.” I took a deep breath, went back into the house, and called Keir. He didn’t answer.

      I called Luanne next. She answered on the first ring. “You okay?”

      “Do you know where Keir is?” I asked.

      “He’s home as far as I know.” I could hear the mild irritation in her voice. When she’d left earlier, she’d been none too pleased with her sibling. It was my guess that she was still grudging.

      Keir’s place had no cellphone reception. It was one of the reasons he liked the property. No cellphone and no powerlines. Nothing to interfere with his connection to nature. “That tracks,” I said. “I haven’t been able to get ahold him.”

      “You in trouble?” she asked.

      I chuckled. “You mean other than a civilization-destroying monster crawling its way through the earth’s crust to snack on me?”

      “Yeah,” she said without any sarcasm. “I’m not that far away if you need help.”

      I frowned. “Just how not far away?”

      “I’m in town,” she said.

      “Are you still spying on me?” I thought after her tiff with her brother, she might have stopped.

      “I like to think of it as protecting an asset who happens to be a friend,” she countered. “Look, I’m not just doing this because Keir asked. Unlike the druid council of elders, I don’t think your Bogmall problem is over. If your kind were batteries, you’d be a rechargeable ultra-lithium. People and non-people creatures are going to want that energy for themselves.”

      “It’s nice you think I’m rechargeable.”

      “Are you sure you don’t need anything?”

      I thought about telling Lu about the book, but I knew she wouldn’t be able to help. My grimoire wasn’t a nail she could hammer. “Just Keir,” I told her.

      Her tone soured. “I’m sure my brother will be pleased to hear it.”

      “Are you still mad at him?”

      “Little bit,” she quipped, then hung up.

      I grabbed my grimoire, purse, and keys then headed out for a drive up the mountain.
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      Keir’s home was on Bard Lane, near the top of the mountain. It took about twenty minutes to get there. I’d lost cellphone reception a few miles from his turn-off. I parked next to Keir’s pale green Mini Cooper EV. It was an electric car, as environmentally friendly as he could get without going horse and buggy. Me, I didn’t even recycle. Even so, I respected Keir’s efforts to be green, even if it meant I had to use his compost toilet occasionally. Bard Lane. Keir’s father had been a bard. Had the name of his isolated drive been part of the appeal? A happy coincidence? More than likely, he’d named the road himself after he’d purchased the property. His sentimentality made me smile.

      I didn’t like to think of myself as sentimental, but I’d kept Linda the gnome—even though I’d thought for the longest time that she was creepy—because my mother had given her to me. Of course, now that I knew gnomes were real, I still thought Linda was creepy, but the tiny, bearded stone creature had grown on me. The truth was, for all her condescension and all the dirt clods I’d had to dig out of my ears, I loved the grumpy gnomide.

      Keir’s yard had a dozen or more tall white oak trees, a few red maples, some shagbark hickory trees, and a variety of pines. But the best feature was a gorgeous waterfall. It flowed down a rock wall at the back of Keir’s property, then emptied into a swimming hole and a stream that ran parallel to the tiny house and down the mountain.

      Yep. My druid companion lived in a teeny, tiny house.

      The living room doubled as a kitchen, library, and storage closet. Keir’s bedroom was a mattress on the loft floor, and under the mattress, behind a curtain, was the bathroom. The kitchen sink was also the bathroom sink. It was a cramped space, but Keir didn’t seem to mind the unconventionality. The expansive windows on either side of the structure gave a mostly clear view of his scenic backyard. The sound of crickets and cicadas dominated the landscape, and those repetitive sounds marred the quiet.

      I peered into the front window. No Keir. But I’d thought that before, and he’d been inside. I swear the man had a secret hidden compartment. I knocked but got no answer. I set the grimoire and my purse onto his front doorstep before strolling around the perimeter of his small home.

      “Keir,” I called out. “Keir, are you out here?”

      The incessant chirping died down but didn’t disappear completely. There was a thicket of weeds and wildflowers on the left side of the waterfall near the stream. I saw some purple maypop vines tangled throughout. The flowers always looked alien to me. They had a skirt of fringed lavender on white strands over purple petals, and the light golden-green stamens always looked as if they were clawing their way out of the centers. Even so, they were beautiful in a gothic way. Several fruits, similar to that of a passionfruit, hung from the vine. Still green. Soon they would turn yellow. My mother used to make maypop jam. The fruit had both sour and sweet notes that paired well with other fruits. If the plant wasn’t such an invasive species, I’d have stolen a cutting to take home to the garden.

      The sound of rain spray drew my attention away from my nostalgia. I glanced up at the sky. There wasn’t a dark cloud in sight. Although, between the cicada chirps and the splashing of the falls, I wasn’t sure the sound of rain would have cut through all the noise. My eyes widened as they landed on Keir’s solar shower on the other side of the waterfall.

      “Oh,” I said as I backed up toward the house. Even so, I didn’t look away when the curtain parted, and Keir stepped out. His long, lean body didn’t look all that muscular under clothes…but out of clothes…Hot damn. I saw his penis first. I mean, it was hard to not look there, and let me just say, he was an impressive man. Keir’s muscles were toned and well-defined, from his broad chest to his narrow waist and hips. The kind of muscles you would see on Olympic swimmers. He turned to grab a towel off the side of the shower, and his naked bootie definitely did not disappoint.

      My mouth was suddenly hot and dry as I resisted the urge to run away. We’d done so well at the whole taking it slow thing, but right now, looking at Keir as he patted himself dry, my brain and body were both in agreement that we needed to shift into a higher gear.

      And that’s about the time he turned around and noticed me. He smiled, and without any hurry, he wrapped the towel around his waist. “Hey, Iris. I didn’t see you standing there.”

      “I just got here,” I said with a wave as if I hadn’t been around for the entire sexy show.

      His brow furrowed. “Is something wrong?”

      “Nothing,” I blurted, momentarily forgetting that everything was wrong except for Keir’s naked form. “I sent Michael off with his father today. Evan and Adam are going to take him on their house-hunting trip in St. Louis tomorrow.”

      “That’s good,” Keir said as he drew closer. “He’ll be a safe distance from here.”

      I nodded on a gulp. “That’s what I thought. We need to figure out a way to get the rest of my family to leave the mountain.”

      “I’ll help any way I can.” I don’t want to say he sashayed by me, but hubba-hubba, those hips were like handlebars, and I wanted to hold on tight. “Do you want to come inside?” he asked.

      “Do you want to get dressed first?”

      He grinned. “Big glass windows,” he answered. “Not sure it will matter whether you look or not look inside or out.”

      “Fresh,” I countered.

      “As a daisy,” he agreed with a wink. He frowned as he approached the door. “Why did you bring your grimoire?”

      “Because it’s writing scary poetry again.”

      “Like what”

      “More of that blood of my blood nonsense. Super cryptic as always.”

      He picked up the book and carried it as he went inside. I sat down next to him on his bench-couch, our knees touching. He handed me the grimoire. “Show me.”

      I flipped the page open.

      Keir’s frown deepened. “You were writing a goodbye note for Michael.”

      I shrugged. “Just in case. I don’t want my child or his children to get blindsided by tru-craft the way I did. I put it in the grimoire because I remembered you telling me that as long as any witch in the grimoire’s line still lived, it would find a way to them. I hoped it would find Michael if I fall.”

      A low growl emanated from Keir’s throat. “You’re not going to fall.”

      “You don’t see my future anymore,” I said softly. “That probably means something.”

      “But not that,” he said. His tone revealed doubt. He couldn’t promise me I’d have a tomorrow, and that bothered him.

      I shook my head. Fighting with him was the last thing I wanted to do, especially if my days were numbered. “I have a responsibility to Michael. I’m not giving up hope, I promise you, but I’m also not going to act like me dying isn’t a possibility.”

      He closed his eyes for a moment as he pinched the bridge of his nose. If the topic hadn’t been so serious, I would have totally been mesmerized by his flexing muscles and his lightly furred chest. “Anyhow,” I added. “It says to embrace the pyre. Isn’t that a funeral thing?”

      “Not necessarily. Any bonfire can be a pyre.”

      “Embers are red. Ashes are dead.” I raised my brow at him. “That sounds pretty bad.”

      Keir’s smile returned as his stare grew far off.

      “What are you smiling about?”

      “There’s a way out of this,” he said. “We can beat the lava monster back.”

      “Did your friend in Mexico have any wisdom on fighting this thing?”

      “He said that Chilean lore talks about the Cherufe. A flesh-eating fire monster that surfaces occasionally, igniting their volcanos. The ancient people of Chile would offer female virginal sacrifices.”

      I shook my head. “Again with the virgin sacrifices. To what end? I mean, it’s not like the lava monster can have sex with the sacrifice?” The thought horrified me. “Right?”

      “He supposedly just wants to eat them.”

      That was only microscopically less horrifying. “To what end? I mean, what does the monster gain by eating the sacrifice? How does this appease him so that he goes away? I mean, I get why he would want me. Power, blah, blah, blah, but does he get the same kind of jolt from a regular human?”

      Keir pivoted his upper body toward me. “I don’t know.” He stroked my bare arm with the back of his fingers, his gaze lingering on my face. “But whatever happens, we can win.”

      I shivered as his touch stoked a different kind of fire inside me. “How can you be sure?” I asked breathlessly.

      “Because the grimoire wouldn’t have sent you the message if it was hopeless.” He leaned in, his lips brushing mine as his gray eyes glazed to a shiny black. “Besides, there is no future for me without you, and another soothsayer told me a long time ago that I would live to a ripe old age. Which means, so will you.”

      The corner of my mouth quirked up. “Is that true?”

      Our mouths met again, his lips moving against mine in a sealed promise. “I won’t let anything happen to you, Iris. Not you or your family. I will protect you with my dying breath.”

      I moved into his embrace. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”

      I climbed onto him, and if the bench was uncomfortable, he didn’t complain. His fingers tangled through my hair as he deepened the kiss, and the damp towel he wore slid open. I let out a soft moan as I felt the hard length of him against my stomach. I reached between us and took him in my hand. I smiled as he groaned into my mouth.

      My whole body vibrated as his palm skimmed the surface of my breast. “Damn, it feels like the earth is moving,” I said on a ragged breath.

      The windows in the tiny house rattled, and books fell from his staircase bookshelf.

      “It’s definitely moving,” he said.

      Keir and I sat up as I smoothed my tank top down. He reached for his towel as the entire tiny house began shaking with earnest. A pot and a coffee cup fell onto the floor then hot water erupted from the drain in the sink. Keir, towel around his waist again, took my hand as I grabbed my purse and the grimoire, and we ran outside.

      We waited for a few minutes, both of us slightly out of breath from the adrenaline, but no more quakes came.

      “What in the hell was that?” I asked.

      “I think the beast is getting closer,” he said.

      “How close? How much time do we have before it arrives?”

      “This is unprecedented,” Keir told me. “Usually, with their kind, there isn’t a warning. They just arrive, then death and destruction follow.”

      “Son of a bitch,” I hissed. “We have to get people out of here, Keir. I don’t care how at this point. I’ll start a fire in town if I have to.”

      He put his arm around my shoulder. “I know.”

      I leaned my head against him. “And when this cock-blocking bastard shows up, I’m going to make him wish he’d never even breathed, or whatever they do, in your direction.”

      “We will,” he agreed. “We’ll make him pay.”
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      The water from Keir’s sink originated from the gray water tanks. I’d never been so glad he’d didn’t have a septic tank as we picked through the wet books littering the floor.

      “I’m so sorry,” I said as I inspected the destruction. “I didn’t ask for any of this, but it still feels like my fault.

      Keir kept his clothes in a small closet space opposite his toilet. The bathroom curtain had prevented the hot water from exploding into that area of his modest home. He pulled on a t-shirt and a pair of jeans, socks, and some tennis shoes.

      “This isn’t your fault, Iris. Your tru-craft, whether it’s ignis or terra, is your genetic birthright. The people and the creatures who want to take it from you because they covet your power are the ones at fault.” He grabbed his keys from the counter and shook the water off.  “Let’s go.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “To your place. I’ll call Zev and Lu on the way down the mountain and tell them to meet us there.”

      I followed Keir out the door. “Where did Zev go? Is he with Lu?”

      He shook his head. “No. He said he knew someone who knew someone, and he was going to dig for more information about the beast.”

      I wasn’t sure I trusted the ifrit, but I hoped he’d found something useful. I was one of those people that was really good with directions and rules. Point me at something and tell me what needs to happen, and I’m your gal for getting it done. It was why I loved editing non-fiction. Textbooks didn’t play fast and loose with grammar like fiction did.

      I followed Keir as we drove away from his house. I didn’t want to leave my car on the mountain, just in case another quake happened. About three miles down the mountain road, I called to check on my father when my cellphone registered a bar.

      “How you doing, Dad?” He’d forgotten things more and more lately, and I worried that it wouldn’t be long before he couldn’t live alone anymore. “I’m just checking in.”

      “Iris,” he said, sounding bright and cheerful through the car speakers. “Haven’t talked to you in a dog’s age.”

      “I stopped by last week, Dad. On Thursday. Remember? I brought you the apple fritters.”

      There was a pause on his end, but he recovered quickly. “And my belly thanks ye.”

      I wasn’t sure if he remembered or was just playing it down for me, but I had more immediate concerns. “Did you feel the ground tremble about twenty minutes ago?”

      “I did,” he said. “It knocked over my gun cabinet.”

      “Are you okay?”

      “Fine, girl. I was in my easy chair when it happened. I thought the massage feature had turned on at first. Then I figured it was one of those fancy military planes, like the B-2 bomber, doing a close flyby. I’ve had one or two of them rattle the house before, but not this bad. If it keeps up, I’m going to start nailing my stuff to the walls.”

      “Hey, Dad. Can you call everyone else and make sure they’re okay? I’m going to call Michael.”

      “I haven’t seen my grandson in a while.”

      “He’s with his dad,” I said. “Evan and Adam are taking him to St. Louis tomorrow for a couple of weeks.”

      Dad dropped a few choice cuss words. “You shouldn’t let him go.”

      “He’s seventeen. I don’t think I could stop him if I wanted to, and I don’t want to.”

      My father mumbled, “That son of a bitch.”

      I knew he was talking about Evan and not Michael, of course. There wasn’t a thing in the world my dad wouldn’t do for his grandkids, and he and Michael had always been close. “You used to like Evan,” I reminded him.

      “No,” he said, “You used to like the cheating bastard, so I liked him as a byproduct. Once he broke your marriage vows and ran off with that fella, then my obligation to like him went away.”

      God, I loved the man. He always had my back. “I’m glad you’re on my side,” I told him.

      “Always,” he said. “Talk soon?”

      “Yep,” I answered. The moment I had a feasible plan to get my family out of Dodge, I’d be talking to them all about it. “I love you, Dad. I’ll talk to you later.”

      “Love you too, button.”

      I disconnected the call, and when I glanced back up at the road, I noticed I’d lost sight of Keir. “Call Keir,” I said, using the voice activation on the phone.

      The road was winding. Still, I sped up... Until the car hit something—something I hadn’t seen—that sent it flying a few feet in the air before landing hard on the front end, causing the bumper to bounce off the asphalt. I held my breath as I steadied the wheel to bring the vehicle under control. When I glanced back through the rearview mirror, I saw a buckle in the road that crossed both lanes.

      “What the hell?” That hadn’t been there on my way up.

      “Iris? What’s happening?” Keir asked.

      “I just hit a big buckle in the road,” I said when I’d righted the car.

      “A buckle?”

      “It’s as if two pieces of the road have been shoved together into a steeple. You didn’t hit it?”

      “It wasn’t there a few seconds ago,” Keir answered. I could see his mint green mini-Cooper just up ahead.

      “I see you now,” I told him. “I’m right behind you again.”

      I let out a horrified yelp as the road in front of him lit up in a wall of fire. The small car swerved to the left and then to the right as more fire erupted.

      “Keir!” I screamed as I slammed on the brakes to avoid a wall of heat that flared in front of me.

      “I’m coming,” Keir said before the call dropped.

      At least seven feet tall and with a flaming red beard, a giant man walked out in front of the fiery curtain surrounding my car. My heart pounded as the smell of burnt tar and oil rolled through my air conditioner vents. I smashed the gas pedal down with my foot, intent on running him down. I could feel the heat under the floorboards through my shoes. Unfortunately, other than a mild lurch and a lot of squealing, the car didn’t move. On top of that, I was pretty confident the tires had melted as the car sunk down a few inches. “Oh, shit.”

      He walked toward the driver's side of my car. His hands held aloft to the sky. His mouth moved in a way that I knew he was speaking, and while I couldn’t hear his words, I could feel the power behind them. My skin itched as if I’d been swarmed by mosquitos. Painful red bumps formed on my arms as I fought back panic and fear.

      A ring of flames, like a portal, appeared in front of the chanting giant. Even though the car automatically locked when you started it, I clicked the lock button repeatedly. “Shit, shit.”

      I racked my brain for any of Linda’s lessons that would help me out, but none of them had prepared me for a fire-manipulating giant. I didn’t have any of my herbs, and I wasn’t sure what I could do inside a metal vehicle to defend myself. I flipped open the grimoire sitting next to me, hoping some solution would jump out at me, and hopefully not in some cryptic blood of my blood bullshit. I had no time for puzzles.

      I scanned past a few spells, leaf blades, mud shots, pebble cracking, and none of them seemed like they could save me. But then I saw the Earth launch spell. I hadn’t mastered it yet, but I’d successfully used it to vault myself a few feet the last time I’d practiced. The idea was to send enough force into the rocks below my feet that the blast catapulted me out of danger. I’d ended up with a broken toe for my efforts, but thanks to my tru-craft, I’d healed quickly. I looked at the giant and the curtain of flames. I would have to blast myself at least nine feet high and about the same distance. The repercussions of missing the mark would be deadly. I grabbed the handle of my door and shoved. It flew open, but the bubbling asphalt had me second-guessing my plan.

      The chanting giant smiled as he watched me process my fate.

      “Now you see,” he said. His voice resonated, low and breathy, like the Tuvan throat singers from Mongolia. “Now you see.”

      Yeah, I saw, all right.  I could get out onto the ground.

      “Come with me.” He held out his enormous meaty hand. “Come with me.”

      “Sorry, pal, but my mamma taught me all about stranger danger.” A familiar howl of rage cut through the fire wall. Keir. His puca self was out there beyond the flaming barrier. I could feel his frustration and fear. It mirrored my own.

      The giant’s voice grew louder as anger contorted his face. “You will be his. You will be his.”

      “I heard you the first time, asshole.” I slammed the car door shut between us. I didn’t think it would keep the guy from getting to me, but it would stall for a few more seconds while I tried to think.

      Stupid, Kleinkind, Linda’s voice rang out in my head. Figure it out or die.

      How I wished the gnome was here now. Wishing was just another way of not working, my late mother would’ve said. Right now, I needed to work. I glanced down at the grimoire again. It was still on the Earth launch page.

      The giant was right outside the driver’s side door now, and I could see his crooked, black teeth as he snarled at me through the window. The sight repelled me, and I wanted to repel him the same way. I called on the rocky earth beneath the surface of the road as I gathered my magic inside me. Without touching the ground, it was more challenging to connect with the element.

      He placed his palm on the glass, and it began to melt under his touch.

      “Shit, shit.” My chest tightened with fear like it had when Zev had put his hand on my stomach. Again, I couldn’t breathe. I resisted the urge to use my own bones again as a defense. For one, it would incapacitate me, and for two, I had a feeling I’d do more damage to myself than the creature trying to take me.

      So, instead of holding onto the ball of magic stretching me from the inside out, I forced myself to let it go.

      Right into the ground and below the giant’s feet.

      The resulting explosion sounded like the sonic boom of a fighter plane breaking the sound barrier. No one other than my attacker had been more surprised than me as he went flying one way and my car flipped the other.

      My vehicle tumbled three times before landing in the ditch upside down. I hadn’t taken my seatbelt off, and the airbag deployed, smacking me in the face. I turned my head sideways as guttural shouts drew my attention. The wall of flame was gone. I saw Keir, and he was in full-on destroyer mode. He had razor-sharp teeth, long ears stood up from either side of his head, and his eyes were pitch black. Pointy antlers, five branches each, were mounted to the top of his skull, and his arms had grown to the size of tree trunks. He shredded the sprawled giant with his black diamond claws, his battle cries turning triumphant as his foe fell to the ground.

      The shock of the accident started to wear off, and it was replaced by pain. Lots and lots of pain. And then, I felt nothing at all.
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      When I woke up, I was in my own bed. My effort to sit up was noisy and uncomfortable, but the pain I’d felt when I’d been trapped in the upside-down car was no more than an ache now.

      “Keir?” I mumbled.

      Within a second, he was in the room and by my side. He stroked my hair back from my face. “How are you feeling?”

      I nodded, not sure how to answer. “How long have I been out? What time is it?”

      “It’s eight o’clock,” he said.

      “In the evening?”

      “Morning.” He kissed my forehead. “You had me worried you weren’t going to wake up.”

      I chilled when I thought about the fierce black teeth of the ginormous red-bearded giant and how his hand had melted the glass on my window. “What was that thing? It was too big to be human and way too fiery.”

      “You managed to thwart a surtr,” Zev said from the doorway. “A fire giant,” he explained. “Also known as a world killer, but your world still exists, so I wouldn’t put much stock in the nickname.”

      “Great,” I moaned. “First apocalyptic molten lava beasts and now a world killer giant. What’s next? Genocidal gods?”

      “Maybe,” Zev said. “It remains to be seen.”

      Keir shot him a look that shut the ifrit up. I glanced from one man to the next and forced a smile. “This is the most action my bedroom has seen in a very long time.”

      “You and Keir are lovers, correct?” Zev asked.

      “That’s none of your business,” I answered.

      He gave me an assessing once-over. “Interesting.”

      Keir growled at him.

      Zev raised his hand. “Trust me, my friend, I am not attracted to your puritan zawja. Her sister, on the other hand….”

      “I am not a puritan,” I complained. “And you stay away from my sister.” I felt a surge of energy, and my comforter caught on fire. I promptly patted out of the flame and glared at Zev. “Not funny.”

      He raised his brows. “Not me.”

      I looked at Keir. “More washy-monster stuff?”

      “Iris,” he said gently. “I think that was you.”

      “No,” I told him. “I haven’t sparked.”

      “On the contrary,” Zev disagreed. “I think you have. I was attracted to your magic before, but the pull is much stronger now. More intense.”

      “But when? How? Wouldn’t I have felt it happen?” This was a good news situation, right? I needed Fire if I had any chance against the lava beast. At least, that’s what I thought the grimoire message had meant. Which reminded me, “Did you get my grimoire?”

      “Yes. I grabbed it when I got you out of the car.” Keir got up and retrieved it from my dresser. “It wasn’t damaged in the wreck.”

      I winced, remembering how I tumbled over multiple times before landing in the ditch. “I’m not sure what happened.”

      “You used your terra-craft and blew up the road,” Keir said. “The fire giant flew off the side of the mountain, and your car was tossed the other way.”

      “Cripes, if the fire dude had come for me from the other side, I could’ve blown myself off the mountain.” I shook my head. “I’m dangerous to myself and the people around me. Thank you for saving me.”

      “You saved yourself, Iris, the way you always do.” Keir’s throat worked up and down as he swallowed. “I couldn’t get to you. The fire was too hot and too high.” He looked away for a moment before once again meeting my gaze. “If you hadn’t used your magic to blast the giant and disrupt his fire magic, I wouldn’t have been able to get to him or you.”

      “I was trying to do a reverse Earth launch,” I said. “I hadn’t been very successful with it, but it was the only thing I could think of to get the guy away from me.”

      “Your emotions fuel your power, sahira,” Zev said. “You need to learn control.”

      “Thanks, other Linda.” I flipped him off. “Don’t you think I would if I could?” Beneath my irritation, I felt another spike of energy and watched my curtains erupt in flames. “Could someone put that out?”

      Zev’s eyes turned red, and his dark red hair moved as if they were flames. He walked over to the growing blaze then inhaled. He sucked the fire through his mouth into his lungs until it was extinguished. After, he blew out a puff of smoke in a perfect ring that floated across the room to my bed. I waved it away with my hand.

      My nose twitched. “Thank you.”

      He waved his hand with a flourish. “My pleasure.”

      In a burst of dust, Linda vaulted up through the floor of my bedroom and onto my bed. Her rosy, pink cheeks were covered in soot, as was her white beard and pink jacket. She bent over and brushed off her winklepickers.

      “Now it’s a party,” I muttered, then added, “Where the hell have you been, Linda?” I hadn’t seen the gnome in two days.

      “I’ve been a hundred miles due south,” she said.

      “Little Rock?”

      “No, stupid Kleinkind, a hundred miles under the Earth’s crust. Someone had to check on the burrowing vulkanische Bestie.” She curled the ends of her beard with her fingertips. “Although, it looks like you can’t be left alone for a day without falling apart. What happened?”

      “Surtr,” Zev said.

      Linda hissed. “Fire giants.”

      Apparently, everyone had heard of fire giants but me.

      Zev nodded. “They worship the washash burkaniun.”

      “I thought you said other creatures wouldn’t come to try and take my magic,” I told him.

      “The surtr didn’t want your magic, sahira. They wanted to capture you, so they could present you as a gift for their molten god.”

      I eyed him suspiciously. “You could’ve told me that was a possibility.”

      For the first time, he managed to look chagrined. “I apologize. It’s the nature of a djinn to only answer what’s been asked. I didn’t even think about the other dangers to you.”

      “Like what?” I asked. “What else is coming for me?” I raised my index finger, and it caught on fire. Mortified, I waved the flame away. It hadn’t hurt at all, but it seriously freaked me out. “You know what? It’s not the most important thing right now.” I turned to the gnomide. “Linda, did you discover anything when you were vacationing down under.”

      “It was the mantle, not Australia.” She didn’t say, but mentally, I added, stupid Kleinkind. “At the rate he is moving, der Bestie is less than three days from the base of the mountain.”

      “Crap. That’s not enough time to get Southill Village or any other town on the mountain evacuated. What if I went somewhere else?” I thought about the Crater of Diamonds. It was sparsely populated and expansively flat. There would be no mountain to take down. If the Ozark mountains fell, there would be ramifications for a large portion of Northern Arkansas and Southern Missouri. “We could go to a place where the beast was less destructive.”

      “It’s too late for that. It would expend more of the monster’s energy to alter its trajectory. He’ll just come through the crust here then travel across the surface to wherever you relocate,” Zev said.

      Bob jumped up on the bed. I hugged him to me as Zev’s words sunk in. “So more death and destruction?”

      His tone was remorseful. “I’m afraid so.”

      My comforter caught fire again. Zev inhaled it like he had with the curtains.

      “Thanks again,” I said grumpily. “Why is this happening now? The ignis-craft, I mean. I couldn’t have started a fire with a match and gasoline this morning. So, why now?”

      Keir, who’d been quietly listening, spoke up, “Your terra-craft was preventing your ignis from sparking. Why? I’m not sure, but if I had to guess, it was because of your fear of the new magic. The terra-craft almost killed you when you first sparked to it.”

      “True. I was worried that could happen again.”

      Keir nodded. “You were protecting yourself. Even if it was subconsciously.”

      “That’s still doesn’t answer why my Fire magic decided to rear its fiery head.”

      “Iris,” Keir said softly. “That blast was powerful enough that most of the mountain felt it. Do you realize how much magic it took to do something like that? You blew a hole in the road that twenty feet deep and the width of the road.”

      “Cripes. Really?”

      “Yes. And I’m pretty sure you used every ounce of your terra-craft to perform the feat. Which means you left yourself wide open without any defense against the ignis spark.”

      “My Earth magic is gone?”

      Linda threw a dirt clod at me. It had rocks in it, and it flippin’ hurt. I glared at her.

      “You still have it. You just used up the stores. The magic will replenish itself. It will just take a day or two,” she said.

      “You could’ve said that without the rock-throwing,” I grumbled.

      She smiled. “Where would be the lesson in that?”

      “How can I turn it off? I don’t want to burn my house down, and I’m going to have to be around people. How can I do that if I’m lighting shit on fire every two seconds?”

      “I can help teach you some control,” Zev offered.

      “In the next few hours? Because I am running out of time. I have to figure out a way to save this town and the college.” Thankfully, most of the summer classes were wrapping up, and students from out of town would be going home for a few weeks until the fall semester started.

      “I’m not sure there’s much we can do,” Luanne said as she walked in from the hallway. Hail, hail. The gang’s all here. “I just got done yelling for an hour at my contacts. One is a government agent and the other a journalist. They don’t want to sell a story to the folks around here without more information. It turns out that evacuating tens of thousands of people is a big ask.”

      “I’d been wondering where you were,” Keir said.

      “Yeah,” I added. “You missed all the excitement.” I hugged Bob tightly, hoping I wouldn’t singe his fur. “People are trying to kill me.”

      “So, it’s a day that ends in a y,” Lu said. “What people this time?” Her expression turned lethal. “Is Bogmall back?”

      The druid warrior seemed almost obsessed with the blonde bitch who tried to kill me and take my magic. I wondered if her reasons for wanting Bogmall to pay were more personal for Luanne.

      Keir flashed her an annoyed glance. “It’s not Bogmall. A fire giant ambushed us on the road just north of town.”

      “Damn,” Lu whispered. “Those assholes don’t play.”

      “How many fire giants have you met?” I asked.

      “Dad negotiated a land agreement between some fire giants and some sand ogres in the Great Basin Desert. It got pretty ugly. Lots of explosions. Stunning glass sculptures, though, with all the melted sand from the heat flares. If it hadn’t been in poor taste, I might have taken one home with me.” Lu made a blowing-up gesture with her hands. “I was glad we’d had protections set in place before we arrived. That was not a battle I wanted any part of.” She shook her head.  “You’re lucky to be alive. How did you guys manage to escape?”

      A wicked smile played on Keir’s lips. “He wasn’t expecting Iris. She blasted the crap out of the fire giant.”

      “Keir made sure he didn’t get back up,” I said. “He went all puca on his ass.”

      Zev and Linda exchanged uneasy looks. The puca was an extremely dangerous and unsettling creature. Even so, I was extremely fond of the one in the room.

      Lu crossed her arms and sucked her teeth. “Damn, your survival instincts are strong.”

      I sighed. “I wish I didn’t need them.”

      “So, what’s the plan, Stan?” Lu asked. “How do we rescue the village and save the girl?”

      “Yoo-hoo?” I heard Marigold call out from the living room. “Iris, you home?”

      “Oh shit,” I mouthed.

      Everyone in the room froze. Maybe if we were quiet, Marigold would leave. Total wishful thinking on my part. Marigold was standing in the doorway behind Zev in seconds.

      “Well, butter my biscuit and call me for dinner.” She looked around the room, her eyes widening as she took everything in. “Iris, why are you having a party in your bedroom? And why didn’t I get an invitation?”
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      On the one hand, I needed to talk to Marigold. On the other hand, I hadn’t expected to have a packed audience of supernatural beings in attendance.  “Marigold, hey, what are you doing here?”

      She wore a long, khaki green and daisy print tank top maxi-dress with strappy sandals with an artificial daisy over the toes. She set down her ruched, yellow tote and studied the room.

      “After yesterday, I wanted to check on you,” she said.

      Her comment turned every head in the room but Linda’s, who was pure stone gnome now.

      “Uhm, what do you mean?”

      She elbowed Zev. “This killer darkening your doorstep, of course.” She squinted at me. “Did something else happen?” Her dark gaze traveled to Zev. “What did you do to my sister?”

      He held his hands up, an amused smile played on his lips. “I did nothing. I swear it.”

      “I’m fine,” I told her. I flexed my arms so she could see I meant it. “Right as rain.”

      “Then why are you holding a vigil in your bedroom?” Her concern took on a teasing note. “Or are you finally getting an adventurous sex life?” She shifted her gaze from Keir to Zev. “I’ve had worse threesomes.” She looked at Lu. “Foursomes.” She peered down at Linda, and with grudging respect, said, “Kinky.”

      “Marigold,” I hissed with all the horror I felt. “This is not a vigil or a sex party. Jeez. And, wow, TMI, Marigold. TMI.”

      Zev inclined his head to Marigold. “Conversely, I am very interested in exploring your past, current, and future sex life.”

      “Duuude,” Luanne told him. “Iris is going to smite the shit out of you.”

      “How is Iris going to smite him?” Marigold asked.

      My blood pressure spiked, and Zev’s jacket caught on fire. He patted it out. I was grateful he’d at least had the good sense not to inhale the flame in front of my civilian sister.

      “Everyone but Marigold, get out,” I said. “Now.” I turned to Keir. “Could you put the gnome back out in the garden for me?”

      Keir nodded, then walked around the front of the bed and picked up Linda. He followed after Lu and Zev. Bob curled up on my lap.

      I scratched him between the ears, needing all the calm I could muster. “You can stay, Bob.” I was rewarded with the most soothing purr.

      Marigold sat at the end of my bed. “That cat has you wrapped around his little claw.”

      “He sure does,” I agreed. “He’s the only thing in my life that doesn’t give me gas.”

      She arched a brow. “Keir gives you gas, huh? You must be all kinds of fun under the sheets.”

      “Why are people suddenly so interested in my sex life? Sheesh.”

      “I guess because we’re all hoping you have one. Especially after what Evan put you through.” She laid across the bed and put her hand on my arm. “It would make us all worry a little less about you if we knew you were happy.”

      “Well, then consider yourselves less worried. I’m happy.” Except for the imminent threat of a hell monster rising up to eat me, of course.

      “You sound so convincing.” She rolled onto her back, and Bob got up and laid across her stomach. “Oh my gosh, he’s a chunk.”

      “Chonky,” I corrected her. “He’s my chonky, boopy, cuddle monkey.” I booped Bob’s nose for good measure. “You said you wanted to talk yesterday. What is it?”

      Marigold lulled her head sideways and met my gaze. “I…I took a DNA test.”

      The revelation was surprising, but I tried to keep the astonishment off my face. “When?” With the advent of home ancestry kits, I'll admit that I’d thought about DNA tests once or twice. But I’d never gone through with it. A part of me had wanted to know my genetic history, but a more significant part of me had been afraid to find out.

      “Last year,” she admitted.

      “Whoa.” The longevity of her secret surprised me. Marigold never kept big things from me, and this was big.

      “I know it’s a shock,” she said. “We all promised each other that we wouldn’t go digging around in the past. It’s just that I’m getting older, and—”

      “It’s okay,” I said. “I’m not upset about it.”

      We’d promised each other when we were barely knee-high to a grasshopper, for heaven’s sake. None of us would hold you to it.” When we were young, the five of us had used a pen knife to prick our thumbs to smoosh them together in a blood oath to seal our sibling bond. We had made some ridiculous assertions to never do anything that would disrupt our family…like looking for a bio-parent. Besides, how could I begrudge her when I’d found out a significant part of my genealogy only a couple of months ago? I hadn’t told anyone, either, because it had been and still was a lot to unpack.

      “At first, I did it because a good friend of mine found out she had some inherited medical condition from her DNA test,” Marigold said. “None of us are getting younger, so I thought it was a good idea to find out if I had problems in my genetics that I should be aware of.”

      “Cool.” I sat up with more interest. “What did you find out?”

      “I was surprised to learn I had quite a bit of Indian in my background.”

      “Native American?” I asked.

      “No, the other kind. From India. Along with some British, Irish, and German to some degree. But the biggest part of my DNA is thirty-nine percent South Asian.”

      Her ancestry accounted for her dark brown eyes, beautiful skin tone, and thick, dark hair. “That’s really great, Marigold. But if you did this a year ago, why are you telling me about it now?”

      She grimaced. I could see the struggle on her face as she disclosed, “A relative match contacted me through the DNA website.”

      “Like a cousin?”

      “A sister,” she admitted. “Younger by ten years.”

      “Whoa,” I said again. “That is big time.

      She nodded. “A big-time whoa.”

      “Did you message her back?”

      Marigold shook her head. “I wanted to talk to you and the rest of the family before I did. You guys are the most important people in my life, and I would never do anything to jeopardize our relationships with each other.”

      I hugged her gently since Bob was mashed between us. “You could find a dozen siblings, and it wouldn’t make you any less important to me or any less my sister.”

      Marigold’s eyes were watery. “What about Rose? I don’t think Dahlia or Rowan will care, but I worried about you and Rose. You, only because I didn’t want you to feel like I’d gone behind your back. I really wasn’t trying to hide anything.”

      Her guilt mirrored my own. I’d been hiding secrets of my own. Only my secrets were putting everyone and everything I loved in catastrophic danger. “I totally get it,” I said nonchalantly. “And Rose will be okay. She doesn’t like surprises, but she usually adapts once she’s had a minute to think about something.”

      Marigold rolled to her side, and Bob, unbothered, moved with her. “This cat makes me want one of my own,” she said fondly.

      “He’s pretty great,” I agreed. “So, are you going to contact this sister of yours?”

      “You’re my sister. She is a relative in DNA alone.” Marigold frowned. “Do you think this will upset Dad? I mean, now that Mom’s gone, I don’t want him to think I’m suddenly looking for something more than the wonderful life they gave us. Will he think it’s a slap in the face to Mom’s legacy?”

      “You know how Dad is. He’s going to love you no matter what.”

      “But will this hurt him?”

      I shrugged then shook my head. “Truthfully, I don’t know, Marigold. It might. But it’s better for him and all of us when we’re honest with each other.” My words hit close to home. Could I keep hiding who I truly was from the people who mattered to me the most? Not if I wanted to keep them safe. With the scary mountain destroyer crawling its way toward me, I didn’t think I could afford to hide who and what I was anymore. Would there be consequences? Probably. But loving people meant putting their needs before my own comfort.

      “What do you think?” Marigold asked.

      “I think it’s worth talking about with the whole family as soon as possible. Including Dad and Rose.”

      “Really?” Marigold asked. “You don’t think we should marinate on this for a while before we spring it on the others?”

      I smiled and hugged her again. “I don’t think it can wait. Besides, I have something I need to discuss with everyone as well.”

      Marigold’s eyes widened. “Oh my god, you’re pregnant.”

      “I’m not pregnant!” I smacked her arm. “Why would you even say that?”

      Marigold grinned. “Then what is it? You should tell me first like I did with you. I’m a great litmus test to see how the rest of them will react to your news.”

      “It’s killing you not to know, isn’t it?”

      “A little bit,” she admitted. Marigold moved Bob aside and sat up. “You know my shit, sis. Now come clean with your own.”

      I bit my lip and pondered whether or not to reveal my secret to Marigold. We had always been close. She’d not only been my sister but also my best friend. Even so, I was scared of how she’d react. Would she be horrified by me? Would she feel betrayed that I hadn’t told her sooner? The answers scared me.

      Finally, I nodded. “No time like the present.” I got out of bed. “I’m going to show you something, but you have to promise not to freak out.”

      “Oh, no.” The humor disappeared from her face. “Iris. Do you have cancer?”

      “Cripes, Marigold. It’s nothing like that.” I waved my hand at her. “Please, stop guessing.”

      Her smile returned, but a worried pinch remained around her eyes. “My bad,” she said. “Go on. I’m listening.”

      On the windowsill in my bedroom was a potted African Violet. It had a few blue blooms, but there were some of them unopened. I carried the plant over to Marigold.

      “Nice,” she said. “But I don’t get it. Why are you showing me this?”

      “Just watch,” I said. I closed my eyes and focused my intention on the violet, willing the unopened buds to blossom. Bending plants to my will had been the easiest terra-craft to master.

      “I’m watching,” Marigold said. “What am I supposed to be seeing?”

      I opened my eyes. The violet remained the same. Crap. I’d really blown my wad on that stupid fire giant. Linda had said my magic stores would replenish, so I tried once more. Again, there was no return on my effort.

      Marigold narrowed her worried gaze at me. “Are you sure you’re not dying or pregnant?”

      “Marigold.” My frustration ratcheted up a notch as I sought to tap into my terra-craft. “Just give me a minute.” I closed my eyes again so I could focus my total concentration. The magic swelled inside me, and I let out a triumphant “yes,” about the same time that my sister shouted, “Oh, shit. Your hands are on fire.”
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      I did my own fair amount of cursing because I dropped the violet, and the dirt spilled onto my carpet. I patted my pajama pants to quell the flames. When the material started to smolder, I took to waving my hands in the air like I really, really cared.

      Keir hurried into the room. Zev, a little less frantic, sauntered in behind him. His eyes widened at my desperate dance. However, he didn’t step up to help.

      “A little assistance, guys,” I said.

      Marigold grabbed a pillow and started beating at my hands with it. As my anxiety rose, so did the flames. “She’s on fire! I can’t get it out.”

      “Zev,” Keir said the name like a warning.

      The ifrit shrugged. “I had hoped she could extinguish the flames herself.”

      With a flash of anger and more than a bit of panic, I threw my hands in Zev’s direction. “Help me!”

      Fire shot from my hands in his direction as if I were a human flamethrower directing a less than controlled burn. Marigold yelped, stumbled, and fell to the floor behind me as the aromas of burnt hair and melted carpet fibers saturated the room.

      I could feel the heat, but it was like being in a small kitchen after using the oven all day. Uncomfortably warm, but my little fire show wasn't going to result in a trip to the emergency room. At least not for me.

      Zev, who finally looked ruffled as my flames scorched his shirt, grabbed both of my hands. His eyes blazed with the brightest scarlet, and he inhaled the fire until they were diminished. After, he clapped both his hands over mine, and the last of the fire extinguished.

      “Damn, Johnny Storm,” Lu said from the doorway. “Flame on.”

      While I appreciated a good Fantastic Four reference, now was not the time. Keir had skirted around me during the exchange, and he helped my shaky sister to stand.

      “Oh, my God, Marigold,” I said apologetically. “Are you okay? Are you hurt?”

      Marigold’s hair was mussed. Her shoulders were slumped forward as she hugged her arms around her chest. She blew a strand of her bangs out of her eyes and pivoted a shocked gaze in my direction. “What…the…hell…was that?”

      “Are you burned?” I reached out for my sister, and she shrank away. Bile burned the back of my throat as I dropped my hand to my side. “I’m so sorry, Marigold.”

      She held up a hand to shush me and panted like someone on the verge of hyperventilating.  “You were on fire.”

      “Not really,” I said. “But sort of.” I looked at Lu. “Go get a paper lunch bag from the bottom drawer next to the sink.”

      Like a good soldier, Lu took the order without needing a lot of explanation.

      “Is that what you wanted to show me?” Marigold said, her brows furrowed with concern. “Pyrokinesis isn’t real.” She shook her head. “This is some men-staring-at-goats level of nuts.”

      “It’s not pyrokinetic,” Keir told her. He had his hand on Marigold’s back, and she sucked in a few deep breaths. I was grateful she was letting someone help her, even if it couldn’t be me.

      “It’s something.” Marigold rubbed her hands over her knees as she moved into a crouched position. “I need some air.”

      “We should take this out to the garden,” Lu offered as she handed me the bag.

      I gave it to Keir.

      He opened it and told Marigold, “Here, breathe into this.”

      “I’m okay,” Marigold wheezed. “I just need some open space.” She glanced at me, her expression less scared now but still wary. “The garden is good. Then you can tell me how you did that.” She looked at Zev. “And then you can tell me what the hell he is.”

      “Can’t put that genie back in a bottle,” Lu jested. “Get it.” She elbowed me as I passed by. “Because Zev’s a djinn. Another word for a genie.”

      “I got it,” I said. “Not the time.”

      She raised her hands as I passed by. “I’ll save the jokes for later.”

      “Good idea.”

      The group of us moved through the house to the garden. Marigold walked behind the bench, putting the structure between herself and the rest of us.

      “Nuts in a grape sack, Iris,” she exclaimed. “You shot fire out of your freaking hands.”

      “I know,” I said apologetically. “I didn’t mean to.”

      “And no one here even seems remotely surprised.”

      Luanne, who was now eating a stick of beef jerky, waved the dried smoke meat at Marigold and said, “It surprised me.”

      “Stuff your pie hole,” I told her. “Leave the talking to me.”

      Marigold began to pace. “How long has this been going on?”

      “The fire thing just started today.”

      She stopped and stared at me. “You mean there are other things?”

      It was time to rip off the Band-Aid. “I’m a witch.”

      “A what?”

      “A witch,” I repeated. I waited for her reaction. It wasn’t what I expected.

      “When did you switch religions? You know I’ve always been interested in mysticism. And why wouldn’t you tell me? I have plenty of friends who practice Wicca.”

      “Not Wicca,” I said. “My kind of witch is born. It’s called tru-craft. What you saw in there was my out-of-control ignis-craft or Fire magic. I’m mostly decent at terra-craft or Earth magic.”

      “It sounds made up.”  Marigold shook her head. “When you got sick a couple months back, the high fever, the hospitalization…was that about this?”

      Marigold had always been quick to make leaps in logic to come to a sound conclusion, and she’d hit this one right on the head. “Yes. My Earth magic was killing me.”

      “Iris!”

      “I’m fine now, of course.”

      “Except for shooting flames out of your ass,” she countered.

      Lu snickered as she took another bite of her jerky. I shot her a glare.

      “Just here to support you, Iris.” The druid warrior tapped the jerky to her forehead in a makeshift salute. “You’re doing great. Keep that shit up.”

      I addressed Marigold. “Except for setting a few fires and flames blasting from my hands, I’m fine.” I shook my head. “Mostly.”

      My sister walked around the bench. “Oh, Iris. Are you dying now?”

      “Not dying,” I said. “Not from the magic, anyhow.”

      She sat down and put her head between her knees. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “There is a threat coming for me, and I’m afraid it is going to take out everyone and everything I love along the way.”
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      “Rock trolls, gargoyles, fire giants, talking gnomes.” Marigold skewered Linda with a skeptical stare. “It’s all so….”

      “Crazy, unbelievable, fictional,” I supplied.

      I’d sent Zev and Luanne back inside the house to give my sister space and to make sure I hadn’t done any real damage to the home with my flamethrower trick. Mostly, though, because my sister was having a hard time adjusting her view on reality. Zev was a stranger. Lu could come off as flippant, which was so not helpful right now. Keir stayed because he and Marigold had become friends before I’d met him, and she seemed less freaked out with him around. Besides, he could answer any tough questions that I couldn’t.

      Marigold nodded. “Exactly.” She scrubbed her face with her palms. “And yet, I saw you light yourself on fire.”

      “Sort of,” I said. However, this was a potatoes-puh-taw-toes moment, so I added, “But, yeah, I was on fire.”

      “And that hot guy Zev is an…” she glanced at Keir, “…what did you call him?”

      “An ifrit,” he said. “A fire djinn.”

      Marigold groaned. “And Christ, Keir, we’ve been friends for a year. And you’re a druid? I mean, I knew you were into all this supernatural occult stuff because of what you teach at the college, but I didn’t know you were…” she finger quoted the next two words, “…into it.” She frowned and gave him a dark stare. “Did you con me just to get close to my sister?”

      “I’ll admit that I struck up a conversation with you because of Iris,” he told her. “But I do genuinely like you.”

      “Well, bonus for you,” she snapped. I could tell she was starting to come unraveled again. I handed her the paper bag just in case she began to hyperventilate.

      I regretted springing this on her so suddenly as I played out in my mind a dozen other ways I could’ve told her what I was. Unfortunately, we didn’t have time.

      “He needed to find me,” I told her gently as if she might break if I wasn’t careful. “If Keir hadn’t come into my life, I might already be dead.”

      Marigold’s heartbreak showed through her eyes. “I’m glad then.” Although she sounded anything but glad. She glanced at Linda again, then bent over and flicked the gnome on her stony hat. Linda didn’t as much as animate a finger. “And you say this thing walks and talks.”

      “And throws stuff,” I added.

      Bob, who finally came outside when the yelling stopped, laid down on my foot and began tongue bathing his shoulder and side as if it were just another day.

      “I feel like this is a nightmare or a fantasy,” Marigold said. “Can you show me another trick with your magic?”

      “It’s better not to try again until my terra-craft comes back. The ignis-craft, my Fire magic, is brand new and unpredictable.”

      “We’re outside,” Marigold said. “The worst that can happen is you lose a few shrubs.”

      “The first time I tried to control Earth magic, I cracked the community pool in half from over a mile away.” I winced at the memory. “Burning a few bushes in my garden is the least of my worries.”

      “Oh.” She rounded her mouth as her eyes widened. “That was you?”

      I nodded. “Can I sit down by you?”

      “Sure,” she said. “It’s your bench.”

      I sat down, relieved she didn’t hop up the minute I did. Bob sauntered over, so I picked him up and put him on my lap. He and Keir were the only things keeping me from losing it.

      “I’m not sure what I believe,” she finally said.

      “I understand. When Linda first started talking to me, I was sure someone was drugging me.”

      “That’s what it feels like,” Marigold said with more enthusiasm. “It’s like I’m out of my body right now. My brain needs more convincing.”

      I could’ve asked Keir to shapeshift in front of Marigold, but his puca was designed to be nightmarish. I wasn’t sure it would help my cause to scare the bejeezus out of my sister. However, the ifrit could do all kinds of things with fire that wouldn’t burn the world down. “I could have Zev come out and light his fingers on fire for you.”

      “No,” Marigold shook her head. “I…I don’t want him here.”

      I nodded, absently stroking Bob’s white, fluffy belly. “If it helps, Bob is an imp, not a cat. You can tell because he doesn’t have a butthole.”

      “How does that help?” she asked with an eye roll.

      I smiled. “I don’t know. He helped me come to terms with my abilities and my new awareness of the world around me. I thought he might do the same for you.”

      She glanced down at his swishing tail. “No butthole, huh?”

      “Nope. Imps don’t eat, so they don’t need to poop.”

      Tentatively, she reached out and rubbed his belly. “He is delightful.”

      “Terribly,” I agreed. “I’m sorry about springing all this on you, but something is coming to the mountain. Something bad. And I would like your help in convincing the family to leave for a few days. I thought telling you and them about me was the best solution. Now, I’m thinking maybe not.”

      Marigold cautiously put her hand on mine. When she wasn’t set on fire, she relaxed her fingers and gave me a pat. “You should tell the rest of the family. Honestly, if you hadn’t spontaneously combusted in front of me, this might have gone a little smoother.”

      “I take your point,” I said. “But you’re the most open-minded sibling I have. You chant and believe in healing crystals. If you took it this badly, how is everyone else going to react?”

      She pondered the question for a moment, then said, “They’ll take it how they take it, and eventually, anyone who isn’t on board will get there.” She laced her fingers in mine. “Just like I will.”

      I met her gaze. “Really?”

      “Yes.” Marigold’s eyes flickered at Linda. “I really wish I could meet the gnome.”

      The garden gate opened. Our youngest sister Rose stepped into the backyard. “I thought I heard voices,” she said. Her expression grew excited when she saw Marigold. “Good, you’re both here.”

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      Rose answered, “You need to pack what you can, but don’t take too long.”

      “Why?” Marigold asked.

      “Don’t you guys get text alerts or watch the news?” Her tone was exasperated. “The mountain is experiencing some quakes. There’s a huge crater north of town where the road collapsed. The emergency broadcast system issued an evacuation alert.”

      Luanne had said her contacts in the government wouldn’t step in. So why was this happening?  “When? How?”

      “Apparently, some seismologist has registered some major fault line shifts deep under the mountain, and she sent the data to a bunch of other people, and they say if it keeps up, it will cause flooding, rock, and mudslides, and basically wipe our town, along with any others on the mountain off the map.” She rolled her hands in a hurried gesture. “Don is getting the boys packed up, Rowan is helping Dad, and Dahlia is ready to go. But we couldn’t get a hold of you two.”

      Marigold raised a brow at her. “So you went to Iris’s first?”

      “She lives closer,” Rose said in her defense. “Now, hop up and start packing.”

      The warning sirens began to blow. Luanne walked out of my kitchen, holding her phone out triumphantly. “My government contact came through.”

      “What government contact?” Rose asked.

      Lu gave me a whoops look before forcing a smile at my younger sister. “My contact with a, uhm, special projects, you know,” she shook her head, “and the thing—”

      Rose cut her off with a wave of her sculpted arm. “No time for jibberish. We all have to leave. They said to get at least one hundred miles away from ground zero, and in case you all don’t realize it, Southill Village is ground zero.”
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      After Rose dropped the evacuation news on us, Luanne—at my request—went with Marigold to help her pack her things. Now that she knew what I was, I didn’t want my older sister doing anything crazy, like sticking behind to help. The civil defense sirens had started wailing and continued to sound off every fifteen minutes. Rose, the family's caretaker, had done her duty by making sure we were all informed. She had even booked condos for all of us in Hot Springs and told me there was room enough for Keir and Luanne.

      I had to smile. Leave it to Rose to not only turn a disaster into a family vacation but also include our extended circle of friends. Zev had disappeared before I could ask him if he wanted to come along, and Keir had gone to the store to pick up some jeans and t-shirts. With the road out, unless he wanted to go full-on puca-mode, there was no easy way up the mountain to his home to get clean clothes. I packed an overnight bag. According to Linda, I had three days until the lava beast surfaced, which meant I had to at least pretend like I was evacuating with the rest of them. I texted Michael and told him to message me back when he got settled in St. Louis. The real reason, though, was so that I could say to him, maybe one last time, that I loved him.

      I hated how relieved I felt that I didn’t have to reveal to anyone else about my witch status, at least not yet. Now that Marigold knew, I was determined to take my older sister’s advice and be upfront with the rest of them and let the chips fall where they may.

      The good news was that I hadn’t started a blaze since I went all napalm in my bedroom earlier. The bad news, I still couldn’t access my Earth magic. Cripes, my life was a shitshow. Maybe I should have let the fire giant take me. If my sacrifice meant no one lost a home or their lives, wouldn’t it be worth it? Michael had his dad, along with the rest of my family. He would be okay, right? I mean, I lost my mother. It had been devastating, but I’d come back from it. Michael was a strong young man. He would be okay.

      I knew the thoughts racing around my head were me trying to justify orphaning my kid and my siblings. My gut clenched as my mind turned to my father. Mom’s death had nearly killed him. He’d stopped working in his yard, tinkering as he called it, and he’d stopped eating and taken to sleeping most of the time. It had taken all of us kids and his grandkids to bring him back to life. The three months after my mom had passed had been both the saddest and scariest of my life. Would my dad be able to rebound after my death? Maybe. Maybe not. Whatever the consequences, though, I didn’t know if I had much choice. My Earth magic was depleted, and my Fire magic made me a hazard, not a weapon. On top of that, there was no way for me to hide from the monster coming to get me. Not facing it head-on would just keep everyone in continuous danger.

      I shoved some pajamas in my go-bag and let out a noise of frustration. How could I fight something unfightable?

      “My donsy has left the mountain,” Linda said as she popped up through the floor in front of me.

      Her sudden appearance gave me a jolt. “Are you trying to give me a heart attack?”

      “The monster will kill you before your heart will.”

      “That’s really comforting, Linda.” Not. “You should go into life counseling.”

      “I didn’t realize you needed comforting, Kleinkind.” With lightning-fast hands, she hit me with a pebble right between the eyes.

      “Ow.” I rubbed the spot. “That’s going to leave a mark.”

      “Good,” she said. “Then at least you’ll have something between your ears other than air.”

      “I am really stressed out. So, unless you have something helpful to say,” I closed my bag. “Zip it.”

      “Has your boyfriend found out any more about die Bestie? How to stop it?”

      I sighed. “Not yet.” I took my bag to the living room. Linda beat me in there.

      “This thing will not stop until it has consumed you.”

      “Don’t you think I know that?” I sat down on the couch to catch my breath.

      Linda got on the coffee table. My grimoire was lying next to where she stood. “Have you consulted your ancestors?”

      “They don’t answer my calls,” I said sarcastically. “The cellphone service probably sucks where they are.” I was rewarded with another rock. I ducked in time for it to bounce harmlessly off my couch. “Missed me, bitch.”

      Linda flipped me off. I was sure it was her version of I love you.

      “What were you saying about your donsy?” A donsy was a group of gnomes. In other words, Linda’s family. They lived in various gardens around Southhill Village. And while I’d never met any of them, I’m sure Linda had been worried. “They got out okay?”

      “Yes,” Linda said. “They are traveling underground until they hit Woodall Mountain in Mississippi. It’s the nearest safe haven checkpoint for my clan.”

      “I’m glad they got out.” I reached over and fondly patted her on the hat.

      She smacked my hand away. “I am not a pet.”

      “I know.” Speaking of, I looked around for Bob, and he was there next to the couch, ready for me to love on him like he always was. “You always know when I need you,” I said to the floofy darling.

      “That’s his job,” Linda said with mild exasperation. She threw up her tiny hands. “Never mind. What are your plans for us defeating the molten monstrosity?”

      “Us?” I peered at Linda. “I want you to go. Seriously. You said it best. Lava melts rocks. You can’t be here for this fight. You should be with your family.”

      “Dumm Liebling,” Linda huffed. “You are meine Familie.”

      Her words nailed me harder than any rock she’d ever thrown. My eyes watered with tears, and my voice caught in my throat. “I feel that way about you, too. Which is why I want you away from here. I don’t want to lose you.”

      She waved away my sentiment. “If you lose yourself, what does it matter what happens to me?”

      I sniffled. “It matters.”

      “The dead cannot care.”

      “I’m not going to die,” I said.

      “Good.” She nodded her approval. “Then you have thrown the notion of sacrificing yourself away.”

      “How—” I relocated Bob to the cushion next to me and stood up. “How did you know?”

      “I am your guardian, Liebling. I could feel the defeat in you.”

      I walked to the window and stared out at the drive. My car was gone, obviously, since I’d tossed it into a ditch. A truck passed by, packed to the sky with worldly possessions. I was glad folks were taking the evacuation seriously. Still, I knew there would be some die-hards that would be rooted in their homes. The idea of them dying made me sick.

      “I’m not defeated, Linda.” Not yet. “But I’m also realistic. If I can’t figure out a way to fight this creature, then I’m as good as dead anyhow. I might as well not take the mountain with me.”

      She nailed me that time, right on the cheek.

      I brushed the area. “Why the face, Linda? You could hit me anywhere else, so why always the face?”

      “Because I can hit you anywhere else,” she clapped back. The point of her pink hat caught on fire. She dropped through the floor and back up into the living room to snuff it out. “Stop that,” she commanded.

      “I didn’t do it on purpose,” I said. “This ignis-craft bullshit does whatever it wants to do.”

      “Nonsense. I’ve obviously failed you as a mentor. Tru-craft doesn’t work that way. There is always an intention behind every action. You should know that by now.”

      “Tru-craft isn’t supposed to give a witch multiple elements, either, but it did me. So maybe my abilities are not following the stupid rules, Linda.” Her hat blazed again.

      She threw it off her head, revealing a shiny dome of skin, and stomped out the fire.  “Quit directing your anger at me.”

      “You’re bald,” I said.

      “And you’re stupid. Both things neither of us can change. It’s our burden to overcome.”

      “Keep it up, and you’ll be naked soon.”

      Her rosy cheeks deepened in color. “I did not come to argue with you.”

      “Could’ve fooled me,” I muttered. “Unless you have something helpful to add, maybe we should both be silent.” Bob chased a dust bunny under the couch, and it made me smile. Then he began to purr, loud and soothing. “He really knows my moods.”

      “Of course,” Linda said. “As your familiar, he is tied to your emotions. It’s his job to keep them in check. Haven’t you noticed that when you’ve done something truly destructive, it’s been during a time of extreme duress?”

      “I wasn’t all the stressed out when I split the pool.”

      Linda shrugged. “That was my fault. I was trying to teach you to run before you’d even grown legs.”

      “You’re quite the picture painter.” I looked out the window again. Keir’s car was pulling into my driveway. “Keir’s here.”

      “Then I don’t have much time,” she said.

      “Time to do what?”

      “Convince you to talk to Arshlongin Bonebreaker.”

      She’d said gnomes had ridiculously long names, but this one was pronounceable. And a little daunting. “Is he one of your people?”

      “No.” Linda tugged her beard. “He’s the king of the fire giants.”

      “Dear, Lord, Linda. I thought you said you wanted me to fight? This sounds more like a direct path to sacrificial lamb.”

      “Arshlongin has requested a parley, but it is only good until the moon meets the sun. His god is close, and the king is itching to give you to him.”

      I knew from Pirates of a Caribbean that a parley was sort of like a temporary truce. But I wasn’t all that certain fire giants were as honorable as pirates. “Then why go talk to this Asshole Bonebreaker dude?”

      “I didn’t, exactly, speak with him myself,” Linda admitted. “The message was brought to me by one of my kin. I trust him, though. And if he thinks this is real, I’m inclined to believe him.”

      “Oh, him, huh? Is he your boyfriend?”

      The intense blush in her cheek told me I wasn’t far from the mark.

      “He is my husband.”

      “You’re married? How did I not know this?”

      “Because you’ve only known me for two months,” Linda said.

      “You know everything about me, Linda,” I couldn’t keep the betrayal out of my tone.  “Everything.”

      “It’s not my fault if you don’t understand personal space and privacy.”

      “You grow up with five siblings in a three-bedroom house with only two bathrooms, and you get really used to no personal space or privacy.” Keir got out of the car. “Make your proposal quick, Linda. He’s almost to the door.”

      “Arshlongin will meet you north of town where you wrecked your car.”

      “And where we took out his man? This sounds like revenge, not a parley.”

      “It might be your best shot at finding out if the creature has any weaknesses. The fire giants have made tributes to fire gods for eons.”

      I cast a doubtful glance her way. “I doubt he’s going to tell us something that will destroy their deity. Most people don’t want to kill off their gods.”

      She spread her hands. “I presented the option. The decision is yours.” She bowed her head. “And I stand with you until the fiery, bitter end.”

      Keir walked up the steps to the porch with two sacks of clothes.

      “What time does the moon meet the sun?” I asked Linda. “I’ve never been good at conversion.”

      “Six-thirty-nine,” Linda said.

      The door rattled.

      “You just know that?”

      “I know how to use Google,” she said. “It’s almost two now. That doesn’t give us much time. What do you want to do?”

      “I’m going to have to tell Keir,” I said quickly.

      “Arshlongin said for you to come alone.”

      “I’m sure he did.” As Keir walked in, I gave him a tight smile. He was not only my soul’s companion, but he was also my friend, my confidante, and…I loved him. I couldn’t do this without telling him. I wouldn’t do that to Keir. Not ever. I looked at Linda. “I don’t operate alone anymore.”

      “What’s up?” he asked.

      I walked over and kissed his cheek. “How do you feel about meeting a king?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

        

      

    

    
      I marveled at Keir’s ability to remain dispassionate as Linda relayed the terms of the king’s parley. He didn’t fly off the handle or go all caveman protector on me. Two things I appreciated more than he could know.

      The idea of encountering another one of the grizzly, red-bearded giants that could boil asphalt and melt glass with their hands gave me more than a slight pause. It scared the shit out of me. Keir was my calm port in the storm. My shelter from the insane.

      I already knew he cared about me. I knew that he would give his life for me. But his feelings for me couldn’t be a part of the equation when it came to this decision. He had to be logical and calculating. We both would have to be if we wanted to do what was right for everyone and not just me.

      “Well?” I asked after Linda finished. “What do you think?” I remembered Lu saying she’d gone on a diplomatic mission with their father to broker a truce between fire giants and sand trolls. “Can this king-guy be trusted to keep his word?”

      “The surtr are honorable, but they don’t like being perceived as weak. The fact that you got away and we killed one of his men in the process will not ingratiate us to him.”

      I crossed the room to Keir and put my arms around him. For a guy who’d been putting out fires for two days in the same clothes, he smelled terrific.

      “I didn’t much like him trying to kidnap me, or whatever his henchman was going to do to me, so we’re even.”

      Keir chuckled as he held me tightly. “I’m not sure he’ll see it that way.”

      “So, how do you negotiate with a fire giant?” I asked.

      “Carefully.” He looked at the time on his watch. “If we’re going to do this, we’ll have to act fast. I want to make sure there is time to put distance between the king and us before moonrise. And, if we don’t make it to Hot Springs tonight, your family will send out a search party.”

      “Definitely something else we don’t want,” I said. “What’s the best outcome here? Even if this guy knows about any vulnerabilities this fire asshole has, chances are good he doesn’t know how to defeat it. He would’ve considered that already to save his people and his home, right?

      “Maybe. Or maybe the king thinks that feeding you to the beast is more expedient.”

      I shrugged. “Can’t fault him there.” I leaned back so I could meet Keir’s gaze. “Sacrificing me is the quickest way from point A to point Z.”

      His eyes turned inky at the suggestion. “And it’s the only option I won’t entertain.”

      “Put your whiskers away, Peter Cotton-nightmare,” I said softly. I gave him a kiss to cool his puca jets. “I’m not planning to enact Operation Non-virgin Sacrifice. I’ve already had this discussion with Linda, and I really do want to fight, and I want to live. But we have to know that if things get dire, the volcano creature will probably kill me. If it comes to that, you have to promise that you’ll let me go. There is no sense in taking anyone else down that I love.”

      “I can’t make that promise.” He kissed me, and I took a moment to savor the taste of him on my lips. “Where you go, I go. Even into death.” He kissed me again, the sweetest brush of his mouth against mine. I laced my fingers behind his neck as the kiss deepened.

      “No one is dying today,” said Linda, “so let’s get to the meeting spot.”

      At least she hadn’t thrown anything at me. I reluctantly dropped away from the kiss and sighed. Bob laced himself back and forth between our legs, rubbing his body against my calves.

      “What about Bob?” I asked. I’d had the imp for two months, but I still didn’t know a whole lot about where he went when he disappeared or how he got back. He was always just there when I wanted or needed him. “Will he be okay?”

      “Out of all of us,” Linda said. “Bob will be okay. His kind always is, even in death.”

      “I’ll take him down to Hot Springs tonight.” I ran my hand over Bob’s back. “He can stay with my family until this is over.”

      “The imp will go where he likes,” she said.

      “If I die, I want him taken care of.” There was an edge of warning in my tone.

      Linda didn’t care. “If you die, the imp will die.”

      The horror of her words withered my soul. “That’s not true.”

      “I told you before, he has two hearts. One for you and one for him. When the one for you stops beating, it’s only a matter of time before the one sustaining him stops working as well.”

      I let go of Keir and lifted Bob into my arms. “When he was smashed by that rock troll, he died briefly. He survived that with no heartbeat.”

      “But your heart was still beating, stupid Kleinkind. For as long as you live, so does the imp. It is his duty, no matter how many times you get him killed.”

      “Oh, Bob-doodly-monkey-bug, how could you attach yourself to someone like me?” I kissed his head. He purred hard. I glared at Linda and dared her to comment on my love for the floofy imp-cat. “Why didn’t you tell me about this sooner?”

      “If I would have known your instinct to protect the imp would kick your self-preservation up a notch, I would have.” She didn’t wear a watch. Still, she tapped her wrist and said, “Clock’s ticking.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “I can’t believe how many people are actually packing up and leaving town,” I said as we drove our way through Southill.

      Keir’s mini-Coop hummed quietly as we passed trucks and cars lined up—a slow caravan of evacuees inching their way down the mountain. Our path was in the opposite direction, so we didn’t have to contend with much traffic. I knew there’d be casualties if we didn’t find a solution to our current lava monster problem. Even so, it made me feel better knowing that most of the lives of people I considered my community would be saved.

      A few cars honked as we passed. One person shouted the infamous line from Planes, Trains, and Automobiles, “You’re going the wrong way!” And was followed up with the sign for drinking too much and jovial laughs. The townsfolk were taking the evacuation seriously while keeping their sense of humor. It made me love Southill Village all the more.

      I’d been distracting myself with the faces and names of the people in my community to avoid thinking about meeting up with the fire giant king. Now that we were past the heavily saturated streets, butterflies danced in my tummy. Also, my hands were sweating as if my armpits had been transplanted onto my palms. Yuck. I rubbed them against my jeans, pants that I was seriously regretting putting on. They pinched my gut and added to my discomfort. However, I’d chosen them because I figured they’d be less flammable than yoga pants. Same with my boots and the leather jacket I wore.

      “I’m nervous.” I tried shifting to a less painful position and discovered there wasn’t one. Damn. Working from home and living in stretch pants had spoiled me for comfortable clothes. I unsnapped the top button of my jeans open and grimaced when Keir glanced over and smiled. “Don’t judge me.”

      “Not judging,” he said. “Only wishing I was the one doing the unsnapping.”

      “Cheeky,” I smirked. “If this Bonebreaker guy, and let me just say, that’s a terrifying last name, doesn’t find some way to kill me tonight, that’s one wish I’d like to make come true.”

      Keir held out his hand as he made the last turn out of town. I laced my fingers with his. He brought my knuckles to his lips and said, “You’ll survive.”

      I hoped he was right. My stomach double-knotted as we approached the location where I’d exploded the highway and rolled my car. The road was buckled, and since the mini-Coop wasn’t equipped for all-terrain, Keir and I parked and began walking up the road.

      “Do you see him?” I asked.

      He shook his head. His eyes turned back, and his ears elongated. “I hear him, though. He’s a noisy breather.

      “He sounds charming,” a man said from behind us.

      I whipped around, calling on the Earth to come to my defense, and I barely got a pebble to shake. Crap. Luckily, it wasn’t the giant who’d managed to sneak upon us. Only an ifrit.

      “How? Were you hiding in the woods?” I asked. “How’d you know we’d be coming here?” I was pretty sure Linda wouldn’t have spilled the beans.

      “I can feel your magic, sahira. This you know. I merely followed it.”

      “Where’s your car?”

      “I’m a creature of smoke and fire,” he said as if I were a silly thing. “I don’t need a vehicle to travel from one place to another.”

      I balled my fists against my hips. “Wow, that must really save you on gas and insurance.”

      He smirked. “Keep your sense of humor. You’ll need it.”

      “Zev,” Keir warned. “Don’t push it.”

      “My apologies, mutahawil. I mean no trouble. On the contrary, I am here to be of service to your zawja.”

      I scanned the hillside as we walked up to the Iris-made crater in the middle of the road. At least twenty feet by ten feet wide, and twenty feet deep, give or take a foot in either direction. “I can’t believe I did that.”

      “Your magic is powerful,” Zev said. “Especially for someone who only recently sparked. When you learn ignis, you will be a force.” He lowered his sunglasses. “If you live, that is.”

      My car was still in the ditch. It was mangled. The front end had twisted upon itself, and the trunk was bent under. It was as if the damn thing had been dropped upside-down into a trash compactor. I pointed at the wreckage. “I lived through that.”

      Keir nodded. “You sure did.”

      Zev crossed his arms over his chest. “It was an impressive feat.”

      “Any sign of the fire giant?” I looked back and forth between the two men. They both shook their heads.

      It was getting late. I didn’t know how long the talks with the giant would take, but we needed enough time to get away before moonrise. What if the guy saw Keir and Zev and decided I’d broken the parley? I glanced at Keir. “I hope when King Hot Shit said he wanted to see me alone, he didn’t mean alone-alone.”

      “Alone is alone,” came a throaty voice. “Alone is alone.”
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      The giant had red and black flaming hair that floated out from his sizeable head and flowed down to his tree-trunk hips. His massive beard, a tangle of wiry curls, was even longer. Dressed only in brown leather pants—no shirt or shoes—he was even taller and broader than the giant that had accosted me on the road.

      He pointed a hammy finger at me, and in that same strange throaty sound, he said, “You stay. They go. You stay. They go.”

      My nerves jumped up into my throat, threatening to strangle me, but I steeled my courage to face him. “If you keep repeating yourself, this is going to be a much longer discussion than it needs to be.”

      He smiled, and like the other fella, his teeth were a gnarly grayish-black.

      “My, my, those are some teeth,” I said. I heard my mother doing the voice of the big bad wolf in Little Red Riding Hood: The better to eat you with, my dear.

      “I invoke the Bard vow to moderate fairly these proceedings between the tru-craft witch known as Iris Everlee and the fire giant, known as Arshlongin Bonebreaker. This parley will be governed according to the rules set down by the Iron Grove, on the authority of Archdruid Freya Quinn. You will abide by the terms or your kind will be removed from the peace accords of 1823,” Keir said.

      I wasn’t sure who was stunned more, the giant or me. We both gaped at the druid as if he’d grown a second head.

      Zev clapped him on the shoulder. “Well-played, my friend. Well-played.”

      Keir gestured to the ifrit. “Zevian Diabreesa Ma’ham will serve as an impartial witness since I have a personal connection to one of the parties.”

      “I will.” Zev inclined his head.

      “Not agreed,” the throat-singing giant said. “Not agreeeeed.”

      “Then you don’t get your parley.” Keir’s eyes bled black, and his fingers turned into diamond claws. “And we’ll just have to take care of you the old-fashioned way.”

      “Parleeeeey. Parley,” the giant agreed. “We will talk. We will talk.”

      “Do you really have to say everything twice?” I asked.

      “Yes.” He bared his teeth at me again. “Yes.”

      “It is their way,” Keir said. “We must respect it.”

      “I’ll respect it as much as they respected me yesterday.”

      “Iris.” The same tone he’d used to warn Zev he now used on me.

      “Fine,” I said. “I’ll be the poster child for diplomacy.”

      Keir walked over to the king. I winced as he broke off one of his black diamond claws and handed it to the giant. “In good faith. In good faith,” he said.

      The king tugged his beard thoughtfully before taking the diamond. “In good faith,” the giant agreed. “In good faith.” He held the diamond aloft over his head and began a loud chant that resonated throughout the mountain-scape. Giants began popping up along the road and everywhere I looked—from behind trees and out of rocks. There had to be fifty of them.

      “The Jolly not-so-Green giant did not come to play,” I hissed.

      “No indeed,” Zev agreed. “But neither did your zawj.”

      “No, he didn’t.” I looked at the ifrit. “He said the Archdruid’s name was Freya Quinn. Is she any relation to Keir and Luanne?”

      “Quinn is a popular Irish surname, but in this case, yes. Freya is his grandmother.”

      Damn, this really was the family business. I had assumed, up until he’d said Freya’s name, that the archdruid had been a man. Was this something he should’ve told me? Maybe. But I trusted Keir.

      While Keir hammered out the details and rules of the meeting with the king, I checked my phone. It was after five, so we only had an hour or so before we’d have to beat feet out of here. I did not want to get caught amongst these giants come moonrise. I noticed I still didn’t have any text messages from Michael. He was probably having a good time. The important thing was that he was safely away from the Ozark Mountains and me.

      “We need to get this show on the road,” I said. “There are a lot of them and few of us. I don’t like the odds if this crapfest goes tits up.”

      “You have a wonderful way with language,” Zev said.

      Because it sounded like a genuine compliment, I curtsied to him. “Thank ye, kindly.” The late afternoon was warmer than I had thought, and the leather jacket and jeans were starting to stick to my sweaty skin. “This close to sundown, it shouldn’t be this flippin’ hot.”

      Zev looked at me over the top of his aviators. “You have wild ignis magic flowing through your veins, you are surrounded by a legion of fire giants, and you are standing next to an ifrit.”

      “So, global warming,” I said.

      He chuckled. “You are interesting, Iris Everlee. I don’t normally find women I don’t sleep with interesting.”

      “How sad for you.” I gave him an earnest gaze. “You should try having more conversations and less sex.”

      “My way is more fun.”

      I arched my brow at him. “Do you find my sister interesting?”

      He grinned as wisps of smoke exited his nose. “Not yet.”

      I gave him a sharp elbow. “Keep it that way, buddy.”

      Keir crossed back to us. “The king is ready to talk now.”

      “Why did you give the guy one of your claws? And ouch, by the way.” I circled my finger in the air to indicate our surroundings. “And what’s with all the giants?”

      “Fire giants are similar to dragons when it comes to precious metals and stones. The black diamonds I produce in my puca form are highly sought after. I gave it to him to hold in a good-faith gesture of my trust.”

      “So, not a gift? He just holding onto it.”

      “Yes,” Keir said. “And his good-faith gesture was to put all his cards on the table by showing me that he’d brought a small army with him. The only way we can make this work is for both sides to display complete honesty.”

      “Well, poop.” I glanced over at the king, then back to Keir. I whistled. “Yo, Linda.”

      The gnome leapt out of the asphalt in front of me and landed next to my feet. She shook herself off then looked around. “I told you not to call me until the fight started.”

      “There’s no fight,” I told her. “And as long as we all keep it real, there doesn’t have to be one.” I shot a questioning glance at Keir. “Right?”

      “Right,” he said. “Let’s get started.”

      “How does this work?” I asked him.

      “He wants to make some kind of proposal to you,” Keir said. “He wouldn’t say what. Just said, make deal, make deal. I agreed that you would listen as long as he answered any four questions about the monster. He countered with two, two.”

      I nodded. “That keeps it short.”

      “It turns out that this particular lava beast goes by the name Volres, and Arshlongin has been sacrificing two of his women every ten years to the monster.”

      I glanced past Keir to the giant, unable to keep the horrified expression off my face. “Does he have that many women to spare?”

      Keir shook his head. “He doesn’t. So when Volres told the king he would forego the usual ritual of sacrifice if they offered you instead, he jumped on it.”  Keir leaned in close. “The king is scared of the beast. He might be willing to work with us to stop it.”

      “Did he say that?” I asked. I found it hard to believe the guy would give the goods over on his “god,” especially since most considered their deities omnipotent and all-knowing.

      Keir put his arm around my shoulders. “That remains to be seen. I’ll be here though, and so will Zev and Linda, if we need to pull you out.”

      I couldn’t keep the alarm out of my voice. “Pull me out of where?”

      “The crater you made.” He grimaced. “It was the one stipulation Arshlongin wouldn’t budge on. He’s agreed to abide by all the rules. No contact. Answer the questions. And he’d accept whatever answer you give to his proposed deal when it’s over.”

      “Until moonrise,” I said.

      “Yes.” Keir scanned the surrounding giants then turned to face me. “Until then, we are free to leave at any time. I made that part of the agreement. But if we want to gain anything from this encounter, we need to hurry.”

      “You don’t have to tell me twice.” I cracked a smile at him.

      He grasped my shoulders and kissed me hard. I felt a pulse of energy as his tongue entwined with mine. The coolness of his touch sunk inside me, dousing a flame I hadn’t realized was burning. Weirdly, it amped my libido up a notch. I met his kiss with fierce passion. My tongue danced against his until I felt a sharp pain, then the taste of blood.

      My first impulse was to pull back when the warm salted liquid hit my taste buds, but Keir placed his palms on my face and held me still. “Take it,” he whispered against my lips. He spoke some words I didn’t understand and finished with, “Take what you need, muschala. All that I am is yours.”

      His words reignited my fire as I slid my hands to his shoulders and drank in his kiss. The blood taste turned both salty and sweet, and I realized it was his blood mingling with mine as he plundered my lips until I was dazed. Suddenly, I felt feather-light, as if he were to let go of me, I would float away into the nothingness. He was my anchor. The only thing keeping me from losing myself, and I held on to him with my arms, legs, and lips. Anything that would keep me connected. And I drank his offered bounty

      Keir’s fingers twined through my hair as he jerked my head back. My eyes flew open, and I half expected to find myself staring into the tarry darkness of the puca’s eyes. “You are ready,” he said.

      The energy of the kiss still pulsed through me. “What was that about?”

      He nodded toward the king. “You are mine, Iris, as much as I am yours. I wanted the king to see that. And,” he dipped his mouth to my ear, “…it’s the only way I know how to protect you right now.”

      That didn’t sound ominous at all. “The king isn’t going to hurt me, right? Not until the moon meets the sun.”

      Trepidation deepened the lines under Keir’s eyes. “No.”

      “Time is now,” I heard the giant say. “Time is now.”

      “I’m coming,” I snapped back, unable to tear my gaze from my worried druid. “I’m coming.”

      Zev put his hand on my shoulder. “Be safe, sahira,” he said. “Commit to nothing. Keep your responses vague. Never offer more than your asked. A smart person doesn’t trade favors.”

      Keir had told me before to never bargain with a djinn. They always take more than they give. I wondered if Zev was warning me that the fire giants were similar in that respect. “I’ll try to be smart,” I told him.

      Linda tugged on my pant leg and added, “Try not to be stupid.”

      “And duck,” I asked.

      She nodded. “You have been an adequate student, Liebling.”

      Why did this feel like goodbye? I was going to meet with this asshole for a few moments, but I knew the gravity of the situation. Unless he had some substantial revelatory information about how to stop Volres, the end was nearer than any of us wanted.

      I threw my arms around Keir again. “If things go bad…I…I want you to know…”

      He put a finger under my chin and tilted my head back. “I love you, too, Iris,” he said. “Now, go do your thing so I can get into those jeans of yours.”

      Arshlongin Bonebreaker, king and regent of the fire giants, met me at the edge of the vast cavity in the road. I admit that I’d never been a size-matters kind of gal, but this hole I’d created was impressively deep. “How do we get down there?” I asked the towering giant.

      “You first,” he said. “You first.” Then he swatted me on the back and sent me tumbling into the crater.
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      “Son of a bitch,” I shouted as I sat up. I’d hit my head on a chunk of rock on the way down, and my scalp was bleeding. The giant jumped down into the hole with me.

      “Iris!” Keir shouted from the rim. Zev stood next to him. They both wore pinched and worried expressions.

      “I’m okay,” I said. “Just a bump on the head.” I’d definitely made the right choice to wear jeans and the leather jacket because other than some scrapes on my palms and a sore spot on my hip, I was none the worse for wear. However, the walls were steep and tall. Which meant escape would be near impossible if Bonebreaker decided to make good on his name. I took a few deep breaths to settle my fears. Strong emotions triggered bursts of my Fire magic, and lighting the king’s beard on fire wouldn’t win me any brownie points.

      Without warning again, the giant plucked me from the ground and stood me on my feet.

      “Dude.” I dusted debris off my jacket. If my terra-craft worked, I’d have grown some vines or roots to climb out with, but since it was on the fritz, I had to play it cool. “New rule. Don’t touch me.”

      “That’s in the accord,” Keir shouted. “Touch her again, and you’ll answer to the Iron Grove.”

      Arshlongin didn’t look at Keir, but he stepped away from me. “You will listen. You will listen.” His eyes were beady and piggish under his thick, bushy auburn brows. And his breath, whew, it was pure chemical warfare.

      I turned my head slightly to the left. “I have questions,” I choked out. Even with a few feet between us, I was too close to the giant to avoid his bad breath.

      “First listen,” His voice boomed, and it sounded like the giant was everywhere. “First listen.”

      From a distance, his size had been intimidating. Up close, I felt like a Shetland pony trying to go toe-to-toe with a Clydesdale. “That’s not what you agreed to, Arshlongin,” I said. My finger shook as I shook it at him. “I get two questions with two answers, or I don’t listen.”

      “Arshlongin agrees. Arshlongin agrees.” He crossed his arms over his massive chest. “Ask questions. Ask questions.”

      I had so many questions to ask, but I had to narrow it down to the two that would reveal a clue about the lava monster’s weaknesses, if he had any. The one thing that struck me was that Keir had said the fire giants made a sacrifice every ten years. While Zev had said that the monster caused massive destruction when it surfaced. If both things were true, how did the fire giants meet the beast for the exchange? The mountain was still standing, and other than this week, I’d never felt any tremors.

      I phrased my first question carefully. “Where specifically and geographically do you and your people live?”

      He snarled and narrowed his piggy eyes on me. “Eyjaaaaaafjaaaallajoooookull. Eyjaaaaaafjaaaallajoooookull.”

      The answer was total gibberish, and it didn’t help me one bit. Damn it. If I’d known I could only ask two questions, I would have prepared better. My second question would be my last, and if I didn’t get it right, it would be the first of many lasts.

      I took my phone from my pocket. It was five-forty p.m. Six-thirty-nine ended our parley. Not a lot of time.  I didn’t want to blow our only shot at learning something, anything, important about Volres.

      I sat down and folded my legs criss-cross applesauce style. Sort of. The jeans I wore didn’t have much stretch, so my applesauce was a little chunky.

      “Explain. Explain,” the giant said.

      “I’m thinking, big fella. Don’t they have that where you’re from?”

      “Take your time,” Keir said from the rim. “Just not too much.”

      I gave him a two-finger salute.

      “Question now,” Arshlongin said. His throaty voice sounded menacing, of course, but now he sounded anxious as well. “Question now.”

      “Stop talking so I can think.”

      His gaze darted back and forth. Was he worried? About what? I mean, there was an army of giants surrounding only three of us. If I blew the deadline, it was to his advantage. So why did I get the feeling that he wanted this over as quickly as I did?

      I had to get out of my head for a moment, out of my fears. Placing my elbows on my knees, I leaned forward and took a deep breath. A shiny rock caught my eye, so I picked it up to use as a focal point. Once I could feel it, I knew it wasn’t quartz but satin spar. I’d edited a book on Ozark rocks and minerals when Michael had been six years old. He’d been interested in learning all about them, so we’d spent a summer rock hunting near creek beds. We had some exposed rocks that dated back millions of years to when the Ozarks made up the ocean floor. During that summer, I’d become quite the expert.

      Satin spar was a fibrous form of gypsum. It was soft and easy to break. Some people believed the stone brought the bearer good luck and fortune.

      I rubbed the shard with my thumb, and a tiny splinter cut the tip. I pressed down, and the end of my thumb slid inside the stone. My eyes pivoted up to Keir, who was staring down at me with puca eyes. My Earth magic had returned. Was that what he’d meant about protecting me? Had drinking some of his blood replenished the energy I’d lost?

      The knot of fear eased in my stomach as I pondered what I should ask for my second question.

      Keir’s contact had said the Cherufe wanted to eat virgins. Why? Volres took sacrifices from the giants every decade. Also women. Not sure if they were virgins, but it made me wonder if all these women were somehow connected to tru-craft or magic of some kind.

      Luanne had compared me to an ultra-lithium battery. Was Volres looking for a charger to plug into, metaphorically speaking?

      If he was, did that mean he was less than one hundred percent? If he was low on virgin giant juice, maybe that was his vulnerability. Also, if every time one of these things came to the surface, how in the world did it communicate to the guys eager to kill off one of their women to save themselves. Keir and Zev had both agreed that the lava beasts brought cataclysmic disaster with them when they left the snug confines of the Earth’s outer core. So the idea that it could surface without destroying it was something I hadn’t considered as an option.

      I took my thumb out of the silk spar, placed the stone into my pocket, and then got up. My knees were stiff from the cross-legged position. With age came wisdom, but it also came with diminished flexibility.

      “You okay?” Keir asked.

      I gave him a thumbs up. I hadn’t realized my pants were still undone and sitting had forced the zipper down. It was hard to look badass when your fly was open. I quickly zipped and snapped the button.

      The giant peered down at me with an irritated expression. He balled his hand into a fist that was bigger than my head. “Ask question now. Ask question now.”

      “Okay, big fella. Hold your horses.” I wanted to make sure I got this right. “Where does Volres meet you to accept these sacrifices of yours?”

      The giant’s beady eyes softened around the edges, and his mouth split his face in a gruesome smile. He opened his fist and held it out to me.

      “Well?” I asked. “Answer the question.”

      “And I have answered for him by showing you,” Arshlongin said. However, his voice was now less Mongolian throat singer and more Barry White. On top of that, licking flames were flickering out of his irises. His hair and his beard transformed into fire as well, and the power now emanating from the giant nearly drove me to my knees. Evidently, Arshlongin had left his body, and his fire god Volres had taken his place.

      I stumbled back until my butt hit the wall. This was as far as I could go, but I knew that no amount of distance could get me far enough away from the giant.

      The knot of fear returned. I wasn’t sure Volres cared whether the giants stuck to the terms of the parley or not. I resisted the urge to use my power to grow an escape ladder. Now that I was facing the monster, I didn’t want to deplete my reserves, even if it was only by proxy.

      He gestured to his body. “This creature is just one of my many vassals. I can speak and act directly through him or any of his kind. They must obey me and my will. Whatever you are considering, Witch, I implore you to listen. I will abide by the agreement if you hold your end of the bargain. I have a proposal we both can live with.”

      The emphasis on the word live gave me pause. “I thought the plan was for you to eat me and devour my magic. Isn’t that how you operate?”

      He swung his head, his fiery beard sweeping left to right, as the pit filled with flames.

      I could hear the shouts of my companions, but I couldn’t see them past the curtain of smoke and fire. Then it was silence, and we were standing on a small island in what I could only describe as Hell. Lava rivers flowed around the bank of the meager stone where we stood. I was no longer facing the likeness of Arshlongin Bonebreaker. This beast was surprisingly smaller. It was humanoid. He was close to seven feet tall but not daunting in his size. His hair was still made of fire, but he didn’t have a beard, and his skin was black with red veins of magma flowing over the surface. Fire danced from his eyes as he smiled at me. “Welcome to my home.”

      The expanse of the lava-filled cavern stole my breath, and fear clawed at my throat. Although, I wasn’t sure why I wasn’t roasting like a pig at a barbeque. I forced myself to speak. “What do you want from me?”

      “At first, I did want to consume you and take your Fire for my own. It’s extraordinary,” Volres said. “Like nothing I’ve seen. You could be quite dangerous if you only allowed yourself. But after seeing your Earth magic, I realized I’d been short-sighted in my desires.”

      I scanned my surroundings, and I couldn’t see a single way out. I was as the fire beast had wanted me. Alone. I reached out with my magic, trying to find some hope to hold onto. Whatever was happening, I had to stall. I squared my shoulders and tried to sound like I wasn’t literally shaking in my boots. Maybe he was flirting, so in self-defense, I fake-flirted back. “And what do you desire now?”

      “I desire to make you my goddess,” he said. “And for you to rule by my side.”

      If this was a movie, I’d be screaming, cliché! But it wasn’t, and I didn’t want to piss off the mountain destroyer. Instead, I frowned and said, “Seriously?”

      The beast grinned then snapped his teeth. “Of course not. I have no need to share my power, Witch. But I will keep you alive.”

      Great, he had a sense of humor. I liked it in my friends, but in evil villains, a sense of humor could end with the dude peeling off my fingernails and eyelids while he laughed about it. “Keep me alive how?”

      “As my emissary,” Vorles answered. “I want you to be my voice on the surface and to spread my message far and wide.”

      “Oh, dude.” I winced as I realized what he wanted. “Are you asking me to lead your cult?”
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      “I will lead my new worshippers through you. Do you know how long it’s been since a witch was able to hold my essence? You are the first of your kind in a thousand years that has both the strength of Earth and the power of Fire.” I didn’t like the way he was eyeballing me like I was a found treasure. “You can both build and destroy.”

      “Lucky me.”

      The river oozed and bubbled as gas escaped from the surface. The pungent, foul-smelling stench of sulfur gagged me. It was hotter than the desert in August, but logically, I knew the heat should’ve broiled me right to the bone. Was this my ignis-craft? Did it make me immune to high heat? I had shot flames from my hands without getting burned, but I found it hard to believe I was suddenly impervious to rock-melting temperatures.

      Charcoal black jagged spires shot up around the island, sending the lava splattering around me, burning holes in my jacket and jeans.

      “Stop that,” I said.

      Surprisingly, it didn’t sear my flesh. I looked down at the smoldering areas. In the open places, I saw my skin had turned gray and scaled with ironbark. My Earth magic had risen up to protect me once again.

      “Impressive.” Volres smiled again. “I knew I was right about you. I don’t want you to speak.” The beast took a step toward me. “I just need your body.”

      I was so near the edge, I couldn’t move away. And while the monster might think that driving my meat sack around from sea to shining sea was a compromise. I did not. “A high school boyfriend once said something similar to me. And I’ll tell you the same thing I told him. You can fuck all the way off.” I flipped him off for emphasis.

      He waved his hand above his head, and the cavern parted to expose the sky. Though at this point, I wasn’t sure if it was an illusion or the real sky. Your sun is setting, Witch. Are you sure you want that to be your final answer?”

      “You’re not going to let me go, are you?”

      “You are free to leave.” The flames in his eyes turned almost blue with his glee. “Whenever you want.” He made a shooing motion at me. “Go.” His gaze narrowed. “If you can.”

      He had me trapped, and the bastard knew it. The moon would meet the sun soon, and that would end our arrangement. If I didn’t agree to Volres’ scheme to win and influence followers on the surface, I’d be the sacrifice he’d asked for from the start.

      I had to find a way out. Unfortunately, I didn’t think my ironbark would hold up if I tried to walk on the molten river surrounding us. Frankly, where would I go even if I could? I needed to go up, not out.

      “If you want to keep your family safe, Witch. You will accept the deal I am generously offering. All your loved ones. Your sisters, the druid….” He leaned forward and gave me a gotcha look. “…your son.”

      The word snapped my attention. “You don’t go near my son.”

      Volres shrugged. “Give me your body, and I’ll spare your offspring. He does have it in him, you know.”

      “Has what in him?”

      “The ability for magic. Although, like you, I think it will come to him late. And then I will make him mine. I don’t think he’ll be nearly as eager as you to throw away an opportunity to live.”

      “Letting you control my body and speak through me isn’t living,” I responded.

      “I wouldn’t possess you all the time. I am willing to negotiate an occasional relinquish of control.” The flames in his eyes doubled their length. “I’m not an unreasonable god. But I have waited this long for someone like you to come along. I can eat you and attain your power. Then wait a while more for your child to come into his own gifts.”

      “No.” I shoved my hands in my jacket pockets, my fingers suddenly chilled. My phone was in one of them, the silk spar in the other. Automatically, I took my phone out. It was dead. The heat must’ve killed the electronics. Not that it would’ve done me any good in the bowels of Hades or wherever Volres had brought me. Dread and doubts crowded my resolve as tears scalded my cheeks. “You can’t have him.”

      “Then you know what you must do,” Volres said. “Give me what I want.” He snarled. “Maybe you are weaker than I supposed. The moon and sun will kiss each horizon soon, and you will be out of time to decide your fate. If you make me choose, I will tear your precious mountain to the ground. After, I will make sure everything and everyone you love burns. Except for the boy, of course. With him, I will wait and watch. And when the time is right, I will take him.” He chuckled. “But don’t worry. You’ll be dead. The dead feel nothing. It will be your only consolation.”

      I screamed a primitive war cry and launched myself at Volres. The move caught him off guard, and he fell backward, grasping my jacket and taking me down with him. The silk spar slid out of the pocket. Nuclear hot fire shot out of my hand. I pressed my palm against the beast’s face and concentrated the flames into the asshole’s eyes.

      He laughed. “If this is your idea of foreplay,” he snarled. “I’m into it.”

      Frantically, I reached out for the silk spar. Linda was always driving intention home to me. I had to be specific for the magic to work properly. In this situation, my intention was clear as a crystal. I sunk my magic into the stone and willed the shard as I had my bones into a weapon. It elongated to seven inches, and the end turned sharp and pointy. Unlike my bones, I gave the silk spar the strength of a diamond. And with all the might of a mamma-bear, I struck the beast in the chest.

      The stone dagger slid between the fissures of his hardened lava skin. He roared with fury as he grabbed my arms and flung me several feet away from him. Liquid fire sprayed from his mouth in my direction. I rolled to the left and almost off the edge of the island to avoid getting hit.

      “You’ve broken the agreement,” he said, his low voice hard with rage. He grabbed the dagger, but he couldn’t pull it out. It was as if the weapon I’d created had fused into his body. I could see him falter for a moment. Was it doubt that I saw? Or was it fear? He circled the end of the silk spar dagger and tugged again. Still, it didn’t budge.

      I smiled, baring my teeth at him. “How do you like having my essence in you?”

      “Bitch,” he seethed. “The deal is off.”

      “It was never on, bitch.” I called to the magic, Earth, come to me. Heed my call. I sent the gathered magic into the silk spar dagger and clapped my hand, exploding the weapon inside Volres’ chest.

      He staggered back as the explosion created a large cavity where the dagger had been.

      “I will consume you,” he threatened. “You will pay for this.”

      With lightning speed, he tackled me to the ground. He pinned me with one arm while he used his free hand to hold my face still. I bucked and kicked to get away, or at the very least, get him off me. But nothing I did mattered. My moment of triumph faded as quickly as it had come.

      “I am a god, Witch,” he growled. “You will learn that too late.”

      He shoved his thumb between my teeth and pried my mouth open. A surge of energy pulsed inside my chest, only it wasn’t at my bidding. Two threads of light, one yellow and one red, wrapped like a chain on a DNA model, slipped past my lips into the heated air. I tried to swallow it down, but it crawled around in my gut, up through my throat, and out of my mouth. Don’t let it go, a voice in my head screamed. Iris, fight him. Don’t let him take. He takes and takes. Let him take no more. The voice was that of a woman’s, but it wasn’t mine. You are strong, she said. He is weak.

      I hated to disagree with the voice, but Volres wasn’t weak. Not by a long shot. I might have slowed him down with the exploding dagger trick, but he’d quickly gotten his second wind. I gasped as the magic left my body along with any air in my lungs. He was not only stealing my powers; he was suffocating me in the process. My eyes bugged as I tried again to break free.

      Volres was relentless and unstoppable. The red lines of heat running through his rock-hard skin pulsed and glowed as he gulped me down. My thoughts were of Keir, of my son, my dad, and my siblings. Even Linda had a cameo appearance. I wasn’t giving up, but how did you fight against a lava god who’d made killing people for millions of years an artform?

      Blood of my blood, the voice intoned. Take don’t give.

      Tears of my tears, this is how you live.

      Embrace the fire or become the pyre.

      Embers are red. Ashes are dead.

      Goddess, help you.

      Great, the voice in my head was quoting my grimoire. Unless the voice was my grimoire. It’d never spoken to me before, but then again, maybe it hadn’t needed to.

      You are Fade, and you are Bright. You create, and you destroy. Embrace the fire.

      My peripheral vision darkened. The lack of oxygen made it hard to think. Then I saw it. Inside Volres’ open maw, fire lit the back of his throat. He was inhaling my power, and it was being consumed by flames inside him. Those flames were the monster’s essence.

      “Fire,” I tried to say, but it was impossible with his thumb between my teeth and no air. Still, my intention was there. In my head, I shouted, Fire! I would eat the eater. His flame would be mine. After all, I was an elemental witch, and he was an element. One that I could control. I could feel his resistance, his fight, as he tried to regain his own power.

      He loosened his grip on me, allowing me to break free of his hold. I grabbed his face and kept it close to mine as the flow of magic reversed, and my stolen magic, along with his flame, poured into my body.

      The strength of his energy terrified me as I drank him down. He screamed and moaned, his face contorted as the black skin and red veins of heat faded to a sickly gray. I didn’t stop until he looked like one of the victims of Pompeii. Light gray ash.

      “Ashes are dead,” I said as I threw his carcass aside. I wiped the corner of my lips. They were hard and rough. I looked down at my hands. They were black as pitch with veins of molten lava running over the surface. Well, crap. That wasn’t a side effect I’d expected. I kicked Volres, and he broke into several pieces. “Stupid, fire god,” I screamed with fury. “See what you’ve done to me?”

      I glanced around at my surroundings. The sky was gone again. A rock ceiling had replaced it. If I couldn’t fix myself, going home was going to be a problem. Especially since I had no idea where inside the world I was. I sat down and closed my eyes to think. The energy from Volres felt like intense heartburn. If I didn’t let some of his essence go, I was going to be crapping fire. Not a metaphor, either. I hated throwing up, but it was better than the alternative. So, I stuck two charcoal briquettes I used to call fingers down my throat and puked molten fire over the edge of the island.

      When I finished, as gross as it was, I felt remarkably better.

      My skin had lost the red veins, and the black textured surface was returning to an ironbark color. I held on to that. I’d need it to survive the heat.

      The exhaustion of fighting a fire monster left me entirely spent. I laid down on the ground and stared at the vast darkness above. I missed my mattress. It was expensive and worth it. My forty-three-year-old bones were crying out for the comfort of memory foam. I groaned and rolled over onto my side. “Oh, how I wish I was home and in my own bed.”

      A funnel of smoke poured onto the platform. My senses on high alert, I scrambled away. When the dark, gray cloud disappeared. Zev the ifrit stood in front of me. He pulled down his aviators and gave me a look that said, damn, woman. Respect. Then, he said, “Your wish is my command.”
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      Poof. Just like in a Disney movie, I was in my own bed and in my own room. I squinted at Zev. “Why did you help me?”

      “I told you if you let me probe you for ignis-craft, I would give you one wish.”

      “That’s right.” I shook my head. “I recall I turned your no-strings-attached offer down.”

      He took off his glasses, his eyes sparkling like rubies. “Did you? Your words said no, but you allowed me to search you. I considered your actions a sealing of our bargain. And now it has concluded.”

      I pulled the covers up to my chest. My clothes had been burned off during the Great Consuming, apparently. Jacket, shirt, jeans, bra, underwear, and boots. The entire outfit was gone.

      Bob jumped up on the bed and twitched his nose at me. After, he jumped back down and ran out of the room. “I must smell like hell if Bob won’t cuddle.”

      “I’m partial to napalm in the morning.” He laughed. “You have the distinct odor of volcanic ash and smoke. It’s not to everyone’s taste.”

      My eyes widened. “Is it morning?” I glanced out the window. It was dark out. “How long was I gone?”

      “It’s a little after midnight. You were gone for over six hours.”

      “Keir and Linda must be out of their minds.”

      Zev nodded. “Keir tore up the giants trying to find you. My friend was devastated by your absence. I told him to meet me here the moment I heard your wish.”

      “So minutes ago.”

      “There about,” Zev agreed.

      “What about Volres? Is this over? Is the mountain safe?”

      “You turned him into dust,” Zev said. “It’s safe from him. Of course, the way I was pulled here, others may come.” He grinned and tapped the side of his nose. “But I’ll make sure and tell the tales of Iris Everlee, the god killer. That should keep most of the riff-raff away.”

      I laughed. “What about the giants?”

      “You’ve definitely made an enemy of them, but after Volres roasted their king from the inside out when he took you, they all made a hasty retreat back to Iceland.”

      “Iceland? I thought they were from some unpronounceable place that starts with an E. Maybe it starts with an I or Y.”

      “Eyjafjallajökull is an active volcano in Iceland. It’s where they live.”

      “Gotcha.” If Volres was no longer a threat and the fire giants were gone, it seemed the mountain no longer needed to be evacuated. I was still drained, but I couldn’t stand the scent of smoke on me anymore. “I’m going to shower real quick and wash off the smell of victory. Can you get a hold of Luanne and let her know that she can have her contacts call off the evacuation?”

      “Of course,” Zev said. “Would you like for me to give a message to your sister for you as well?”

      I didn’t have the heart to warn him off my sister again. Instead, I said, “Tell her I love her.”

      The ifrit nodded then disappeared.

      “Shower,” I urged my body as I stood up from the bed. Everything hurt like a dull toothache. My skin was dry and peeling as if I’d spent the entire day out in the sun. I had a lovely, juicy aloe plant in my succulent garden in the backyard. I would use some of that for the worst of it. Still, all my wounds were superficial. How in the world had I managed to survive again?

      Because you are a survivor, the voice in my head said. You will have more trials to face. Don’t ever give up.

      I’d thank the grimoire later for its words of wisdom, and I’d worry about the trials to come later. Right now, a hot shower and a healing sleep were calling my name.

      “Iris!” Keir’s frantic call made my heart skip a beat. Showering took second place to my intense need to see him.

      “I’m here.” I grabbed my robe from the back of the bedroom door. I don’t know where the burst of energy came from, but I ran up the hallway and threw myself into his arms. Keir caught me with ease and held on to me with such a fierce grip he squeezed the air from my lungs.

      “I saw them,” he said, his voice cracking with relief. “My visions are back. I watched them all. All your deaths and only one victory. I knew you’d win, sweetheart. I knew it.”

      I laughed as he loosened his hold. I wiped at the tears on his cheeks. “Then why are you crying?”

      “They’re happy tears,” he said. “And you’re crying too.”

      “Am I?” I wiped at the wetness on my cheek. “I hadn’t even noticed.”

      “It was a close call, Iris. Too close.” He kneaded my back as his gray eyes pierced me to my very soul. “Iris?”

      “Yes?”

      “Thank you for not dying.”

      “Thank you for lending me your strength. Your blood, it gave me back my power. Did you know it would do that?”

      He shook his head. “I hoped it would. It was a total Hail Mary.”

      And it had worked. Keir had saved my life with his kiss, and in my gut, I knew he’d always find a way to help me, no matter what. “I love you, Keir. I’m…in love with you.”

      “I know,” he said. “I’ve known since the day you were born because that’s how long I’ve loved you.”

      “That’s a long time.”

      “Not long enough,” he said. “Not nearly.” He tilted me back and kissed me hard. Our mouths joined in perfect union. I parted my lips as his tongue slid along the edge. I welcomed his arms around my waist as he carried me into the kitchen and set me on the counter. The robe slipped off my shoulder, and Keir kissed his way down my neck. He cupped my breast, bringing the nipple to his lips. I arched my back for him as I wrapped my legs around his waist, our bodies moving together in harmony.

      Keir’s whole body vibrated with energy as he moved back up to my lips. My skin ignited with the pleasure his kiss foisted upon me. My butt slid off the counter, but he held me up as his tongue found its way between my lips, conquering me with every scorching thrust. He tasted of blood, of nature, of power, and an energy that called to my magic, lighting me up from the inside out. I ached for him with a kind of need born deep in my soul. If bliss was a prayer, then Keir was the answer.

      I used my ankles to pull his groin against mine and squirmed as the throb between my thighs intensified. I reached down between us and undid his jeans. His lips melded with mine; he shoved his pants down his hips to his thighs. His cock sprung from its cloth-bound cage, and I wrapped my fingers around the hard length of him. Next, in a super sexy move I did not see coming, Keir ripped his t-shirt off. The low, rumbly groan that poured from his lips made my stomach quiver. I bit down on my lip to stifle a cry of sheer gratitude.

      I scooted back to give him better access. His gray eyes stared into mine while I enjoyed the feel of his thickness slide against me. I traced his cheek then placed my hand on his chest. I loved the way his heartbeat so hard at my touch, and I loved the way he looked at me like a woman he would cherish for the rest of his life. I moaned as his fingers tangled in my hair, and he buried his face in the crook of my neck. He nipped and licked my skin, his teeth grazing me.

      I didn’t want to wait. Not anymore. I needed Keir. Needed him more than I needed air to breathe. “Want you,” I whispered. “Want you so bad.”

      His mouth sought mine again, and much like when he’d kissed me before I’d met with the giant, I could feel him feeding me his passion and his strength. I fought to give him as good as I got, and when he grabbed my thighs and entered me, I cried out at the sheer relief of having him so deep inside me.

      His moans of pleasure matched my own as heat ignited between us and made my heart dance.  I grasped him tightly, loving the friction of my breasts against his broad chest as he thrust into me over and over.

      “Yes!” I made the word an exaltation of joy. “Yes, yes.” It had been too long since I’d made love to anyone, and none of the men, not even my ex, had made me feel this happy and fulfilled. The burning edges of an orgasm fired through my groin, and heat pulsed along my skin.

      And when Keir barked out something guttural in Gaelic, I exploded around him. Pleasure seared me like a brand, sealing my fate for good. I was Keir’s, and he was mine, and nothing or no one would ever part us again.

      Keir’s grip on me tightened as his thrusting became more frantic until he gave one final stroke, holding me against him until he was utterly spent. I collapsed forward against his shoulder, my sweaty butt slipping on the counter as he loosened his grip. He steadied me before gently withdrawing.

      I put my forehead against his and closed my eyes. “You finally got into my jeans.”

      “I’m pretty sure you got into mine,” he said with a lazy smile. “but next time….”

      “Oh, there’ll be a next time,” I told him. “And a time after that and after that.”

      He chuckled softly. “I’m good with that future.” He met my gaze. “Any that involves me holding you in my arms like this is the only future I want.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah,” he said with a kiss.

      “Well, good,” I told him. “Because you’re stuck with me.”

      He kissed me again.

      I kissed him back then traced his lips with my fingers. After, Keir helped me down from the counter. Now that the adrenaline of our love-making had waned, my bones and muscles were stiff and achy. Before I could go, he pulled me back into his arms. “I love you, Iris Everlee. Where you go, I go.”

      Our passion has superseded my need to shower, but I still felt a bit grimy. “Right now, I need to go to the bathroom and take a shower.”

      A sly smiled played on his lips as he sniffed the air. “I’ve been meaning to talk to you about that.”

      I smacked him. “You can join me.”

      “That’s an offer I won’t ever refuse.” And with that, he picked me up and carried me down the hall to my bathroom where we made love in the shower until the water ran cold.
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      Two weeks had passed since the evacuation notice had been rescinded, and many townsfolk looked at the false alarm as confirmation that they couldn’t trust the government.  I only hoped they’d opt for “better safe than sorry” if a situation like this last one arose again.

      I was still trying to get a handle on my ignis-craft. I was getting better every day, thanks to a particular ifrit tutor. However, there were times I thought he and Linda were going to throttle each other.

      Frankly, it was nice seeing someone else at the end of Linda’s ire. After my return home, Linda had disappeared for a few days. She’d said she’d popped up in the kitchen, and she’d had to take a little time to scrub the sight of our fragile bodies, Keir’s and mine, naked and attacking one another. I told her to watch where she tunneled up through the floor in my house because that kind of attack would be happening as often as possible. And it had—several times a day and night—until yesterday when Michael came home from St. Louis. I’m not sure if he’d had a good time or not since he’d gone straight to his room to play video games all night with his buddies when he’d gotten home. In other words, he’d been sleeping all day.

      Other than Marigold, I hadn’t told my family yet about my magic. I planned to and soon, but it was Michael's heritage. His legacy, and he deserved to hear the truth of it before I told anyone else.

      With grimoire in hand, I walked down the hall to his room and knocked.

      I heard a grunt of greeting from behind the door. “What?”

      “Michael, can I come in and talk to you?”

      “What, Mom?”

      “It’s important.”

      I heard a muffled, “Fine.”

      I pushed the door open and kicked some clothes blocking the way aside. His suitcase was in the middle of the floor, still packed. I resisted the urge to yell at him. Today was not the day. I need us both calm for this discussion, and that wasn’t going to happen if we were both on the defense.

      I sat on his bed near the head. He had a pillow over his face.

      “Michael.” I put my hand on his shoulder. I kept my tone gentle and even. “I need to discuss something important with you. Something that about me…and you. It will affect the rest of your life, so I want you to listen. Okay?”

      He removed the pillow from his face and sat up. “What is it?”

      The grimoire was in my lap. “You know how I am adopted, right?”

      He nodded, his eyes pinched with worry. “Like Uncle Rowan and all the aunts,” he said.

      “Yes.” I smiled. “Just like them.” I patted the book. “Recently, I found out something about my history. My biological history affects you too, so I don’t want to keep it from you anymore. I thought that I was protecting you. But now I know that hiding the truth doesn’t help anyone.”

      He rubbed his eyes and blinked. I had his attention now. “What did you find out?”

      “I’m….” I used the term most easily recognizable. “…a witch.”

      His mouth dropped open then he shook his head. “God, Mom, you had me going there for a minute. I thought you were dying or something. Like you inherited some kind of genetic disease that was going to kill you.” He flopped back down. “Not funny. Not funny at all.”

      “Michael, I’m serious.”

      He snorted. “Sure, you are.”

      “I can prove it.”

      He sat back up again and smirked. “This ought to be good. I’ve watched enough street magician shows to know when I’m being conned, though, so make it good.”

      “Okay, smartass. I’m no Criss Angel, but I’ll give it a whirl.” I held my hand up in front of his face and rubbed my index and thumb together. This was a simple ignite spell Zev had helped me master. “Ignite,” I said, and my index finger caught fire. I waved the flickering flame in his wide-eyed direction. “I bet your magician can’t do that.” I shook my hand, and the flame went out.

      Michael pished me. “I’ve seen it before. You used that pyrotechnic gel. They use that for stunts in movies all the time.”

      I rubbed my finger on his hand. “Do you feel any gel?”

      He frowned. “Fine. Show me another trick.”

      I was getting quite good at manipulating Earth objects. I grabbed the Precambrian rock Michael had found on one of our fossil hunts. He used it as a paperweight for the longest time. Now it collected dust on his computer desk. “Here you go, wiseguy. Watch this.” I held the rock up and concentrated as I pressed two fingers on the surface.

      He rolled his eyes. “This is dumb. Are you going to make it levitate?”

      “Nope. Keep watching.” I closed my eyes and imagined myself moving through the stone.

      Michael’s gasp of amazement made me smile. I opened my eyes and saw that I’d sunk my fingers up to my knuckles into the fossilized rock. “And I can do a lot more than that,” I told him.

      He held the rock with my fingers in it and moved it around a few times to satisfy himself that it wasn’t sleight of hand or an illusion. “And this is something you inherited?”

      I nodded. “It’s called tru-craft.” I slid my fingers out of the stone and put my hand on his. “It’s your inheritance as well.”

      He snorted. “Now I know you’re pulling my leg.”

      “Michael, I’m being serious. This is real.”

      He looked a bit stricken as his face paled. “So, you’re saying I’ll be able to do that?”

      “Or something else,” I said. “Tru-craft is tied to the elements. Earth, Fire, Air, Water, and Spirit. Most tru-craft witches only have one element. But only if you spark. You might not, and that would be okay. More than okay.”

      “What’s your element?” I’ll admit, the awe in his tone pleased me. It wasn’t often I could impress my seventeen-year-old kid.

      “I have both Earth and Fire magic.”

      “Whoa, so two of them.” He tucked his chin and nodded. “Does it hurt?”

      “Remember when I got sick in June?”

      He paled. “Yes. That was because of the tru-craft stuff?”

      “Yes. It nearly killed me because I didn’t know anything about it. Which is why I want you to be prepared.”

      Michael nodded. “I’m still skeptical, but damn.” He rubbed his hands together eagerly. “If this is an honest to goodness thing, Mom, it’s kind of cool.”

      “You can’t tell your friends,” I told him. “No one can know except family.”

      “Does any of our family know?”

      “Aunt Marigold. I’m going to tell the rest of them soon, though.”

      Michael scooted next to me on the bed and threw his legs over the side. “What’s the book for?”

      “This is very special. When I’m gone, this book will go to you. It holds all the spells you will learn, and you will one day add spells of your own that you create. It’s our family’s grimoire.”

      “Cool,” he said quickly. The look on his face made me wonder if he really believed, or if he was simply suspending his disbelief until he figured out how I did the tricks. “Can I see inside?”

      “I don’t see why not.” There was a piece of lint sticking to the cover. I dipped down and blew on it as I dusted it with my thumb. The surface began to shimmer and ripple.

      “Is it supposed to do that?” Michael asked.

      “Uh…” A right-side-up triangle with a line through the tip appeared above the Earth symbol. “Air,” I whispered on a groan. “Oh, shit.”

      

      The End…until When The Spell Blows coming February 2022
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        My name is Nora Black, and I’m fifty-one years young. At least that’s what I tell myself, when I’m not having hot flashes, my knees don’t hurt, and I can find my reading glasses.

      

        

      
        I’m also the proud owner of a salon called Scents & Scentsability in the small resort town of Garden Cove, where I make a cozy living selling handmade bath and beauty products. All in all, my life is pretty good.

        Except for one little glitch…

      

        

      
        Since my recent hysterectomy, where I died on the operating table, I’ve been experiencing what some might call paranormal activity. No, I don’t see dead people, but quite suddenly I’m triggered by scents that, in their wake, leave behind these vividly intense memories. Sometimes they’re unfocused and hazy, but there’s no doubt, they are very, very real.

      

        

      
        Know what else? They’re not my memories. It seems I’ve lost a uterus and gained a psychic gift.

      

        

      
        When my best friend’s abusive boyfriend ends up dead after a fire, and she becomes the prime suspect, I end up a babysitter to her two teenagers while she’s locked up in the clink. Add to that the handsome detective determined to stand in my way, my super sniffer’s newly acquired abilities and a rash of memories connected to the real criminal, and I find myself in a race to catch a killer before my best friend is tried for murder.

      

      

      
        
        Chapter One

      

      

      “I think I have a brain tumor,” I blurted as I flung open my front door for my best friend, Gillian “Gilly” Martin. She held a bottle of wine in one hand and a grocery bag filled with honey buns, potato chips, salted nuts, and chocolate-covered raisins in her other.

      “You don’t have a brain tumor.” Gilly passed off the bag and the bottle, then brushed past me, shrugging off her coat and hanging it on the hall tree. It had been a cold March, with temperatures in the low 40s most days. Under the coat, Gilly wore a form-fitting, long-sleeved, baby blue turtleneck sweater and black palazzo pants that flared out over a pair of black flats. Her straight chestnut-brown hair was in a loose ponytail for our girls’ night in.

      “Are you pooping okay?” she asked. “The doctor said you weren’t supposed to strain. You could pop internal stitches.”

      “Quit asking me about my bowel habits,” I said. “As of yesterday, I’ve been cleared to resume normal activity. Like straining when I poop. Besides, I’m worried about my head, not my butt.” After all, my mother had died of brain cancer. “I’ve been… “ I trailed off, trying to find the right words. “Seeing things.”

      Gilly squeezed my shoulder in an effort to comfort me. “You had a hysterectomy, Nora. Didn’t the doctor say you might feel strange for a while?”

      Um…if strange included dying on the operating table and then discovering strong scent-induced hallucinations, then yeah. I felt strange. I mean if death was gonna bring me a gift, I would’ve liked something a lot more useful than the ability to smell other people’s troubles.

      How could I possibly explain my new weird ability to her? Well, obviously, I couldn’t. It had been eight weeks since my surgery, and I still hadn’t figured out a way to confide in Gilly.

      “Nora?”

      I sighed. “I need a drink.” I lifted up the wine bottle. “Let me pop this sucker.” Gilly still looked concerned, but I smiled and nodded toward the living room. “Be right there.”

      A few minutes later, I handed Gilly her glass of Cabernet Sauvignon and sat down next to her on the couch.

      “You know, regular activities include sex,” Gilly said with a little too much enthusiasm. She waggled her brows at me.

      “Sex hasn’t been a regular activity for me in a very long time.” Two years to be exact. I wasn’t a prude. It’s just that there hadn’t been a lot of opportunities. Between caring for my mother during the last stages of her illness and dealing with painful uterine fibroids, dating and sex were the last things I cared about.

      “You are way too hot to be celibate.”

      “Sure.” I patted my swelly-belly. “I’ve gained ten pounds in the last two months.”

      “You just had your guts cut out,” she said with a fair amount of exasperation. Then she flashed me her signature Gilly Martin smile, and added, “Besides, men like women with curves.”

      I frowned and pinched some of my stomach fat. “It’s too squishy to be a curve.”

      She laughed. “Girl. I got squishy curves all over.” She rubbed her tummy. “Including my midsection.” She fluffed her ponytail. “And I’m sexy as hell.”

      I grinned. “You certainly are.” I had always lacked the confidence Gilly displayed about her looks and body. She wasn’t wrong about her sex appeal. Men were drawn to her like bears to honey.

      “Have I told you lately how happy I am that you’re back in Garden Cove?”

      I rolled my eyes then grinned. “All the time.”

      “I can’t help it. I missed you when you lived in the city.” Her sigh held a hint of sadness. “Though, I’m sorry for the reason you had to come home.”

      Last year, my mother’s brain cancer had progressed to its final stage. My father had died ten years ago, and I was an only child. Mom only had me. So, I’d taken a compassionate leave of absence from work as a regional sales manager for a prominent health and beauty line to care for her. It had turned into an early retirement when my employer decided they wanted to keep my temporary replacement, a younger, more cutthroat version of myself. Thankfully, they’d offered me a generous severance package if I would go quietly, including covering medical insurance costs until I qualified for Medicare in fourteen years.

      I’d accepted their offer. Spending time with Mom until her final moments had been a blessing. I didn’t regret a minute of caring for her. Of course, from the hospice workers, the aides, the nurses, the volunteers who would sit with her while I shopped, and even the chaplain who brought her some spiritual comfort, I hadn’t done it alone.

      My mother had been the rock of our family, a major source of comfort and stability. When she got sick, she’d minimized the severity of her cancer because she hadn’t wanted me to worry. Honestly, I’d believed she’d beat it. I’d never seen Mom not succeed when she put her mind to something. If only I had known how bad it really was, I would have come home sooner.

      Reconnecting with Gilly had been one of the major bright spots since moving back to Garden Cove. We’d been inseparable during elementary and high school. She’d been the maid of honor at my wedding and had done the pub crawl up in the city with me when my divorce had finalized. I had been twenty-nine at the time. It was hard to believe that twenty-two years had passed since then. When I was in my teens, I couldn’t wait for high school to be over so I could make my own life. Then in college, I couldn’t wait to graduate so I could be married. Later, when my marriage fell apart, I couldn’t wait to be out of it so I could move away from Garden Cove and start my career.

      I’d spent so much time wishing my life away that I’d failed to really live in the moment. I didn’t want to be that person anymore.

      My whole life had been go-go-go, and I was ready for some slow-slow-slow.

      I squeezed Gilly’s hand. “I missed you, too. You know, it’s not too late to quit your job and come work with me in the shop.”

      Gilly smiled. “I like running the spa at the Rose Palace Resort.”

      “I know you do.” I didn’t press her. We’d had this conversation a dozen times since I’d bought Tidwell's Diner and converted it into an apothecary, where I sold homemade beauty and aromatherapy products. I couldn’t afford to pay her what she was worth, anyhow. But it didn’t stop me from wishing we could spend more time together. I considered myself lucky that she'd had tonight free.

      Gilly was a single mom to teenage twins, and the high school was out for their short spring break that would end on Monday and Tuesday thanks to snow days in January that they still had to make up. The kids were doing overnights at their friends, while Gilly had packed a bag to stay in my guest bedroom and leave for work in the morning from here. Hence the wine. “How are the kids doing?”

      “Like they would tell me.” Gilly snorted. “They’re teenagers, so they share as little as possible. Marco seems to be doing okay. He’s dating a girl a year older than him. A senior. Can you believe it? I wouldn’t have ever dated a younger boy in high school.”

      “Marco’s a good-looking kid.”

      “He’s only sixteen and just like his dad,” Gilly agreed. “Oozing charm and confidence. Worries me sometimes.”

      “He’s not anything like Gio,” I assured her. Marco, while moody and temperamental at times, had a kind heart, unlike his father, who only cared about himself. The twins never saw their dad anymore, and that was on Giovanni Rossi. After the divorce, he took a head chef position at an Italian restaurant in Vegas. He used his work as a way to avoid parental responsibility. Too often, Gilly carried that burden of guilt, as if it was her fault Gio had abandoned his kids.

      “What about Ari?” I asked.

      “She made the honor roll.” Gilly’s daughter’s full name was Ariana Luna Isabelle Rossi. A beautiful name, but she preferred Ari. The girl marched to the beat of her own drum, and I loved that about her. Where her mother was hyper-feminine in both hair and clothes, Ari wore her hair like James Dean, and her outfits tended to be androgynous.  “She’s so smart, but I can’t help but worry about her. She’s so damned quiet. How in the world did I, a woman who can’t shut up, raise a daughter who doesn’t like to talk?”

      “You got me there,” I said, offering a sly smirk.

      “Nora!” She smacked my arm. “You’re terrible.”

      “Ouch.” I rubbed the spot and laughed. “I really am. Good for Ari, though,” I said. “She’s always been a smart cookie. And her drive and ambition to excel will take her places.” I didn’t have children by choice, but that hadn’t stopped me from agreeing to be Marco and Ari’s godmother. When I lived in the city, I’d sent the kids packages every year for birthdays and Christmas, but I hadn’t spent a lot of time with them until I returned to Garden Cove. “She’s going to be just fine, even if she didn’t inherit her mother’s gift of gab.” I slung my arm around Gilly’s shoulders and squeezed, careful not to jostle our wine glasses.

      I caught the sweet scent of raspberries with notes of citrus and vanilla.

      Blurry shapes form…a woman stands in front of a large man who towers over her. Faces are hazy. It appears as if they’re both made of colored smoke.

      “It’s over, Lloyd.”

      I recognize Gilly’s voice.

      “Don’t be that way, Gilly,” the man cajoles. “I didn’t mean anything by it.”

      Gilly’s voice chokes. “I really like you, but I can’t be with someone who would say those things. Especially about my daughter. Ari is a great kid.”

      She turns away from him and he grabs her arm. Gilly gasps as he yanks her against his body.

      “We belong together.” He manacles both her wrists with his large hands. “You have to give me another chance.”

      “Get your hands off me,” she says, pain evident in her shaking voice.

      “I’ll never let you go.” His menacing tone chills me to the bone. “Never.”

      “Hello.” Gilly snapped her fingers in front of my face. “Earth to Nora.”

      “What?” I said, blinking at my friend.

      Her brow furrowed. “Are you okay?”

      “You’re going to get grooves between your eyes if you don’t stop worrying about me.” Although, at this point, I had enough worry for the both of us.” “How is it going with the new guy you’re dating? Lloyd Briscoll, right?”

      Gilly went pale and the wine glass in her hand trembled. I took it from her, then placed both of our glasses on the coffee table. “Gilly?”

      “I’m fine,” she said, her voice pitched to an unbelievably cheery tone. “Didn’t you promise me a date with Mr. Darcy?”

      I’d wanted to tell her about my scent-stimulated hallucinations, and maybe now was the time. This was the first…er, vision I’d had about my best friend. Still…what if I was wrong? If I really did have a brain tumor, and these experiences were a symptom of being sick, then it would be stupid to worry Gilly. Besides, if she thought I was nuts, she might decide to tie me up, throw me in the car, and take me to the nearest emergency room.

      But her avoidance of my question, in addition to the vision, stirred a bad feeling in the pit of my stomach.

      “Tell me what’s going on,” I said softly.

      Gilly took a sudden interest in a loose stitch at the bottom of her sweater, tugging on it to avoid my gaze. “We broke up.” She paused. “Correction. I broke up with him.” Gilly pushed up the cuff of her sleeve and revealed finger-sized bruises on her wrist.

      “He did this?” I asked. My stomach clenched. What I’d glimpsed of Gilly and Lloyd’s interaction had been real. Holy crap. Without thinking, I asked, “Was it something to do with Ari?”

      Gilly gave me a sharp look. “How did you…” She shook her head then nodded. “I overheard him laughing with some of his buddies in the security office.” Her hands were shaking now, and there was anger in her voice. “They were talking about Ari.” Her eyes narrowed as her ire surfaced. “He called Ari a freak, and some other unsavory slurs that I won’t repeat, because she happens to wear her hair short and the way she dresses.”

      I took her hand and gave it a pat. “He’s an asshole.”

      “I marched right into that room gave him the it’s-not-me-it’s-definitely-you speech. He grabbed me and told me we were done when he said we were done.”

      “Is that after he told you he’d never let you go?”

      Gilly paled. “Yes. How did you know that?”

      Alarm kicked my adrenaline in. I skipped her question and went right to the important part. “That’s a threat, Gilly. You need to call the police.”

      “And tell them what? Who’s going to believe Silly Gilly over the head of security for the Rose Palace? Lloyd is an ex-cop, and he still has a lot of friends on the force.”

      “Yeah? Well, so do I.”

      “You mean your ex-husband chief of police who you haven’t spoken to in ten years? That guy?” Gilly scoffed. “Shawn Rafferty didn’t like me when you two were married.”

      Shawn and I had divorced for a myriad of reasons, but mostly because he’d changed his mind about wanting kids. I had not. When we divorced, we split everything down the middle, and since we didn’t have children and we were both just starting our lives, I didn’t sue for alimony. I didn’t want anything tying us together anymore. Not even a last name, so I took back my maiden name. And then poof, like magic, it had been as if the five years we were married and the four years we dated never existed.

      But say what you want about my ex-husband, he’s a good cop. And, yeah, a good person. He and his wife had sent a lovely spray of lilies for my mom’s funeral, and Shawn had even stopped in at the visitation. Our conversation, the first one we’d had since my dad had died a decade ago, had been short but not unpleasant.

      “Shawn will believe you.” I clasped both of her hands and looked her in the eye. “Promise me you’ll call the police if that son-of-a-bitch comes within fifty feet of you again.”

      “We both work at the Rose Palace. Our paths are bound to cross.” Gilly blew out a breath. “But I’ll do my best to avoid him.”

      I stared at her hard, my mouth set in a grim line.

      She raised her hand as if taking an oath. “And I’ll call the police if he attempts to even talk to me.” She pushed my shoulder lightly. “Now, come on. I didn’t come over here to lament my tragic taste in men. You promised me a night of binge-watching Jane Austen movies, good wine, and all the popcorn I can eat.”

      My smile felt tight. Gilly was an adult, and she’d been living her life just fine for many years without me telling her what to do. “You’re absolutely right. Let’s fill up these wine glasses, and I’ll start the popcorn. You break out the goodies.” Like a weirdo, I loved mixing chocolate-covered raisins in with my salty popcorn. Yum.

      Twenty minutes later, we were sitting on my comfy couch with throw blankets over our legs, a large popcorn bowl between us and honey buns on the coffee table. Our wine glasses were full of Cabernet Sauvignon, and our undivided attention was on Mr. Darcy.

      “Why can’t real men be like him?” Gilly bemoaned after Darcy gave Elizabeth moon eyes.

      “No, thank you,” I told her. “I like the fantasy of Darcy, but he’s judgy and bossy and arrogant. Give me a guy who is genuinely interested in my happiness, and not what he thinks will make me happy. That’s the guy I’ll spend the rest of my life with.” Not that I thought such a man existed. I wasn’t content exactly, but I was resigned to living out my life as a single woman. I glanced at Gilly. At least, I knew I’d never be alone. Not with friends like her in my life. I nudged her and smiled. “Even so, I’ll happily root for Elizabeth Bennet to get her man.”

      “So, you are looking for a man,” Gilly said triumphantly.

      “You’re the worst,” I said.

      Gilly made a kissy face in my direction. “Best Bitches Forever.”

      High-beam headlights glared through my living room window. I shielded my eyes and waited for them to go off. They didn’t.

      “Who is that?” Gilly asked. “Were you expecting anyone?”

      “No. Just you.” I got up and looked outside with Gilly right behind me.

      “Oh. Oh, no,” she hissed. “It’s Lloyd.”

      “Go lock the front door,” I said. When she didn’t move, I said with more force, “Now!”

      Gilly took off toward the front door, and I moved quickly up the stairs to my bedroom, ignoring my creaky knees as I retrieved my gun case from my bedside table. My hands were trembling as I opened the case and grabbed my compact 9mm and a full clip of bullets. I loaded the gun while I returned to the front of the house.

      It was dark outside. “Is he still out there?” I asked.

      “Gilly!” I heard a man shout. “Gilly, come talk to me. I just want to talk. I’m sorry about earlier. I didn’t mean it. I swear. I promise it won’t happen again.”

      Gilly had her body pressed against the wall and out of sight. “I think he turned off the light so he could see inside,” she said. “He won’t stop calling for me.”

      “How did he know you were here?” An awful thought occurred to me. “The kids?”

      “No,” she said. “They’re staying the night with friends.” She shook her head. “I told him a couple of days ago that I was coming over here to celebrate your recovery.” Her pitch went up a notch as tears flooded her eyes. “I’m so stupid.”

      “He’s stupid. Not you.”

      “Gilly!” he bellowed. “Come out and talk to me. Don’t make me come in there after you.”

      “That is just about enough.” I loaded a round into the chamber of my pistol and stalked to the door. “Call the police,” I said.

      “I already did,” she said. “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to get that jerk off my property.”

      I unlocked and opened the front door, walking out with my weapon extended in front of me. The wind whipped my hair across my face, and I pushed it back with my free hand. I hadn’t bothered to put on shoes, and the rough concrete from my walk bit into my socked feet. I ignored the discomfort as I took aim at the drunk in my driveway.

      Lloyd, a tall man, handsome, even with a receding hairline, gave me a look of sheer incredulity. He wore a dark nylon jacket with a tear in the pocket, his cheek was red and swollen, and his lip was bleeding. I guessed this wasn’t the first fight he’d started tonight.

      “Get back in your car and leave, Lloyd. And stay away from Gilly,” I said. “The police are on their way, and if you’re gone before they get here, I won’t file a complaint.”

      “You can’t shoot me.” He laughed. “Castle law means I have to be in the place you live. Otherwise, you’ll go to jail for assault or attempted murder.”

      “The way I see it, I can shoot you, then Gilly and I can drag you into the house.”

      He walked up to me and pressed his chest against the barrel of my gun. “Go ahead, tough girl. Shoot me.”

      The sour scent of beer mixed with whiskey made my stomach roil.

      I recognize his out-of-focus form before the reek of booze confirms it. “Bitch!” Lloyd yells. He grabs a red-haired woman, his hands encircling her throat.  Like Lloyd, I can’t make out her face, and with her knees buckled, I can’t tell how tall or short she might be, but I can feel her desperation. She struggles to escape but he is too strong.

      “Please,” she whispers, barely audible. “You’re…choking…me.”

      He throws her to the ground and straddles her, his thick hands squeezing her throat. But who’s his victim? I’m helpless. She’s dying. He’s killing her.

      I snapped out of it, full of rage. I lifted the 9mm higher and aimed at Lloyd’s head. Something in my eyes must have frightened him because he took several steps back.

      Sirens sang out in the distance.

      “Tick-tock,” I said to Lloyd. “A smart man would already be in his car.”

      He scowled at me.  “Crazy bitch.” On that note, he jumped into his vehicle, started it up, and squealed his tires as he reversed out of the driveway.

      Gilly came running outside clasping a butcher knife. “Oh my gosh, Nora. You’re a freaking superhero.”

      “When the police arrive, I’m filing a report,” I said, trying not to pass out.

      She whipped the knife around in the air. “But you told Lloyd—”

      “Gilly, stop waving that thing before you hurt yourself.”

      She blushed as she dropped her arm to her side. “I forgot I was holding it. What are we going to say to the police?”

      “The truth. Lloyd Briscoll is a bad guy, Gilly. Like, really bad.” I shivered as pieces of the vision played in my head. “He needs to be reported. And you need to show them your bruises. I have a feeling this man isn’t going to leave you alone without encouragement.”
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      Small town. Dead bodies. Horny familiar. Hot high school crush. Just another day in Paradise Falls.

      When FBI agent and witch Hazel Kinsey and her familiar Tizzy the Squirrel left the paranormal town of Paradise Falls, she swore she’d never return. She didn’t want witch and Shifter politics to be a part of her adult life. Worse, she didn’t want to stick around and watch her high school crush, Bear Shifter Ford Baylor, carry out the white-picket-fence dream of marriage and family with somebody else.

      Nope.

      She was never, ever stepping foot in Paradise Falls again... Until her best friend from high school calls and begs for help in solving a murder case getting colder by the minute.

      Hazel reluctantly returns to her own personal hell only to deal with more murders, rusty witch powers, a familiar hell-bent on hooking up, and uncooperative citizens. Throw in werebear Ford, who’s surprisingly single and hunkilicious, and Hazel has her hands full.

      Yeah. All she has to do is conquer her lust, corral her squirrel, save her best friend, and find a killer.

      
        
        Chapter One

      

      

      “TIZZY!” I SHOUTED.

      A large red squirrel leap-frogged the couch, the loveseat, slid across the dining room table, grabbed a nut from a bowl in the center as she passed, and flew off the edge and through the air the last couple of feet before coming to an abrupt halt in front of my coffee cup.

      “You called?” Her voice and cadence was like the old movie star Mae West’s, only on helium. She cracked the walnut on the counter and picked away at the shell with a pretty pink painted nail. Through all this, she barely glanced at me.

      “Where did you put my Glock?” I tapped my own pretty pink painted nail on the hard counter. “And quit using all my polish.”

      She held out her tiny paw and examined her manicure. “I can’t help it if I make this shade look good.” Finally, she cast her large, dark brown eyes on me and batted her unnaturally thick lashes. “You’re a witch, Hazel. You don’t need a gun.”

      “I’m an FBI agent, Tizzy. It’s expected.”

      The squirrel turned around and swished her tail at me. “I worry about you is all.” When she turned back around, the nut she’d held was gone, and my pistol was magically on the counter in front of her. “Ta-dah!” She stretched out her arms, palms up, and wiggled her fingers.

      I tried to keep my gaze disappointed, but when your flying squirrel familiar strikes a pose and gives you jazz hands, it’s hard not to freaking smile. I grabbed the gun and holstered it on my belt. “Just leave the standard issue FBI weapon alone. I’d hate to have to throw you in jail.”

      Tizzy clasped her hands together and held them over her heart. “Oh, Hazel,” she said with great tragedy. “I am not made for a cage!”

      “Calm down.” My phone rang as I contemplated putting my familiar on a mood stabilizer. I pressed the phone to my ear. “Special Agent Kinsey.”

      “Haze?”

      The quiet feminine voice startled me. “Lily?”

      “It’s me,” she said.

      Lily Mason had been my best friend all through elementary and high school. We hadn’t kept in touch. It had less to do with a falling out, and more to do with the fact that when I left Paradise Falls (more like Paradise Fails), Iowa, I never looked back. The memories were too painful. Even now, I felt trepidation like a cold trickle of sweat down my back.

      “What’s happened?” I asked.

      I heard a choke of grief on her end. “Danny’s dead.”

      “What?” Danny was Lily’s younger brother. He had to be in his early twenties now. She and Danny had been on their own six months before our senior year ended. Guilt tugged at me when I thought about what it must have been like to have no options. Danny had only been seven years old at the time. I’d already received my acceptance to Iowa University, so the minute I had my diploma in hand, I hightailed it out of town. I didn’t even participate in the graduation ceremony. Lily, who had planned to go to the university with me, stayed behind to raise the kid.

      “How did he die?”

      Lily and her brother were werecougars. Shifters. Their kind is immune to regular disease, so I braced myself for an unpleasant answer. When she said, “Murdered. Someone or something killed him,” I nearly swallowed my tongue.

      “You’re joking.” Her silence was enough to make me feel like a total ass. “What do you need me to do?”

      “The witches don’t believe magic is involved, so they won’t investigate.”

      “What about the Shifters?”

      “Danny has been in and out of trouble the last couple of years. Drugs. Fights. They think he’s responsible for his own death. They won’t act.”

      “Harvest in a hailstorm,” I swore. “How long ago did it happen?”

      “It’s been four months now.”

      “Oh, honey. You should have called me.”

      “I’m calling now.”

      But not in time for me to go home for a funeral. For Goddess’ sake. I really had been a rotten friend. “Do you suspect anyone?”

      “I’ve checked with all his so called friends and acquaintances. According to them, Danny hadn’t pissed anyone off enough to take his life.”

      “How did he die?”

      “According to the medical examiner, every bone in his body was broken.”

      “That wouldn’t kill a Shifter.”

      “No,” she agreed. “But when his killer broke his ribs, one of the left-side ribs stabbed into his heart. In the end, that’s why he died. Haze?”

      “Yeah, babe.”

      “It was the very last bone. The examiner suspects it was meant to be a killing blow.”

      “I’m so sorry, Lily.” I blew out a breath. No way would I let Lily down again. “I’ll check into Danny’s death. The witches might not talk to you, but they’ll talk to me.”

      “Haze?”

      “Yeah?” I was already looking up my boss’s phone number.

      Lily was silent for a couple of seconds.

      “Is there anything else I need to know?”

      “Not about Danny,” she said quietly. “I’m…I’m glad you’re coming. Anything you can do would be great.”

      A wave of guilt hit me when I heard the relief in her voice. Lily had really been there for me during a rough time in my life. She’d encouraged me to get the hell out of town and get a fresh start. This phone conversation was a reminder that I hadn’t just left my problems behind, I’d also left the one person I could always count on. “I’ll call you back when I have news.”

      “Thanks, Haze.”

      “I can’t promise anything, Lily. Just…well, hope for the best, prepare for the worst. I’ll let you know as soon as I can get on my way there.”

      She hung up, but it took me a second to put the phone down. Little Danny Mason was dead, and my best friend was alone in her pursuit of justice.

      

      I CONTACTED MY DIRECT SUPERVISOR at the Kansas City office for the Federal Bureau of Investigation before making the call I’d dreaded the most. I punched in the number quickly as if I were ripping off a bandage.

      It went straight to voicemail. “You’ve reached Grand Inquisitor Clementine Battles. Please leave your name and a number after the beep, and I will get back to you as soon as I can.”

      “Belch fire and save matches,” I grumbled. I never mixed my business and witch life, but if I wanted to investigate a supernatural crime that possibly involved witches, I had to get permission first for her highest of selves, the Grand Inquistor. I’d been so out of touch with the magical part of my life that I worried she would immediately turn me down.

      I cringed as the phone beeped. “Uhm, this is Hazel. You probably don’t want to hear from, but could you call me at—Ah!” I jumped back, my hand automatically going for my holstered weapon.

      Right in the middle of my living room, a woman wearing a figure hugging navy blue dress suit. Her silver hair was pulled back into a severe bun as she crossed her arms over her chest and stared at me sternly. “You called,” she said, reminding me of Tizzy for a moment.

      “You scared the crap out me.” The last time I’d seen the Grand Inquisitor, she’d been directing a couple of her witch goons to transport my dad to prison in Salem, Massachusetts. I think she’d worn the same outfit.

      “I thought I smelled something foul,” Tizzy said, waving her tiny fingers in front of her face.

      “Tiz.” I shook my head. She rolled her eyes. The fact that my familiar wasn’t more scared spoke volumes as to just how out of the witch loop I’d kept her.

      Clementine Battles, who, other than her silver hair, looked to be in her mid-thirties but was actually over two-hundred years old, raised an appraising brow at the squirrel. “Tell me what you want, Hazel.”

      “Really. You could have just called me back. That would have been totally cool.”

      “You have spent your whole adult life avoiding our world.” She pulled out a tiny spiral memo book and flipped it open like a cop at a crime scene. “Here,” she said, pointing at a tiny line of writing. “The last time you used magic for any real purpose, other than the negligible location spell every now and then, was in the spring of your eighteenth year, right before you left Paradise Falls. Do you even know how to spellcast anymore?”

      “Yes,” I said unconvincingly. Cripes, she was like the freaking Goddess with the whole “all-knowing” shtick.

      She smiled, and I’d never seen anything scarier in my life. “I not only know everything, Hazel, but unlike the Goddess, I pay attention to everything as well.”

      Goose bumps raised on my arms as I felt the enormity of the Grand Inquistor's power. Tizzy scampered under the couch, and for a second, I wondered if there was enough room for me.

      The powerful witch snapped her fingers at me. “Now, tell me, why, after nearly two decades, you are calling me for help.”

      “I…” I spilled everything. “And so,” I concluded, trying to sound as procedurally official as possible. “I’d like your official permission to investigate Daniel Mason’s death so that the witches in town will cooperate, or at least, not interfere.”

      She tapped her chin. “Granted.”

      My inner witch squeeed, but my outer agent kept a professional expression in place.

      “However…”

      My heart sunk as my inner witch said, well, crap. “Let me have it.”

      “I would like you to be more involved in our community. I’m not asking you to leave the FBI, but you can no longer act as if you live on Lone Witch Island. And…” She narrowed her gaze. “You will owe me a favor. A marker I can call in anytime I wish.”

      I swallowed hard, thinking about Lily, how desperate and bereaved she’d sounded on the phone. I couldn’t let her down but turning myself into Clementine Battle's bitch seemed like a hefty price to pay.

      “Forget it,” she said, waving me off with a quick flick of the wrist. “Permission denied.”

      “Wait!” I gripped the edge of my counter. “I’ll do it.”

      She raised both brows. “You’ll do what?”

      “I’ll be more involved with the witch community, and I’ll owe you a favor.”

      “Two favors now.”

      My aggravation made my fingers spark. Channeling electricity was one of the first kinds of magic I’d mastered, and occasionally, when my frustration level rose, it manifested like static electricity. “Yes,” I finally said. “Two favors.”

      "Yes, what?"

      "Yes, Grandma. I'll owe you two favors." Did I forget to mention that Clementine "Battleaxe" Battles" is my grandma? But when she put my father, her only son in jail, it sort of drove a wedge between us. Ugh. I hated that I needed her help.

      “Correct answer, Granddaughter.” She smiled, obviously pleased with herself, and produced a card. She handed it to me. “So mote it be.”

      I automatically recited back, “So mote it be,” as I took the card. The small, white rectangle had one word on it: Pass.

      “What’s this?”

      “It’s your Get Out Of Jail Free card. The witches of Paradise Falls will know it’s from me.”

      “Thank—” Before I could finish, she poofed out. “Wow.”

      “No kidding,” Tizzy said, still under the couch. “That is one terrifying witch!”

      “Yes, she is. And you had to go and poke her. What was all that crap about a terrible smell? You have a death wish?”

      She peeked her head out from under the couch and looked up at me. “You want me on my best behavior, then warn me the next time you invite her over.”

      “I didn’t invite her.” I tucked the white card into my wallet. “It doesn’t matter. I’m alive. You’re alive. Neither of us are in jail. And we have a murder to solve.” In the last place on earth I ever wanted to see again. “We’ve got packing to do.”

      Tizzy scurried up the couch until she was on top of the backrest and squealed her excitement. “Seriously?” She fist pumped the air. “Road trip!”
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      How do you save your family when they’re about to lose the literal farm? You make a deal with a demon, of course. And then you spend the next one hundred and forty-nine years making him sorry he forced you to sign in blood on the dotted line.

      To save her family, Southern Belle Olivia “Liv” Madder made a bargain with a demon lord and ever since, she’s been haunted…by her three dead sisters, and her own guilty conscience.  Every decade, since the deal, Liv has had to find a human willing to bargain their soul with Moloch. If she fails, even once, he’ll not only drag her to Hell, but he’ll take her sisters, too. It doesn’t mean she can’t make Lord Jerkface miserable in the process by removing his lesser demons from the Earthly plane.

      When her latest contracted soul dies before the bargain is sealed, she has less than four days to find another soul or her own agreement will be broken. But Moloch offers her a get-out-of-Hell-free card: steal an old book once owned by paranormal researcher David Jensen. The same David Jensen she fell in love with sixty years ago but left to protect him and his family. Then Moloch drops the biggest bombshell: David has died.

      Heartbroken and feeling she has no choice, Liv makes the trip to Sanctum, Missouri only to find David’s grandson has the book. Worse, he’s keeping a mysterious family secret that threatens Moloch, Liv, and her three sisters. What’s a minion to do when her world falls apart? Get Madder than Hell and kick some demon butt.

      

      Chapter One

      It took me two seconds to spot my mark and about half that time for him to spot me. He was on the move. Right out the opened French doors. I could see he was headed toward the garden. Why, oh, why did they always run? I shoved my way through the crowd of monkey suits and silk chiffons with as much grace as I could muster. Not an easy feat considering I was stuffed into the ill-fitting, scarlet-red, mermaid-cut, satin dress I’d…um, borrowed from the unconscious woman in the coat room. A frock more billowy and less mermaid-y would’ve been a better choice for running, but I’d picked this one because it matched my red stiletto pumps and my patent-leather clutch with its removable silver chain. The little purse hung off my shoulder and slapped against my thigh as I wiggled through the crowd.

      I finally made it outside. Freshly blossomed lilacs burst out from the multitude of bushes like tufts of purple cotton candy and sweetened the humid air. I looked over my shoulder and saw that no one noticed, or more likely, cared that I was chasing the party’s host into the lavish garden.

      The three-story mansion was overly ostentatious, even for Jefferson City, the capital of Missouri. The monstrosity, with its marble columns and wrought-iron balconies, reminded me of the plantation a few miles from my father’s modest farm in Georgia, where I’d been born and raised. In other words, the place stuck out like a bedazzled T-shirt at a Sunday morning church service. The owner of the mansion, Carmine Hennessy, was a lobbyist for some major companies in the northwest area of the state, and he was holding a fundraiser for his clients. Also, he wasn’t human—at least not completely—which made him an excellent fit for politics.

      “Stop right there!” I screamed after the fiend. I watched him hightail it around the corner of the eight-foot-high hedge that surrounded the ornamental grounds. Good. The partygoers wouldn’t see me take ol’ Hennessey down. Bless the face-melting heat of the Missouri summer—no one inside would venture outside lest common sweat ruin their designer duds.

      Unlike my attire, the lobbyist’s tailored tuxedo was perfect for hauling ass. The tight red evening dress hugged my knees and made it hard to do much but waddle like a penguin. I tottered around the shrubbery and took an awkward step forward. My heel dipped sideways, and the dewed grass kissed the side of my foot. Ack! My heels! My dearly departed sister Charlotte would be appalled at the treatment of my footwear.

      I saw my target just a few feet away from another turn in the boxed hedge. I had scoped out the whole area the day before, so I knew the landscape. I also knew I couldn’t catch him before he entered the maze surrounding the marble inlay fountain with its ode to Hennessy himself. Yeah. There was a bronze statue of him holding an American flag in one hand and a champagne bottle in the other.

      “I just want to talk,” I lied. “Don’t you want to make a deal?”

      Offering to make a deal to a demon was the equivalent of showering a chocolate addict with truffles. He stopped about twenty feet from me and turned back, his head hitching to one side. “So,” he sniffed. “You’re the Madder. You don’t look like much.”

      I smoothed my dress, and lifted my chin, and poured on my best Southern drawl. “That’s just a mean thing to say, sir. Especially to a lady.” My “a”s sounded like “uh”s, and I dropped the “r” in sir. I was pretty proud of the fact that I’d managed to master the non-regional American dialect over the years, but every once in a while, it was fun to pull out the Southern Belle.

      The demon in the Hennessey suit snorted, the fear draining from his blue eyes. “Frankly my dear, I don’t give a damn.”

      I loved when they underestimated me. But I hated when they quoted Gone With the Wind. I dropped the accent. “I’m not Scarlett, and you’re for damn sure not Rhett, so let’s cut the shit.”

      He raised a brow. “You know, now that I see you, I don’t know what all the hoopla's about.” Curling his lip, he sized me up. “You’re kind of doughy.”

      “That hurts.” Actually, it did. I don’t care how old you are, women are women everywhere, and none of us want to be thought of as doughy—he might as well have said thick, or hippy, or FAT. Sure, I had curves—some in the wrong places—and my size D breasts were threatening to spill over the top of the borrowed dress, but it didn’t give this impostor the right to judge. Especially this skinny, short, pale, and balding imposter about to get his face kicked in.

      The “hoop-la” as he called it was the buzz in the underworld about a rogue minion going bat-shit all over demon ass. That rogue would be me, Olivia Madder. Of course, this wasn’t the first time I’d been called “the Madder.” I’ve been tracking demons for more than a hundred years and some change. And while I’m not always successful in sending them back to Hell, I had a seventy-seven percent completion rate. Charlotte would’ve called that bragging, but I called it awesome.

      “Tell me about the deal,” said Hennessey. “It better be good.”

      The deal was that I was going to fry him. Now that he had me good and pissed, it was time to teach this uncouth jerk what all the fuss was about. I bent my knee up until I could reach my shoe and nearly fell over as the dress caught on the stiletto. In my struggle to stay upright, the back of the dress ripped at the seam.

      Hennessey snorted again. “Had I known that stripping was part of your routine, I might not have been so quick to run.”

      “Right. You insulted my curves, but now you want to see them?” With the breeze literally at my backside, but infinitely more room to move, I toed off the other shoe so I could get good balance on the balls of my feet.

      The demon, undoubtedly baffled, raised a brow. “I don’t turn down any opportunity to view the naked female form. Especially given the deficits of my current abode. So, please, do continue bursting out of your clothes.”

      I flipped him the bird with my free hand, before using my other hand to fling my beautiful red stiletto at him. He seemed startled to be the target of a Frisbee-ing shoe—so you can imagine his surprise when the spiked heel pierced his left eye. I was surprised, too.

      I was aiming for his forehead.

      A heel between the eyes wouldn’t kill the demon, but it would paralyze him long enough for me to work the spell needed to drive him from this plane of existence.

      He howled as he toppled onto the well-manicured bluegrass. After a moment, his howls quieted, and he sat up, slack-jawed, and stared at me with his remaining blue eye.

      “You rotten bitch.” He pointed to the red shoe protruding from his face. “Do you have any idea how hard this body was to come by? And now you’ve gone and ruined the freaking eyeball.”

      “If it’s any consolation, I didn’t mean to hit you in the eye.”

      “Apology not accepted.” He grabbed the heel and struggled to disengage it from his face. “I’m sending you the bill for the blood on my tuxedo.”

      I leveled my gaze at the demon — oh, sure, he was in human skin, but you can wrap a pile of dog shit in silk, and it’s still dog shit, if you catch my meaning — grabbed my other shoe off the ground and tried to walk as menacingly toward my prey as the constricting dress would allow.

      I shouldn’t have bothered. Hennessey didn’t even notice. In fact, he was too busy with shoe extraction to realize I was now standing right beside him.

      “What in the name of Moloch is this fucking thing made of?” he yelled.

      Iron dipped in holy water and blessed by a white witch, but I wasn’t going to tell him that. I held up the other shoe and clicked the steel tip of the heel. A fan of barbs flicked out in a golf ball sized circle. I hit the tip again, and they retracted. The stilettos were my favorite, albeit least comfortable, weapons in my arsenal.

      I grabbed the embedded shoe and told the demon, “Hold still.”

      He tilted his head to the right to give me better access. “Thanks.”

      Idiot. It was my stylish footwear protruding from his head, and somehow, he thought I was going to help remove it.

      “Try not to damage the rest of the face,” he ordered. “It’s going to be difficult enough to heal the eyeball.”

      I lowered my head slightly, put on my sweetest smile, and spoke softly. “Don’t you worry, honey,” I said as I swung my right arm in an arc, “a mangled face is the least of your problems.”

      “Wait. What?” He looked up at me just in time to realize my intent. Still smiling, I buried the other heel deep into his forehead. Thud. Crunch. Squish.

      “You suck,” the demon mumbled as his left eyelid froze open and he dropped to the ground.

      I knelt next to him and, in a gesture taken straight from the offended Southern Belle handbook, I slapped his bloodied face. “That’s for your unkind comments about my appearance.” I wiped my soiled hands on the demon’s shirt. The rusty scent of blood mixed with the fragrance wafting from the colorful flowers planted along the hedges. Well, that was certainly a metaphor of my life—beautiful horror.

      All that was left was to send the gored creature back to Hell — once he told me what I wanted to know.

      I’d made friends with an Army interrogator back in the nineties. He told me that when they were trying to find Noriega in Panama, they would grab one of his known associates, a person low on the totem pole and easy to find, and make the guy tell them about the next associate, whom they’d go and find, and make that person tell about another one, and so on until they had the location of the tyrant narrowed down.

      My focus was less goal-oriented. I only needed to know where to find my next demon. I didn’t give a crap about the boss. He was easy to find but impossible to get rid of, so I had to satisfy myself by dispatching all his lackeys. I relied on a website called DemonsAreAmongUs.com. Its forum was filled with quackery from delusional maniacs who blamed demonic possession for every bad thing in their lives, you know, like their local gas station hiking up the price of super unleaded. Sometimes, though, there would be a post that rang of truth, like the awful one I’d read about the demon Lazul.

      Unfortunately, this demon was not Lazul. But he was higher on the pecking order in this particular demonic territory—and he would know where to find the asswipe I really wanted to smite. In Kansas City, Lazul had possessed a young woman who’d committed suicide by overdosing on her antidepressants. She’d been declared dead, and her grieving parents were left alone with the corpse to say their goodbyes. Then the fiend had popped into the corpse, growled obscenities, and yelled, “I am Lazul!” The parents screamed as a demon inhabited their daughter’s body. He escaped the hospital before anyone could figure out what was happening.

      It was the mom’s post, and the particular mentions of rotten-egg smell and glowing red eyes, that sent me after the asshole.

      “That’s just unsavory,” a sweet voice said from behind me, slightly aghast.

      “Indeed,” another voice agreed, but with more interest than disgust.

      “Eww,” the final voice mewled. “There’s goo leaking from his face.”

      I rolled my eyes and looked at the three young women now crouched over my shoulder, one brunette, and two blondes — the twins — decked out in full-on bustles and bonnets. Charlotte was more practical than our younger sisters, so her dress was made from pink cotton edged with tiny white flowers. The twins wore pale yellow and lavender chiffon frocks with matching lace gloves and bonnets. Not even death could force my sisters into anything less than their finest attire.

      “Go away.” I shooed at them. “I’m working.”

      “Now, Olivia,” Char chided, crossing her arms tight against her chest. “Is that any way to greet your sisters?” The way she said sisters, sounded like sistuhs.

      “Y'all are a distraction I don’t need at this moment, Char.” I turned the demon’s head and held his left eyelid open with my thumb. “Eliza, you probably don’t want to watch this.”

      My youngest sister was squeamish, but mostly because she had an empathic streak a mile wide. Even as a small child on the farm she’d bury dead mice—much to the annoyance of our barn cats that had killed the critters. I imagined that she would’ve been a social worker or something similar had she lived in this day and age.

      I dug my index finger into the demon’s unmarred eyeball. “Olivia!” Eliza screeched, her skirts swishing as she skittered backward.

      “I told you not to watch.”

      She buried her face in her hands. The eye gave a little squeak when I breached the surface, and fluid seeped out. It was yucky, but trust me, I’ve done worse. After a few seconds of digging, I located the bottom of each heel and clicked the barbs closed.

      “You used to be the epitome of social standard, Olivia.” Charlotte tisked.

      “I used to be a lot of things,” I said. I glanced at her. “We all did.”

      Charlotte’s gaze fastened on the shoe as I pulled on it. “Careful!” she chided. “It took forever to fix those heels the last time you yanked them out of a vessel’s forehead.”

      “I remember.” Considering, I’d done all the work. “I made sure the barbs are closed this time,” I told her.

      Charlotte had a knack for fixing things. Even with genteel upbringing, Charlotte had always been at home among the farming equipment, fixing broken plows and taking apart tools to figure out how they worked. Poppa, a widowed father, would send us once a week into town to visit with our Aunt Elizabeth, who tried her best to turn us into delicate Belles, but when we were on the farm, Poppa allowed us the freedom of doing more than just house chores. Eliza became an expert on farm animals, pigs, cows, and the like. While Elise, spent all her time reading medical papers she could borrow from Dr. Beauregard Jenkins, a local surgeon, whom she sometimes volunteered with.

      Even so, Charlotte couldn’t actually get her hands on mechanical objects, but I could, so she walked me through the building and fixing of my demon-hunting weaponry.

      Elise, the older of my twin sisters, crouched down for a closer look at the facial damage. I opened the small red clutch and grabbed the three-inch silver rod. I extracted the heel and replaced it with the rod in the center of the demon’s forehead. I wiped ocular fluids, brain, and blood from the stilettos onto the demon’s shirt, and then slipped them back on my feet.

      “I think he has a melanoma on his forehead,” Elise said, pointing to a mole on Hennessy’s scalp. “It’s rough, uneven in color and shape, and I’m sure he never wears sunscreen.” She shook her head. “I saw one that looked just like it on Discovery Medicine.”

      If Elise had been born in modern times, I had no doubt she would be in medical school on her way to being a doctor. I could wish a thousand times my sisters to have different fates, and it wouldn’t change a damned thing. Moloch had made sure of that.

      I waved at my siblings. “Okay, shoo. Show’s over, nothing to see here. Time to go. Last call. Vamoose. Am-scray even.”

      “You don’t have to be rude,” said Elise.

      “Actually, I do.” My sisters could ignore polite, but rude got their attention. Hooking my arms under the demon’s armpits, I dragged him around the next hedge. “I’m busy at the moment. I don’t have time for niceties. Sorry.” Besides, the demon’s master—and mine—would be showing up shortly, and I didn’t want my sisters anywhere near the foul creature.

      All three of them “hmphed” at the same time, then shimmered from sight. Every time they did that, I felt a lightning strike of guilt. The fact that my sisters were ghosts was in no small measure my fault.

      I unhooked the chain from the clutch and formed a small circle on the ground next to the paralyzed body. Like the rod, it was made from silver. Demons had what I thought of as a severe allergy to pure silver. Even though I was a minion, the precious metal only felt warm on my skin. It didn’t burn.

      I’m not evil. Not yet.

      I took matches, a votive candle, an orange spice incense cone, a vial of sea salt, a cigarette, and a tiny bell out of the purse. All the items were necessary to the “casting out the boogeyman” spell. Sure, it had another name, a much more complicated, can’t hardly get around all the vowels kind of name, but my former demon-hunting partner had deemed it “casting out the boogeyman” and so, that’s what we called it.

      The familiar heartache threatened to derail my attention. It had been fifty-six years since I’d said goodbye to David Jensen—and yet, it still felt like yesterday. If you’re wondering how long it takes to get over that kind of loss, the answer is never.

      I poured salt around the silver chain, then I placed the candle and the cone of incense on the north and south edges respectively, struck a match and lit them both. Lifting the demon’s hand, I put it inside the loop.

      Ugh. I so didn’t like this part. I pulled the rod from Hennessey’s forehead. The demon howled with rage and pain, his whole body twisting and jerking, except for the trapped hand. His human face contorted in sheer agony. Like I said, silver was bad ju-ju for the damned, and the sea salt made it impossible for the Hellspawn to eject from its host.

      That, along with the gaping holes where his eyes used to be, made me shudder inside, a weakness I refused to show to the monsters.

      “Hush now,” I said, sitting down next to him and trailing my fingers on his brow. “Or the pin goes back in.”

      “What do you want, Madder?” he asked through gritted teeth.

      After all these years, it was still hard to watch human vessels wither under the spell. Sometimes the demons had a shade attached to them, not a ghost exactly — not like my sisters, more like residual energy repeating its traumatic cycle of death over and over. Especially in the newly possessed.

      This body didn’t have a shade.

      It meant this fiend had taken up residence for at least a couple of decades. Hennessy’s shade no longer lingered in this realm. “Tell me where I can find Lazul, and I’ll let you go.” To Hell. The Madder wasn’t known for mercy to demonkind, and yet, they seem to always believe I’d let them go back to creating havoc for humans.

      “I’d rather claw out your eyes,” the demon rasped.

      “Promises, promises.” I tapped the hole in his forehead. “Remember who’s in charge.”

      “Bitch!”

      “Wow. I hope you don’t kiss your mother with that mouth.”

      “My mother is Sin and Death, and she will feast on your innards while you roast in pits of eternal fire,” he screamed, spittle forming in the corners of his lips.

      “I know I’m from the South an’ all, but I really don’t like barbecue.” Ugh. He was being stubborn. More stubborn than the average demon who’d roll on another demon to prevent getting a hangnail, let alone the pain of having his hand surrounded by the equivalent of burning pitch.

      The body lurched, the empty orbital sockets seemingly staring at me, and Hennessey’s voice took on an unnatural tone. “My master will come for you. In the bowels of Hell, you will burn forever. Tenfold, a palsy will fall upon your soul. Tenfold, you will beg for mercy that will never come. Tenfold—”

      “Yeah. I got it. Tenfold.” I shook my head. “I’ve heard it all before, asshole.” He wasn’t going to give me Lazul. From experience, most demons who talked did so in the first minute. This is what I got for trying to go through the slightly higher-ups in the demonic command chain. They weren’t as easily broken. Damn it. I really wanted Lazul. Those traumatized parents deserved to put their daughter to rest properly. An empty coffin in the cold ground would be a shitty reminder that her demon-possessed body was running around doing Moloch knew what.

      I picked up the cigarette, struck another match, and lit it. Leaning over, I blew a puff of smoke into the demon’s face. Cyanide, a by-product of tobacco processing, was a necessary agent in the spell. It didn’t take much, and cigarette smoke was the easiest way to transport the minuscule amount of poison, which is why you’d never catch one of Hell’s agents smoking.

      “Wait. What is that?” His nose twitched as the toxic wisps traveled into his nostrils.

      He couldn’t see what I was doing, but he realized what was about to happen. Beneath us, the ground shook as the demon fought to release himself from the body before I did. The thing about the boogeyman ritual was that when I used it to expel demons, they got a one-way ticket to Hell. No return trips. It was one of the more satisfying aspects of sending Moloch’s lackeys back to the Pit. Time for the pièce de résistance. I rang the small bell. Its faint tinkle was reminiscent of a toddler’s giggle.

      The body instantly stilled.

      The demon was gone.

      Okay, so most people might have been expecting something spectacular, like out of Supernatural. All black smoke, fire, brimstone, explosions, and drama, but nope, just gone.

      I’d expected fireworks the first time I cast a demon out of this plane, so I understand the disappointment.

      I repacked my clutch, attached the chain before putting it over my shoulder, and got to my feet. I kicked the vessel’s thigh. “Take that, Moloch.”

      Upon mentioning his name, the demon lord burst into existence in front of me.

      Fantastic.

      Not.
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