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  Chapter One
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Change. It had never been her friend. She knew there were moments in everyone’s life where their course completely changed, leading them in a direction they never thought they would go or never intended to go. Didn’t want to go. However, life had other plans for them and there was nothing to do but go the way life shoved them. In Laci Valentine’s twenty-four years of life, she had already experienced two such turning points, and as she stared around the house that she thought she would never see again, nevertheless live in, she couldn’t help but think of those times in her life. 
The first occurred over eight years ago when she lied to her parents about going to the library, which had forced her into a life she never wanted. Her plans were far from studying that night. No. She intended to go to the home of her boyfriend, Jerome Williams, who had graduated last year and was three years older than her. And more than that, she planned on that night being the night she lost her virginity to him. She lost it, but not to him. And not in the way all girls dreamed about. There was no romance. No tenderness. Just pure brutality.
It was a memory she wished she could forget, but a moment that had changed her life forever. And as she thought back on that night, she picked up the worn out teddy bear her mother had kept for her over the years. Cradling it to her chest, she stared out the window at the setting sun, remembering that night, the first of the two that had changed her life forever. This one, she knew, set her on a course she would regret, but eventually would lead to some of the most amazing people she knew. It would also create the deepest scars.
Her father had already told her she couldn’t date Jerome, believing he was too old for her. At least, that was the excuse he gave her. She knew, however, that her father thought Jerome was too street, and she was too innocent. She had argued with him, of course. After all, she was sixteen. Not a kid anymore. But he didn’t care. The answer was no with no debate allowed.
She should have listened to her father. The first of her regrets.
Jerome picked her up, but instead of a quiet night with just the two of them in a romantic embrace, he took her back to his place where three others waited.
And then he gave her to them.
For a fee of course.
She spent the next two hours being raped, and when the three had finished with her, Jerome took his turn.
She rocked on the bed as the memories knotted her stomach, clutching to her stuffed bear as the memories of that night twisted her features. She had tried to bury the memory so deep in her mind that it would never resurface, but life loved to throw things back in a person’s face, especially hers. 
And that wasn’t the end of her nightmare. 
Jerome told her she wasn’t returning home, but was to stay with him as one of his girls on the street because men liked young, pretty girls. She had tried to get away, but with a backhand to the face, he told her that if she ever left him, he’d kill her sister after he allowed everyone he knew to use her, just like the three teenagers had used her a bit ago. Then he would kill her mother and father. “Hell, I’ll kill your dog or cat if you have one.”
She believed him, too scared and too hurt already, not to believe him. She would not allow her sister to endure what she just had.
And so she never returned home, working the streets, earning Jerome money as she tried to stay alive. It had been a hard life, one with no joy, too many tears, and plenty of disgust with herself to last a lifetime. However, her sister, four years younger than her, was safe from the darkness that had just claimed her.
There had been one night when she finished with a john and stood outside her house, watching Jayden through the window, watching her parents. They seemed happy, as if she hadn’t even been a part of their lives, but she knew better now. Knew the pain her disappearance had caused her family, the heartache. Another regret. Another scar.
Jerome had kept her as one of his favorites, treating her better than the others. But that didn’t mean he didn’t beat her or force her to do things she never would have done if given a choice.
Which led to the next major change in her life.
With a slow breath, she leaned the bear against her pillows and left her room for a cup of tea. Her sister was in a night class, and her mother was at her weekly book club, so she had the house to herself. That was her mistake. Staying in the quietness of her home, allowing her thoughts to travel down a dark road. Since the chaos of her life had slowed, she had kept herself busy, trying to do everything she hadn’t been able to do in the last eight years: look for a job, go back to school, get a driver’s license. It kept her mind active, kept her from remembering.
But tonight, in the silence of the house and the photos staring at her from the wall with their accusations, she couldn’t help where her thoughts traveled. She was desperate to start a new story, and that seemed to insist she relive the old one right then to recall from where she came. Only then would she know where to go.
Eight years after Jerome forced her to be his whore, a pastor walked into his house. At first, she thought the man was there to set Jerome straight, even rescue her. She was so wrong about that.
Instead, they had made an alliance. Pastor Adrian Michaels needed dirt on people, and Jerome used her to get it for the preacher. Soon, she was having sex for people while one of Jerome’s brutes, Tommy Boy, who had also been the first to rape her, took photos the pastor could use for blackmail. She went along with it because what other choice did she have?
Then one night she climbed into a Jeep, and the man didn’t want to have sex with her. Didn’t want a blow job or a quick jerk-off. Didn’t want her to spread her legs or show him her breasts. He wanted to help her get off the street, get her a job, into a shelter. And she refused him, still terrified of what Jerome would do to her family, even though she desperately wanted to accept his help. Still, she knew Tommy Boy was back there taking his pictures, pictures that Adrian Michaels would use to hurt the man. It made her sick, and she rushed out of the Jeep, almost before the man had even came to a stop, his voice calling after her. And all she could do was throw up.
The next night, she told Jerome and Adrian she refused to do it anymore. They had argued with her, of course, reminding her of her place in the world and the consequences of disobedience. Then he walked in. Slick and in charge. Vargas. She found out later he was a demon, but right then, he simply told her no problem; they could find someone else who wanted the easy money and not to worry about it. But the next day, these nasty flying leathery beasts descended upon her, trying to kill her. She freaked. Who the hell wouldn’t freak? The beasts looked like something straight from a Van Helsing flick, and they were real! And they wanted to eat her!
A shudder rippled through her at the memory as she placed the teakettle on the burner before turning for a teacup. She grabbed a tea bag of ginger tea and set it in the empty cup, her mind returning to how whacked her life had become.
She had been told later that they were gargoyles, and someone had sent them to kill her because she refused Adrian. However, it wasn’t really Adrian she had refused, but the demon who pulled Adrian’s strings. And Jerome’s.
This was the second day to change the course of her life, the day she knew demons were real, as was the faerie realm. And there was someone called a Warrior of the Fae who fought them to protect the humans. To her shock, this Warrior was a human himself. Rhychard Bartlett.
And he saved her. More than once.
He even gave her a place to live, protected her when Jerome appeared to finish what the gargoyles couldn’t, and helped get her back on her feet. In return, she helped him kill the demon by shoving a flagpole through his chest.
The teakettle went off, and she grabbed it, pouring the scalding water over her tea bag, leaning back so the steam didn’t scorch her face. Once the cup was full, she set the kettle back on the stove and moved over to the kitchen table, sliding into what had always been her spot during dinner. She glanced at the chair where her late-father sat, wondering what he would have thought about the changes in her life. She had never had a chance to tell him how sorry she was before he died, which was something she would always regret.
It was during her quest to make serious changes in her life after the fight with Vargas that led her to Murky Cauldron and Tansy Paxton, leader of the Cauldron Coven. And it was there she met her sister again for the first time since Jerome had forced her to run away. That had been a nightmare of a reunion, but she couldn’t blame Jayden. She had suffered with her sister’s disappearance in ways Laci couldn’t even imagine.
She stared out the window as she held her cup in both hands, the warmth helping to soothe her jitters. It had only been a couple of months since Rhychard had found her in the lake at Mark Shepherd Park, saving her life and giving her a new one, but so much had happened in that short period. And magic had helped her survive it all. The Cauldron Coven had given her another home, one with people who loved her, cared for her. They fought demons together, sending them back to the Nether, the prison for the Unseelie, had avenged the death of two of their friends who had died in the battle and saved the day.
She lifted her teacup and took a slow sip, the warmth making its way to her belly, easing the knot that had formed with her memories.
She loved these people. The witches, Rhychard, Kree, the giant coshey from the Land Under who reminded her of a dog who walked like a lion while shaped like a bear. Even Renny, Rhychard’s girlfriend, who had died and then was pulled from a memory and brought back to life. She loved them all.
But sitting there, in that rickety kitchen chair, holding a teacup that had been in the cupboard since she was a child, she knew it was time to start another story, perhaps an entire series of stories, time to make this one about her and what she wanted. Rhychard didn’t need her tagging along all the time, giving him someone to worry about, and the Cauldron Coven didn’t need her simply to fill a seat in the back room of Murky Cauldron. They would all be fine without her.
But she knew she wouldn’t be fine walking the same path she had been walking. Life required another course correction.
Twice, things had happened to her, forcing her down a path she didn’t want to go. Now it was time for a third directional shift, and this time, she was determined to be the one who chose the direction she would travel. This would be her story, told her way. And it was time to begin.






  
  Chapter Two
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The day had been long, too long. Roger Sanders tossed his keys onto the table near the front door and continued on to the kitchen and a stiff drink. His throat was sore from all the talking he did that day, and he was glad the house was empty. Client after client called, each one needing something and needing it now. They always needed it now. Everything was an emergency to them. 
Roger pulled a glass out of the cabinet, grabbed the bottle of whiskey, and poured three fingers instead of two. It had been that type of day. Lifting the glass to his lips, he took a long swallow as he turned and leaned back against the counter, sliding a hand into his front pocket. The fiery liquid burned his throat and warmed his belly, bringing a quick comfort to his tired body. 
Sighing, he lowered the glass, following it with his gaze as he allowed his shoulders to relax, the tension slipping away if only for a moment. He was home, and refused to allow the stress of the day to get to him here, not in his sanctuary. He built his home for peace, a refuge from the chaos of the world outside, and tonight, he needed that peace. Fucking clients.
With a bump of his ass against the counter, Roger pushed himself into motion, his arm down at his side, glass held in his fingertips as he walked toward his living room. Reality sucked. At least, his did today, so he would turn to fantasy for the next couple of hours. 
Plopping down in his recliner, he set his glass on the small wooden end table beside him and scooped up his latest find from the quaint little bookstore downtown, a fantasy novel from some author he had never heard of before. Grave Magic. 
With a deep breath, he settled back in his recliner, pulling a purple blanket his mother had made for him over his legs and opening the book to where he left off last night. Reaching over, he picked up his glass, took another sip, and started to read.
Roger loved fantasy. Hell, he loved reading, period. The chance to escape, find yourself in a whole other world you would never have thought about or have adventures you could never truly take. Many nights, he lost himself to exotic romances in steamy locations or solving murderous plots of top officials or rescuing the fair maiden trapped in a lofty tower. He endured the real world just so he could get home to the worlds created by others, losing himself until sleep called him. Many nights, he found himself waking in the early morning hours, body stiff and screaming because he fell asleep in his recliner, book in his lap, whiskey glass empty. He could read in bed, of course, falling asleep amid warm blankets, his head on soft pillows. But really, what was the fun in that?
With another sip of his whiskey, he ran his eyes over the words, following as the dwarfs ran into the tunnels under Mount Dreystone, Sir Roger in the lead—Sir Reginald on the pages. Roger always pictured himself as the main character in all the books he read. After all, wasn’t that the reason for reading? To picture yourself doing the things you read on the pages? To escape into that world and become the hero yourself?
The tunnels were gloomy as the dwarf in front led them, a torch held high—well, as high as a dwarf could hold it—in the air, the flames flickering shadows along the walls as they climbed. The golems were near. Sir Roger could feel them, feel their beady yellow eyes peering out of the gloom, watching them, goose bumps crawling up his skin and his hair standing on end. His mouth felt like a desert as he followed behind, his white-knuckles gripping his sword, braced for the attack he knew would happen. There was always an attack in situations and places like this. The chill air in the tunnel held the whispers of everyone who passed before them, and Sir Roger was sure it held the voices of the golems ready to pounce.
Roger’s eyes never left the pages of his book as he reached over and picked up his whiskey glass again, bringing it to his lips, a slow movement as he scanned the words in front of him. He took a small sip as the first golem attacked. Roger licked his lips as he swallowed, returning the glass to the table as the first dwarf took a sword in the gut, his entrails spewing out onto the grimy tunnel floor. The torch fell, casting the tunnel into damp darkness. Cries went out as steel slid from sheaths, the clanging of combat surrounding him as he leaned his head back in his chair, while the first of the golems appeared in the shadows. he threw up his sword, blocking the spear the golem thrust at his chest, knocking the sharp stick to the side as he leaped backward a step.
His gaze continued down the page, fighting to keep his eyes open as he did, the stress of the day urging him to sleep. Not yet. Not in the middle of the battle. He only had a couple more pages left of this chapter. Surely, he could finish it. He just needed to see if Sir Ro... Sir Reginald made it out of the tunnel. He could keep…
The tunnel was quiet, however. The dwarfs were gone. So were the golems. Roger stood, glancing around the darkness, the walls of the tunnel casting an eerie glow around him. Glancing down, he noticed the sword in his hand, the blade pointed to the ground. He stared at it, his brows pinched in confusion. How...?
“Weird, isn’t it?” a deep, guttural voice sounded from behind him.
Turning, Roger spotted a tall, dark-haired man staring at him, his lips twisted in a lopsided grin. “Where am I?” Roger asked, confusion pinching his brows. “How did I get here? I was in my recliner, reading…”
“Oh, you still are,” the man said, and Roger took the time to look the stranger over more thoroughly. While he was tall, he was far from scrawny, his shoulders thick, his legs powerful as he stood there in… a cloak? Is he wearing a monk’s robe? How much did I drink? 
“You didn’t drink that much at all, actually,” the man said. “As a matter of fact, you’re sound asleep in your chair, the book you were reading open in your lap, one hand still clutching the edge.”
Roger glanced down at the sword in his hand. “Then how…?” He jerked his gaze back to the stranger. “This is a dream?” Could a person know they were dreaming? Could it be as simple as waking up?
The man nodded, smiling. “It is a dream. You’re safe at home, all locked into your snug little abode, sound asleep in your comfortable chair, dreaming of being a warrior in some unknown land, fighting demons and saving the world. Pathetic, really, since you fail so miserably at real life.” The man shrugged as he took a step toward him, tilting his head to the side as a grin spread across his face. “I thought I would give you a chance to make your dreams come true. Would you like that?”
Roger glanced at the sword again, still not comprehending. “I don’t understand. Why am I here?” He jerked his gaze around, confusion pinching his brows. “How did I get here?”
The other man sighed, shaking his head. “I just told you. I am here to give you a chance to be the warrior you dream of being, but sadly, can only live through the characters of the books you read.”
Whispers started floating his way from the back of the tunnel, harsh whispers of guttural snips and cries, along with the scraping of nails on the tunnel floor. 
“Who are you? Why are you doing this?” 
Panic wrapped its icy fingers around his heart, his eyes going wide as he jerked his attention behind him at the sound.
The other man grinned, and for the first time, Roger saw the other’s ominous red eyes glowing as his lips turned up in a smirk. “I am Tharon, a revenant serving Death, and I’m doing this simply because I can.”
“You will leave this man’s mind, Tharon,” another voice snapped, causing Roger to spin as an older man with graying hair stepped out of the tunnel from behind him. Blue fire sparked around his bony fingers as he walked past Roger, ignoring him as he confronted the revenant. The man’s eyes seemed to glow with the same blue fire that smothered his hands. “His dreams are not your playground.” The newcomer wore more normal attire: jeans, a brown sports coat over a yellow button-down shirt, which was untucked, grungy white sneakers. He was definitely not a character from Roger’s book. What the hell is going on?
Tharon laughed, the sound scraping on Roger’s nerves, his fear making him want to vomit. “You are so very wrong, dear Nazareth,” the revenant said, almost in a tsk-tsk tone. “All dreams are my playground, and this man wastes his life in them. He doesn’t dream of accomplishing any true purpose. No grand scheme rests behind his fantasies, merely an escape from life, a life deprived of others. Why should I not give him a chance to see those fantasies come true?”
Roger watched as the newcomer slid in front of him, a barricade between Tharon and Roger. How is this happening? What kind of dream is this? He could not remember ever having such a nightmare, but a nightmare this was, one from which he desperately needed to wake.
“His life is his life, just like the lives of the others before you killed them,” Nazareth said. “This is going to end. Today. Now. Hekate demands it.”
The revenant tilted his head back and roared his laughter to the tunnel’s ceiling. When he faced Nazareth once more, Roger could tell Tharon couldn’t care less about whatever Hekate said, whoever she was. “I serve Death, dear Nazareth, and you well know this. Your precious goddess has no hold on me. I serve the brothers three: Death, Sleep, and Dream. Your goddess may guard the Underworld with her hounds, but Death rules it.” Tharon tilted his head, looking around Nazareth at Roger. “And tonight, Death, I think, will have one more for his chamber.”
The fire around the gray-haired man’s hands flamed brighter, hotter, so hot Roger could feel the heat from where he stood. “No, Tharon. Tonight, Death will lose.”
Tharon laughed once more. “As if you could accomplish that, old man,” he sneered. “Your time is almost up, and we both know it. You grow weak, your power fading. Your time as a necromancer, a walker between realms, is almost at an end. Oh, dear friend, don’t make tonight your last battle.”
“I have more left in me than you know, revenant.” The gray-haired man shot his arms out in front of him, blue flames erupting from his hands as he sent the power into Tharon.
Tharon blocked the attack easily enough, sending his own red flames of magic back at Nazareth, who barely blocked the bolts of power in time. They hurled their magic at each other; the tunnel filling with the sizzling smell of sulfur and something else Roger couldn’t identify. Smoke filled the air, and then Roger watched as Nazareth missed a block and Tharon’s power struck him in the upper arm, spinning him into the tunnel wall. The revenant didn’t let up his attack, but kept sending bolt after bolt of magical power at the gray-haired man, pinning him to the wall.
Roger clenched his eyes shut, willing himself to awaken.
Wails erupted inside the tunnel, jerking him around, eyes wide as he held the sword in front of him as best as he could, gripping it with both hands. Golems poured out of the opening, screaming as they reached out for him, their bony fingers scratching at everything around them. They appeared just as he imagined from the book, and that sight froze him in place. The sword remained fixed in front of him, but it remained a useless weapon in his hands. The first wave of golems hit him hard in the chest, a scream ripping from his throat as they knocked him backward, their sharp claws ripping at his flesh, tearing him to pieces.

      [image: image-placeholder]Squatting down, one hand resting on his knee, Detective Mark Rochester stared at the body in the recliner, the book held with limp fingers in the man’s lap, a glass of whiskey half drunk on the table beside him, the fear carved onto the man’s face, his mouth wide open as if he died in mid-scream. But what the hell had frightened him so? 
“What the hell was he reading?” Tricia Pierce, the city’s medical examiner, stared at the man in the chair, a one Roger Sanders. Her brows rose over light green eyes as she stood there, hands on her hips. “The latest Stephen King novel?”
“Grave Magic by Nelly Cranston.” Mark ran a hand through his pecan-colored hair as he blew out a sigh. “The 9-1-1 call said someone heard screaming from inside the house.” He shook his head as he pushed himself back to his feet. “But there’s not a mark on the body anywhere. Look at him. He’s sitting there, a book in his hand, a drink beside him. He was relaxed before whatever happened. Adding to the mystery, there are no signs of a break-in, no doors unlocked or windows open. By all signs, he was alone, enjoying a quiet night of reading.” He glanced up at the M.E. as she tucked a strand of her sandy hair behind her ear. “Could something do this? Some… disease… condition…” He arched an eyebrow at her. “I know it sounds kind of out there, but could whatever he read have caused this?”
Tricia stared down at him, her lips turned into a soft smirk. “That’s one author who could be a hit man without ever leaving his house, if that were the case.” She turned her attention back to the body. “To be honest, I have no idea what could have caused this, and I won’t until I get him back on my table. Then, I’ll tell you what killed him. It’ll be your job to figure out how and by whom. Now, if you’ve finished getting your notes, I’ll get my people in here to take the body.”
Mark nodded as he pushed himself to his feet. He had seen some crazy things over the past couple of months, things he preferred to keep to himself so others didn’t call the crazy house to come get him. Could this be something like that? Something in the world of… faerie? Demons? He shuddered to even contemplate it, but he had looked at every case that came across his desk with different eyes now, knowing that somehow demons and creatures with power walked his town. The problem was knowing what was from the world of nightmares and what was just plain human evil.
Turning the crime scene over to Tricia and her team, he walked back out the front door into the dark Tuesday evening, one hand in his pocket, the other hanging at his side. Flashing lights circled their colors over the nearby houses and trees. How in the world would he investigate a death of what appeared to be such a passive man? At first glance, it didn’t seem like anyone wanted this man dead, so what the hell had happened?
An animal scurried deeper inside some nearby bushes, drawing his attention to the side. Another man from the medical examiner’s office passed by, pushing a gurney into the house. Mark followed him with his gaze, hoping Tricia discovered natural causes and he could wrap up the case with a perfectly normal little bow. 
He sighed, worried he had become too cynical these days. Not everything was some demon wanting to destroy the world.
God, I hope it’s not a demon wanting to destroy the world.






  
  Chapter Three
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Laci slipped the emerald ring her father had given her on her sixteenth birthday onto her finger, smiling down at it as she stood in front of her mirror. It was the one thing she had cherished since she moved back in with her mother and sister after being gone for the past eight years, only wishing her father was still alive to see her walk back through the front door. She hoped he would be proud of her now. Hoped he smiled at her from the Summerlands, the place where souls go to wait for their next journey, and knew she had loved him with all her heart, even when others had made her make choices that broke his heart and doubt her love for her family. She would never forgive herself for not being there when he died, even though it was beyond her control. 
Death. It was the one constant no one could control. It was inevitable. That was something she had learned on the streets over the past eight years. Except for her, of course. She knew because she had tried to kill herself several times just to end the nightmare of her existence and what fate had forced upon her.
Ripped from her home at sixteen by Jerome, an older kid she had thought walked on water, and whom her father didn’t approve, and forced to become a whore of his, working his streets. She wanted to end her life just to rid herself of the guilt and disgust that filled her daily. And she almost succeeded once, but then Jerome found her and threatened her with the one thing he always threatened her with—her sister.
She could still feel the sting against her face as her head snapped to the side from his smack, tears streaming down her face. “If you ever try that bullshit again, if you go for help, if you run away, if you do anything except what I tell you to do, I’ll go straight for that precious little sister of yours. She’ll be working my streets, and I swear, I won’t be nearly as nice to her as I am to you. I’ll turn her into a strung out whore, used up before she’s twenty. She’ll never see the light of day as I bring john after john in here to use her. Do you understand me, bitch?” He slapped her again for good measure, and she had worn that bruise for a week.
Laci—Buttercup back then because he thought it sounded more like a street name—understood all too well. Jerome always made good on his threats.
But that was then.
Today started a new chapter. A new life. And she intended to embrace it with everything she had.
“Laci! Jayden! Dinner’s almost ready. Come get your drinks. Let’s eat while it’s hot.”
Laci stared at the ring once more, a soft smile toying at her lips. “I miss you, Dad.”
She heard a knock on her doorframe a second before she heard her sister. “Come on. Mom hates waiting on us after she’s called once.”
Laci chuckled, bobbing her head. “Some things never change, huh?”
“Not in this house,” Jayden said with a sigh before pushing herself away from the door and heading to the kitchen.
Laci ran a quick brush through her long dark hair before following, staring at her reflection for a moment. A crack filled the corner of the mirror, which warped the glass just enough to make her left shoulder look broader than it was. She remembered when the crack happened over eight years ago. A fight between Jayden and her, a figurine hurled across the room. The mirror broke, as did their father’s patience.
Laci stared at her reflection, anyway. It wasn’t like she didn’t know what she’d see.
Her braid had come loose, strands of dark hair spilling around her face in defiance. She lifted a hand to tuck them back and froze, her gaze landing on the scar across her forearm. Raised. Pale. Ugly. She traced it with her fingertip, not with affection—never that—but with the cold familiarity of something that had once tried to break her.
Her honey-colored skin looked dull under the flickering fluorescent light, bruises in the hollows of her arms just barely fading from the chaos last week, chaos she didn’t want to think about. She turned slightly, noting the sharp cut of her collarbone, the shadows beneath her eyes. Chocolate-brown people used to call them—her eyes. Sweet. Warm. Laci snorted. They looked like rust now.
Her cheekbones were still high, her lips still full, but there was nothing soft left in her. The curve of her jaw a permanent clench. Her shoulders, always tight. Even naked, she looked armored, like she’d forgotten how to just… be.
“You look like hell,” she muttered to her reflection. Her voice was rough. Too many nights talking to no one, or worse—to memories she craved to forget.
Magic flickered faintly in the mirror, a shimmer behind her pupils. Residual. Unwanted. It always crept up when she wasn’t paying attention. “Go to sleep,” she whispered at it like it was a disobedient child. “Stay gone.”
She leaned closer, nose almost touching the glass. “You’re still here,” she said to her reflection. Not triumphant. Not surprised. Just… tired.
Then she stepped back, straightened her shirt, which seemed a little too big for her, and turned off the light as she headed for dinner.
She didn’t need to see herself to know the truth.
She survived. But survival had teeth.
As she entered the kitchen, Jayden was already sitting down at the small wooden table, and her mother was filling a plate with fajitas.
“Any plans for tonight?” their mother asked as she crossed back to the table.
Laci moved to fix her a glass of sweet tea, shaking her head. “Nothing here.”
“Nothing here, either.” Jayden said with a sigh. “I really need a life. It’s been way too quiet lately.”
Her mother gave her a pointed look as she took her seat. “I’ll take quiet for while.” She sighed as she leaned her forearms on the table. “Life can get too crazy at times. You need to learn to enjoy the downtimes. It helps you recharge and not burn out.”
Laci nodded but said nothing. Her mother was right, and she wanted to build a life that centered on peaceful moments.
The past was over, and she was back home with her family and determined to start fresh.
Jayden picked up her fajita as she glanced over at Laci. “So what are you going to do now? I mean, you don’t have a job or a driver’s license. You’re basically starting life from scratch and already behind. So, what’s your plan?”
“Stop rushing her,” their mother said. “She doesn’t need to decide anything just yet. Give her time to breathe a little.”
Laci watched as her sister rolled her eyes and fell back in her chair. “Do you need time to breathe, Laci? After all, you’ve been moping around this house for the past week. Breathing seems so mundane, don’t you think?”
“Leave her alone, Jayden.” Their mother picked up her own fajita, holding it in front of her as she stared at her younger daughter. “Sometimes we all need to take some time and catch our breath. No need to decide when stressed or because we feel we have to do something for the sake of being busy. Leave her be.”
Jayden cocked a brow. “You could always come back to the coven.”
Laci avoided her sister’s comment. That had been a sore spot between them since she decided over a week ago to step away from the witches at Murky Cauldron. Not that she didn’t like the people there. She loved them, actually.
She was simply tired of magic and everything that went with it.
Still, she squirmed in her chair a little, uncomfortable being the center of attention. “Actually, I was thinking of going back to school.” She shrugged as she reached for her own food. “I need to get my GED, and then I want to take some college classes. I’m just not sure what I want to study yet.”
Her mother glanced over at her as she lifted her glass of lemonade. “Well, what interests you? When you close your eyes and picture yourself doing something you enjoy, what do you see?”
Jayden grinned. “When I close my eyes, I see a group of buff firemen.” She waggled her brow as a salacious giggle bubbled out of her.
“Jayden,” their mother hissed, shaking her head. She then laughed, setting her glass back on the table. “Stop being catty.” She glanced over at Laci, exasperation masking her face. “Ignore your sister. What do you see?”
That was a good question. What did she see? Holding her fajita, she closed her eyes for a moment and tried to picture her future. She enjoyed helping people. There had been no one to help her when Jerome had trapped her in his clutches, forcing her out of her home for his own perverted devices. She had been alone and scared, and she felt as if there was nowhere for her to go, no one who could offer her another way. A real way, and not simply pointing her to someone else, as so many who preached on the streets did.
She opened her eyes, glancing over at her mother. “I want to help people on the streets, people who are just as trapped as I was. Who don’t see a way out and think they’re stuck there.”
“You want to be a social worker?” Jayden’s tone tinged with disgust. “You escaped that nightmare. Why would you want to walk back into that same environment? I’d think you’d want to be as far away from that life as possible. Won’t it bring back some nasty nightmares of what happened back then?”
“Probably,” she admitted, noticing her mother staring at her. “But at least my nightmares are over. For many out there, theirs are still happening, and I want to show them there’s a way out.”
Her mother reached across the table, gripping Laci’s wrist and smiling at her. “I think that’s a wonderful idea. If anyone’s strong enough to do it, it’s my baby girl. Those people would be lucky to have you in their corner.”
Laci nodded, trying to smile at her mother’s words. She only hoped this was a way for her to bring people out of death’s grip and into a new life. For her, it was penance, a way to make things right for the pain she caused her family. She hoped it was a way for her to cast off the shroud of death that enveloped her as well, clinging to her with its fetid breath.
However, death had an insatiable appetite, it seemed.
Once dinner was over, the sisters did the dishes so their mother could rest, and then Laci grabbed a cup of coffee and settled in on the back porch with pen and paper. She needed to list out all the things she needed to do to make sure her new start had the best chance of success she could give it.
The breeze still smelled like grilled corn and charcoal from the neighbor’s backyard, but the night had gone quiet. Too quiet. No crickets. No frogs. Just the low hum of something... wrong. Or maybe right. Laci couldn’t tell the difference anymore. Nor did she care to figure it out. She needed to plan out her future.
And so she started writing.
See about a GED.
Take a driving course to get my license.
See what it takes to become a social worker.
Get a job.
She sighed as she stared at the paper. The list was short, but everything on it was one major task, with a dozen minor tasks behind it. How would she ever get ahead in this life?
Resting the pen and paper in her lap, she stared out at the fence lining the backyard, at the garden near a rusted birdbath, now in disarray, that her father had taken such great pains to tend. He loved working with his hands and in the dirt, loved watching things come to life and knowing he had a hand in it.
A slow smile slipped across her face as she lifted the pen once more.
Learn how to garden.
A soft laugh bubbled out of her as she stared at the words. The list might have seemed daunting to her, but they were all normal things. Nothing magical about them. Nothing of the Fae world that surrounded them. Typical, mundane things she needed in order to be a typical, mundane human. And that was exactly what she wanted to be.
She glanced back up at her father’s garden once more and felt her mouth fall open. One of the African daisies along the fence that had seemed almost dead suddenly straightened. And then bloomed!
Not slowly, not gently. It had snapped upright, its orange petals shaking off death like a bad nap.
That flower had been dead. And she knew dead. Wilted. Brown. Cracked stem.
But now it shimmered, bright and pulsing, like it had a heartbeat. 
“What the…?”
She stiffened, jerking her gaze around for her sister, but Jayden was still inside. Would she even have had the power to bring an almost dead plant back to life, though? She doubted it, so what had?
Forgetting the pen and paper in her hands, she eased herself out of the chair, her gaze fixed on the fresh flower. She stepped off the porch, each footfall a negotiation. Her sandals whispered through the grass, and as she crossed the yard, she refused to look away, worried she would miss something, something that had her heart pounding in her chest. Every part of her wanted to run, but curiosity tugged harder. She hated that part of herself. The part that leaned in instead of backing off. The part that had survived the streets but still paused to stare at beauty like it wasn’t dangerous.
Her skin prickled the closer she got.
The daisy wasn’t alone. All around it, tiny blossoms were shivering back to life. But just that patch. Just that bed.
And then, in the middle of it all, something moved.
Not the wind.
Not an animal.
A shape rose from the flower bed: small, delicate, glowing faintly like bioluminescence bottled in something with wings. Laci squinted, her breath catching.
The creature was no taller than a soda can, with bark-textured skin that faded into a green that wasn’t quite leaf, wasn’t quite light. Its hair flowed like moss in water, trailing down its back in a tangle of tiny vines. Eyes too big for its face blinked up at her, wide and unblinking. It didn’t speak. Just raised one spindly hand and waved.
Friendly. Casual. Like this was normal.
Laci stared back, mouth ajar. Her fingers went limp, the paper and pen falling to the grass at her feet.
“Nope,” she whispered, stepping back. “I don’t care how cute you are. I really need to be done with the faerie world and magic.”
And she turned, heading back to the house and away from the Fae.






  
  Chapter Four
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Tansy Paxton stood at the door of Murky Cauldron, staring out at the darkening sky. In the midst of tragedy, the world showed no compassion, no empathy. It just kept turning as life continued. Bills still needed paid, mail answered, repairs made. Her store still needed manned, when all she truly wanted to do was shut the door and weep for days at how cruel and unfair life could be. If it was to place such catastrophes in her life, it should allow her the time to cope. 
But it didn’t. She doubted it even cared.
The store had been busy that Thursday, Halloween right around the corner, which made people think of witchcraft and demons, faeries and magic, if only to decorate their house. Over the next few days, lookie-loos with a curiosity but no passion for the reality behind their search would fill Murky Cauldron, asking questions and wanting details to things they would forget the moment they walked back out the door. Today was just the beginning, and an exhausting beginning at that. Tansy had to remind herself to be patient, that not everyone actually believed in magic, or understood that things like candle magic and auras were real. That there was a power within everyone, everything, if only one had the patience to seek it out.
“What do you think?”
She turned as Wanda Patterson stood behind the counter, staring at the wall. Two pictures hung there. Rose Tillery and Alex Barrister. Two young witches in her coven who had died recently fighting the good fight. And the sad part—both were only in their early twenties.
She crossed her arms over her chest as she nodded, smiling. “It’s perfect,” she said to the older woman. “A great way to honor them.” 
She turned to the gray-haired woman as Wanda pushed her wire-rimmed glasses further up on her nose, admiring her handiwork. A little on the heavy side, Wanda moved with the slow confidence of someone who’s earned the right to take up space. But it was her smile that always brightened Tansy’s day, making everyone around her feel seen, with the kind of laugh that warmed a room. She had been a great help since Tansy’s former assistant, Rose, had been killed, and it didn’t hurt that she also knew where the best sweets were throughout Harbor City.
Wanda turned, smiling at Tansy as she swiped at her cheeks, her eyes full of memories’ tears. “After last night… Well, I needed something to look at it to keep them in the forefront of my mind.”
Tansy nodded, completely understanding what the other woman meant. 
Wednesday nights were the weekly meetings of the Cauldron Coven, which until a few weeks ago had been a powerful group of young witches, studying to grow in their power. A lot had changed, however. Too much, if she were honest with herself.
“This is just… amazing,” the energetic voice shouted from the display of books along the wall. “How did the Land Above ever gain so much information on the faerie realm? Most of what is in these books is quite accurate.”
Tansy chuckled, shaking her head. Her coven also possessed an honorary elf.
She turned as Famallumi dragged a chair over to the bookshelf display, his long blond hair pulled back in a tight ponytail. Thanks to a glamour he wore, anyone who walked into Murky Cauldron, would see just another young man, eagerly absorbed in his reading. To those in the know, however, the elf was more, much more. Famallumi was a Lore Master Apprentice from the Land Under, looking to write his Progression Tale and rise to the position of Lore Master. As an elf, he was eighty-years-old, but in human standards, he was an excitable teenager.
And as far as she knew, he had hardly written a word about his tale, although he had experienced quite a few adventures.
Wanda turned from where she gazed at the pictures, rounding the counter, and moving toward the elf. “Magic tends to find magic. I thought a Lore Master Apprentice would know that.” She shook her head as she stopped at a box of figurines and opened the flap. She pushed her glasses back up on her nose as she pulled out statues of small faeries sitting on rocks and small mushrooms.
A crack of thunder made them all jump, Tansy jerking her gaze to the door as the rain came down harder.
“You know, I made some nice orange spice tea,” Wanda said as she glanced over at Tansy. “Kettle should still be hot. You should go fix yourself a cup. Oh, and have one of those butter cookies I made this morning as well. Definitely the thing to perk you right up, even in such nasty weather.” She stared at Tansy, who took the woman’s suggestion as more of an order than an actual suggestion.
Tansy just smiled at the other woman as she gave a quick nod. “Sounds perfect. Thank you.” She didn’t, however, move to the back room. 
Instead, she moved over to the counter and helped pull the tiny statues from another box. “Have you heard from Kayla? I’ve tried calling her after she didn’t show up last night, but she’s not answering me. I hope she doesn’t walk away from the coven after everything she’s been through. She needs us now more than ever.”
Wanda glanced over at her, a soft smile slipping across her face. “She’ll come back around. Just give her time. Alex’s death hit her hard, especially with how he died. She just has to work through it.”
“I hope so,” Tansy said with a sigh. “I just wish she’d let me help. Grief needs company.”
Wanda gave her a sympathetic smile. “She’ll come around. I know she will. Just give her time, dearie.”
Tansy just nodded. “I think I’ll get some of that tea now.”
Wanda smiled at her. “That’s a marvelous idea.”
Tansy turned to make her way to the back of the store, not sure if she’d actually fix a cup of tea or not, but just wanting to be alone with her emotions. She hated change like this. Even though she knew it was a genuine part of life, all she really wanted to do was gather her coven together and wrap them in a bubble to keep them safe. The world was a rough place, with dangers all around. Some of them even human.

      [image: image-placeholder]Laci walked into the Harbor City Public Library, ignoring the temptation of getting lost in the storm outside, the rain pelting the water and rippling across the surface. Determination forced her to walk past the enticement and focus on what she needed to do in order to start her journey as a social worker. She mentioned going to college the other night to her family, but before she did that, she needed to get her GED. Colleges kind of required a high school diploma or the equivalent. They were sticklers for that sort of thing the lady at the admissions office told her. She had missed a lot when Jerome had forced her from her home, but hopefully, while she knew she’d never go to homecoming or prom, she might at least regain the momentum on her education. 
Laci assumed the library would be the best place to begin. With her decision to leave the coven made, much to her sister’s displeasure, she could focus on her future, and thankfully, her mother offered her time to do just that without worrying about getting a job. Laci planned on making the most of her mother’s offer. This time around, Laci would make something of herself.
She stood in the library’s entrance, glancing around at the tall shelves of what seemed like an endless collection of books. Off to the right set a long counter, two of the librarians behind it, one checking in books and the other assisting people, checking them out. Glancing around, Laci noticed square wooden tables with wooden chairs in a long line along the wall, as well as some down the middle of two sections of shelves. A few students scattered among some tables, a few poring over thick textbooks, some scribbling on paper, probably writing a report or essay for some class. A couple of tables held some senior men playing chess or reading the newspaper or thumbing through a magazine they didn’t want to pay for. Behind the tables set a row of computer terminals, some empty, some with students scrolling through research of some kind or another. Laci could imagine herself sitting there, studying, preparing for a future that still seemed so far away from where she stood right then. The library had always been her favorite place when she was younger.
It had also been the lie she told
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