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      Willow

      

      I once faced evil…and lost.

      

      With the fate of my family—and our magic—suddenly in my hands, I vow to protect them no matter what. But the coven trials have claimed many witches, and vanquishing malevolent spirits, while hunting a possessed hellhound on a killing spree, is far more than I bargained for.

      

      Now the hellhound’s domineering alpha is shadowing me. More beast than man, Warrick both tempts and terrifies. Still, I can’t resist our overwhelming attraction and when a twisted enemy makes their move and I’m faced with an impossible choice, I need him more than ever.

      

      But fortune is fickle, and in a world full of monsters, falling in love can be hazardous to your health—and your heart.

      

      Content Warnings: Cutting for blood magic, violence, explicit sex, threat of SA (non-graphic)

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        For details on new and upcoming releases, cover reveals, exclusive excerpts and other cool stuff!

        SIGN UP FOR MY NEWSLETTER!
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        WITCHES’ SONG – Marianne Faithfull
      

      	
        CHURCH – Fall Out Boy
      

      	
        BLEED IT OUT – Linkin Park
      

      	
        WHICH WITCH – Florence + The Machine
      

      	
        YOUNG AND BEAUTIFUL – Lana Del Rey
      

      	
        I WANNA BE YOUR SLAVE - Måneskin
      

      	
        I BET YOU LOOK GOOD ON THE DANCEFLOOR – Arctic Monkeys
      

      	
        SEASON OF THE WITCH – Joan Jett & The Blackhearts
      

      	
        BLACK OUT DAYS – Phantogram
      

      	
        CHANGE – Deftones
      

      	
        THE NIGHT WE MET – Lord Huron
      

      	
        SOMEWHERE ONLY WE KNOW – Keane
      

      	
        SAVE A PRAYER (2009 Remaster) – Duran Duran
      

      

      

      

      I’ll be adding to this list as I get more into the series, but these are the songs I listened to on repeat, not only while I wrote A Curse in Darkness, but also as I’ve been plotting/daydreaming about the upcoming books in The Thornheart Series!
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        Willow

      

      

      

      I didn’t scream when Azel made the final slice in my back. After hours of torture, I had nothing left to give—until the sick, twisted fallen angel began broadcasting horrific images of my family directly into my mind. I screamed then, and something inside me shattered so thoroughly I knew that if I survived this, I’d never be the same again.

      He leaned over me. “Do you see, witch, what I will do to them if you don’t let me into that fucking compound.”

      My body was jostled roughly as the grasping hands of his demon followers carried me to the warded gates of the knight’s compound. A ward that I’d created.

      The knights of Hell protected this city from the demons who resided here, and their compound sheltered those most vulnerable to attack.

      They’d trusted me to help them do that.

      Azel had held my friend Luna and her brother Ronan captive most of their lives, but they’d gotten away. Now Luna was here, finally safe and mated to one of the knights. But Azel wanted Luna back, and I was currently the thing standing in his way.

      The demons dropped me. I hit the ground hard, and stared blankly at the massive iron gates blocking our path. Azel crouched beside me, his mind twisting deeper into mine, attacking, stabbing, breaking me from the inside out now. He’d found my weakness, my family. And I wasn’t sure how much longer I could withstand this torture.

      Everything went dark. He’d taken my sight, so all I could see were those images; my family, bleeding, screaming. Suffering.

      I cried out, suddenly not sure what was real and what wasn’t, if it was actually happening or just a horror show of his own making playing in my head.

      “You can make it stop, witch,” he said, his hot breath on my neck. “Drop the ward or I will tear the skin from their flesh, starting with your sisters.”

      I couldn’t think—the pain, my family…I couldn’t let him hurt them, I couldn’t…

      “Now!” he roared.

      Tears stung my eyes as their blood-covered faces contorted in agony in my mind, as he continued his relentless onslaught. I wouldn’t let him hurt them, I couldn’t. He would kill them if I didn’t do this, and he would make them suffer when he did it.

      A sob was torn from my raw throat as I held out a trembling hand, palm down, fingers spread, and I choked out the words that would drop the ward.

      Azel laughed, the chilling sound, lifting goosebumps all over my battered body.

      Still blind, I could only hear what followed, the gate exploding open, fighting, yelling, screaming, the heat of flames on my skin, until consciousness was too much of a struggle—then there was nothing.

      When I woke next, my sight had returned, and Grace, one of the knight’s mates, was crouched beside me. I struggled, trying to get up, to search for the rest of my friends.

      “It’s okay. Azel’s dead, he can’t hurt you now,” Grace said as her mate Chaos, and leader of the knights, strode toward us.

      I couldn’t face him, I couldn’t face any of them. I’d failed them all.

      But before Chaos could reach us, Warrick, alpha of the hellhounds was beside me. The huge male growled, raw violence and molten rage radiating from him as he carefully lifted me and held me protectively to him.

      “I’ve got her,” he snarled at Chaos.

      “Willow?” Grace said, asking me if going with the alpha was what I wanted.

      “Warrick will take care of me,” I rasped. We weren’t friends, he and I, I didn’t really know what we were, but he made me feel safe. And I desperately needed to feel safe. My gaze slid to Chaos. “I’m sorry. I tried to stop him. He was…he was just too strong.”

      “You did nothing wrong,” Chaos said. “Jesus, we should have done more to protect you.”

      “No shit,” Warrick barked, then he turned and carried me away.

      I squeezed my eyes closed and focused on the heavy beat of his heart, and tried to force those awful images from my mind.

      Warrick pressed his mouth to the top of my head. “No one will ever hurt you again, dove, I promise you that.”
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        Willow

      

      

      

      An icy breeze brushed over my bare skin, and I shivered as a steady stream of blood ran from my thigh, down my leg, to soak into the soil where I’d dug my bare foot.

      An owl hooted in the distance, and I searched the shadows surrounding me.

      Oldwood Forest was at the southernmost end of the larger Roxburgh State Forest, just beyond the city itself, and a hangout for all manner of creatures, mainly the unpleasant kind. So, standing here, completely naked, wasn’t my idea of a good time. Unfortunately, I didn’t have a choice.

      Reluctantly, I tossed my dagger onto the pile of clothes I’d recently shed, drew in a deep breath, and closed my eyes.

      Clearing my mind, I allowed the warmth of the soil to soak in, heating the soles of my feet. It vibrated, like the earth was humming softly beneath me.

      The autumn breeze grew stronger, shifting my long, out-of-control red hair against my bare shoulders. Closing my eyes, I lifted my arms, tilting my head to the moonlight, its glow a welcome caress. “Guide me, old ones. I am your servant, the Keeper chosen to fulfill the rite of Coven Thornheart.” The wind blew around me faster, dried leaves brushing past, small twigs and sticks scraping my skin as they whipped around my naked body. “I’m here to accept my task. Whatever you ask, I will undertake.”

      The air suddenly stilled, and cold, dark dread arrowed up my spine, shooting into the base of my skull. I gasped as silence engulfed the wood. Even the owl was silenced, not wanting to draw notice from the creature I’d summoned from its slumber.

      Something oily scraped my leg, the tickle of a forked tongue tasting my blood. Then it came, the rattle, like a plastic bottle filled with dried beans.

      I opened my eyes and the enormous serpent lifted its massive head, its glossy black eyes staring into mine. Dark and light, terrifying magic flowed from her, surrounding me.

      The magic of my coven, of others like it.

      Mother Nature, the Great Goddess, the Creatress of all life—or Mother, as she liked to be called by the witches who worshipped her—was not some beautiful maiden; she had no corporeal form at all.

      But when she needed one, she chose to inhabit her pet serpent. At least thirty yards long and as thick as the ancient oak behind my aunt Else’s house, she was a terror to behold. I held my ground. Any sudden movement would prove I was unworthy, and my life would more than likely come to a brutal and swift end.

      The Goddess didn’t play. She may create life, but she wasn’t averse to taking it either.

      Being the Keeper of one’s coven was an incredible honor. If I were given a choice, though, it would have been a hard pass from me. But we didn’t get a choice. And I’d rather it be me than someone else I loved, especially one of my sisters.

      The mother’s voice filled my head with the same words she’d spoken to me the first time I came here, around a year ago. No, this was not my first rodeo, but the mother didn’t like to rush things. Instead, she left you hanging for twelve months, worrying and waiting for this to finally be over. Each coven needed to complete two tasks to receive the mother’s gifts. This was my second and final.

      I will grant you your gifts, witch, if you complete your task by the time the vines meet. If you fail, you will be unworthy of trial, and gifts past will be returned to the mother. If you complete your task yet fail to win your trial, again, your gifts will be returned to the mother.

      She always referred to herself in the third person, it was odd. But then everything about this was freaking odd. “I understand.”

      I barely had time to brace before she struck, her massive fangs sinking deep into my waist, her venom pumping into my body. Her jaw unhinged, and she finally released me. Gasping, I dropped to my knees, then she was gone, vanishing into the shadowy night.

      Covering the massive puncture wounds just below my ribs with my hand, I snatched up my phone with the other and turned on the flashlight to get a better look. She’d gone deeper than the last time, and her venom spread quickly, creating black, thorny vines snaking across my skin and winding together, some just below my breast and some curving around my hip.

      A black shoot extended an inch farther down my ribs as the puncture wounds rapidly closed.

      Whatever my next task was, I had to complete it before the inky vines reached out and met in the middle. This, of course, wasn’t the first time she’d permanently decorated my skin; the other went from my elbow down, covering my hand and two of my fingers. Only now it was a multitude of colors, something that happened when you passed both task and trial, solidifying your new powers. Powers that would be taken back if you failed.

      At least this one could be hidden.

      I stumbled, the strength in my limbs draining away, dizziness hitting me hard, faster than last time, and I reached for my clothes as my sight flickered from black to flashing white light.

      Shit.

      There hadn’t been as much venom last time. I’d had time to get dressed before its full effects had hit me. Right now, I wasn’t even capable of lifting a protection ward, let alone get to my dagger. I fell heavily to my side, unable to move as the mother’s magic worked its way through my body. Magic, that had left me paralyzed, while naked, and utterly defenseless.

      The earth was icy and damp, and I lay there blinking at the shadowy tree line.

      My family was going to be so pissed if I got eaten by a demon or some feral shifter.

      Something moved in the distance.

      Awesome. Just freaking wonderful.

      There’s that saying that life is what happens to us while we’re making other plans. In my case, life had kicked me in the crotch, spat on me, then ground my humble plans to dust.

      I thought I had it all figured out. It was a simple plan: run my store, look after my family, use my powers to help others, and enjoy a variety of energetic and highly skilled lovers. But most importantly, my plan was to avoid drama at all costs. Growing up in a house with my grandmother, great aunt, mother, and three sisters, I’d had more than my fair share. The Thornheart women were not only powerful witches, they were strong-willed and extremely volatile. So that last one was easier said than done.

      But I loved them more than anything in this world.

      And now I was going to be eaten alive.

      Someone really had it out for me.

      Darkness creeped in at the edges of my vision. Oh goody, maybe I’d pass out first?

      The scars on my back burned, reminding me they were there as dark, disturbing memories pushed forward, invading my groggy mind. There was no fighting them this time. The twisted face of my torturer filled my head as shadows of the pain the monster had inflicted on me a year ago spiked through my nerve endings.

      He’s dead.

      Azel was dead. The fallen angel had been decapitated, burned, and sent to Hell. He would never hurt anyone else again, that was a fact, but it didn’t erase the scars on my body, or my soul. Or the fact that my weakness had almost allowed him to hurt the people I held dear.

      A howl, powerful and filled with the terrors of the night, promising pain in the most gruesome of ways, echoed in the distance.

      If I could move my jaw, I would have cursed. I knew that howl.

      The darkness pushed in even more.

      The saplings growing between the trees bordering the clearing cracked as they were walked on. The beast was coming for me. A dark shadow appeared at the edge of the clearing, amber eyes glowing from the nothingness, aimed directly at me.

      Then it burst from the woods, charging⁠—

      Everything went dark.
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        * * *

      

      “Wake up, Wills. Jesus, you need to wake up.”

      I moaned. My eyes were superglued shut.

      “The hound’s coming.”

      That did the trick. My eyes snapped open and stared up at Ren. I was still in the woods. “W-what are you doing here?” I sounded like a demented toad.

      “Saving your ass.” He slid an arm under my pits and dragged me off the ground. “Where’s your dagger?”

      “By my clothes.”

      He cursed and rushed over to grab everything. “You need to get dressed.”

      Ren Macanroy was my best friend. He was nineteen, a mortician at his family’s funeral home, and a fox shifter. He was also my familiar, and the fact I was trying to shield him from my current situation was a sore point between us. Familiars could be shifter or animal, and you never knew what you were going to get. Ren had lived down the street from me his whole life, and one day, at age fourteen, he’d just shown up at my door, drawn there by a force he hadn’t understood. We’d both felt the connection instantly.

      But he wasn’t equipped to handle the shit I found myself in now. Fox shifters were cunning, quick-witted, strategic, and extremely nurturing. They were tactile caretakers and loved to be around others, but they weren’t fighters.

      Most Keepers usually had some kind of vicious mofo as their familiar, like a bear or a lion, or maybe a honey badger or even a mongoose. From what I’d seen and heard, anyway. But then, I was never meant to be the Keeper. And Ren was never meant to be a Keeper’s familiar.

      That honor had originally traveled down another branch of the Thornheart family, only the succession was broken when Joshua Thornheart—the only living descendant from that line—was killed in a house fire. We had no idea which branch of our coven would pick up the hellish honor in his stead—well, Gran had, another of her secrets—until I was compelled to come here to this spot close to a year ago and was greeted by a giant serpent. Saying we were unprepared was an understatement.

      So yeah, now I found myself in a bit of a pickle.

      My legs wobbled, almost giving out, and Ren cursed, grabbing me before I landed on my ass. Good thing shifters weren’t fazed by nakedness, and there was also the fact that the bond between us was not romantic in any way, shape, or form. We had more of a sibling vibe, just as deep but also…different.

      Not every witch and her familiar was the same, though, or as lucky as us. Sometimes feelings became romantic, which was all well and good when those feelings were mutual. When they weren’t, that’s when things got complicated. Being tied to someone you were in love with and being unable to walk away because of the bond between a witch and her familiar, then watching them with someone else, was a special kind of torture.

      “You’re going to have to help me,” I said.

      The howl came again, closer.

      Screw clothes. The alpha hellhound had been getting more and more possessive lately and I couldn’t deal with his crap right then. “How far away is your car?”

      “Not far,” Ren said as he shoved my sweater over my head, that at least covered my butt, and handed me my dagger.

      I gripped it as tightly as I could manage.

      “I’ll finish dressing on the road.”

      His jaw tightened. “Right. This way.”

      We stumbled through the woods, Ren all but carrying me since the venom was still pumping through my veins. He walked quicker every time one of those bloodcurdling howls echoed through the trees behind us.

      Something moved just ahead, followed by a high-pitched screech.

      The dagger vibrated in my hand, not a gentle warning but a shriek, telling me that someone was going to hurt me, badly, like lights out forever bad.

      “What the fuck is that?” Ren said.

      Adrenaline surged through my weakened body, and when a demon ran at us, huge maw wide, serrated teeth dripping with rusty-colored drool, I threw out a hand and tree roots burst through the ground, wrapping around his ankle, stopping him in his tracks. I let my blade fly and it imbedded in its throat with a thud. The demon dropped to the ground, gurgling and flailing, and I closed the space between us.

      “Hold him still,” I said to Ren, too weak to do it myself.

      Ren paused, but only a split second before he rushed forward and kneeled on the demon’s twitching body.

      Using the last of my strength, I hacked through its throat. Muscle was needed to take off a demon’s head, and right then, mine were spasming and useless. So with pure, raw determination—finesse be damned—I kept at it. Blood sprayed us both, and Ren made a gagging sound. Its head finally rolled aside and the demon turned to ash—something that happened when you liberated one of these bastards of their craniums.

      “Okay?” I asked him.

      “Totally.”

      He was so lying.

      Helping me back up, we struggled on.

      Witches drew their power from one of the four elements. Wind, water, fire, and earth. And on the rare occasion, a witch was gifted with more than one. Mine were earth and wind. I could manipulate the plants and trees, I could cause a good shake when I wanted to, and I’d been known to throw the odd rock or boulder when necessary. And the wind, she was my bitch. Some witches had specialized powers, like Iris, who could communicate with animals—or was learning to, it was a fairly new power for her—and our cousin Zinnia, who could commune with the dead. I’d never been so glad to have been gifted with the little extra I’d been born with than in the last few months.

      Finally, Ren’s Toyota Camry came into view. He helped me in, rushed around to the driver’s side, got in, and started the engine⁠—

      What felt like a truck hit the side, metal crunching, the tires sliding half a yard on the deserted road. Ren bit out a curse, put the car in gear, and sped off.

      His gaze sliced to me, his handsome face slashed by shadows and moonlight. “What the hell, Willow?”

      “I guess he wanted me to stay and talk?” I glanced in the rearview mirror and Warrick, alpha of the hellhounds, stood in the middle of the road, no longer in his beast form but as a man, huge and naked. And judging by the glowing red eyes, pissed off.

      “I thought you were going to talk to him?” Ren said. “Just because the guy has the ability to know where you are at all times, doesn’t mean it’s cool to act like a stalker. And he just messed up my freaking car.”

      “I’ll get it fixed, and I’ve tried, believe me.” The alpha did whatever the hell he wanted. I’d turned him down every way it was possible to turn someone down, but since hellhounds could see where a person was by their scent, he always knew where I was. And he wasn’t giving up.

      Ren gripped the wheel tighter and scowled. “I don’t care about the car…I’ll talk to him.”

      Lord, spare me from overprotective males. Between Ren and Warrick—and the half angel, demon hunter knights of Hell, who also happened to be my good friends—I was up to my neck in a serious amount of testosterone.

      I glanced at him. “And what are you going to say?”

      “I’ll tell him to stay the hell away from you.”

      Closing my eyes, I rubbed my throbbing temples. “If you go to the clubhouse, his den, he’ll see it as a challenge, like you’re making some claim over me, and he’ll hurt you.”

      “I’m your familiar; I do have a claim over you.” His expression turned mulish. “I’m not afraid of him, you know. I’ve been training.”

      I held back my bark of disbelief, because the last thing I wanted was to hurt his pride. “Warrick is an alpha. He’s huge, unreasonable, aggressive, and has lived a very long life, most of that in Hell, among the kind of violence we can’t even imagine. He got to the position he’s in now by killing and maiming anyone who dared challenge him.”

      Ren’s cheeks flushed pink. “You think I’m weak.”

      Teenage boys. Sheesh. “No, Ren. I think he’s really freaking strong. You’re also still young; he’s hundreds of years old, maybe more.” I reached over and gave his arm a squeeze. “He’s just had more practice, that’s all.”

      My sweet fourteen-year-old shadow was now a surly nineteen-year-old man-boy, and his drive to protect me was messing with him. The danger I’d been in lately was bringing out a side of him that should never have been. Which was another reason I had been keeping things from him.

      Familiars, animal or shifter, got themselves killed doing all kinds of stupid shit trying to protect their witches. I would not let Ren take on an opponent he had not a shit show of beating in a million years. My gran and great aunt had both suffered through the loss of their familiars. The grief had haunted my gran until the day she died, mere months ago. I wasn’t letting anything happen to Ren. There was not a single chance in hell I was going to willingly involve him in this mess I found myself in, at least not until he was a lot older, a lot stronger, and a whole lot wiser.

      The rest of the ride to my great aunt Else’s house was quiet, besides the angsty 80s grunge music Ren turned up while he brooded.

      So I closed my eyes, exhaustion washing over me, and let myself drift off.
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      The next time I opened my eyes, Ren was shaking my shoulder. “We’re here.”

      Rubbing my hands over my face, I tried to wipe away the grogginess and glanced out the window. Our family home was a two-story gothic Victorian made of black stone. It had arched windows, a blood red door, a curved turret, and a peaked roof—it was the witch’s house in every fairy-tale storybook. My aunt, and Gran, when she’d been alive, had thought it was hilarious.

      I groaned.

      Everyone was here.

      Magnolia should be in her room studying, and Iris was supposed to be on a date with her boyfriend, Brody. Instead, she was currently peering out the kitchen window at me. Rose was probably sitting at the kitchen table waiting for me as well. My sisters were protective.

      I glanced at myself in the rearview mirror. I looked like shit, skin pale, dark rings under my bloodshot eyes, and my limbs still felt like overcooked noodles. It’d take a few days for the effects of the venom to dissipate. Good times.

      I seriously hated my family seeing me like this.

      “Let’s get this over with.” I shoved my door open and somehow made it inside on unsteady legs, while mentally preparing myself for the onslaught to come.

      Yes, they drove me crazy sometimes, but I loved every one of them more than anything. Their faith in me, that our magic was safe in my hands, that I could save us from ruin, was humbling…and utterly terrifying. If I didn’t complete the task set by the mother, then win against another witch in a magical combat trial, we could lose everything.

      My life included.

      Witches sometimes died during the trials—which was something we chose not to talk about. But a coven only kept the powers gifted to them by proving themselves every two hundred years, and not doing this, and failing my entire coven, wasn’t an option.

      I already knew what it was to let down those who relied on me, to feel weak and defeated, to fail the people you’d promised to keep safe. I couldn’t go through that again, and not with the people I loved most in this world.

      The cold, ugly grip of evil had clawed at me, marked me, beaten me, and if I wasn’t strong enough to defeat whatever came at me this time, I’d never forgive myself.

      Some nights it weighed so heavily, I woke in a cold sweat.

      That couldn’t happen again.

      I wouldn’t let it.

      Shoving those dark thoughts aside, I walked down the hall to the kitchen.

      Magnolia exploded out of her seat. “You’re bleeding.”

      “It’s not my blood,” I said quickly. “A demon tried to get in our way.”

      She let out a breath and dropped back into her seat around the huge, scarred wooden table. “Okay, next question…dude, where are your pants?” Bram, Magnolia’s familiar, bobbed his feathered head from his spot on her shoulder. Bram was a crow shifter, and in his human form—let’s just say he’d scared the shit out of me several times, lurking around the place like a massive, dark shadow.

      Mags was eighteen, the baby of the family, and in her final year of high school. She also worked part-time with our great aunt, making herbal remedies, potions, and tonics that I sold in my shop, The Cauldron.

      “I didn’t have time to put them on,” I muttered and plonked into the chair closest.

      “I hope you’ve got undies on or we’ll have to bleach that,” Iris said, passing me a mug of coffee while rubbing Nia’s head. Nia was Iris’s familiar, a German Shepherd, not a shifter, and we all loved on her regularly.

      “Nope, not bare-assed,” I said and would have rolled my eyes if I’d had the energy. Iris was twenty-three, the second eldest, after me, and three years younger. She could be reckless, especially when it came to protecting her family, and she was also a neat freak. I lost sleep over her regularly.

      “Bunch of prudes,” Else said, limping into the room. Elswyth Thornheart was seventy-two, our great aunt, and the most sarcastic being I’d ever encountered. Her name meant “elf from the willow tree,” which was where my name came from, a gesture from my mother since Else didn’t have any children of her own. My sisters were named after flowers, just like my mother and grandmother had been.

      Else put her hand to my forehead and shoved a thermometer in my mouth. “You look like shit.”

      “Gee thanks.” Her familiar had been killed protecting her a long time ago. She’d lost a leg during the incident. We didn’t know exactly what happened, she wouldn’t talk about it, but it had to have been pretty bad.

      “Are you feeling okay?” Rose asked from her seat beside me, giving me a sympathetic look. Roe was twenty-one, and honestly, the only one of us that wasn’t a bit of an asshole. I mean, my family was awesome, but we’d inherited our sense of humor from Gran and Else. The only person in this family who gave anyone sympathy was Roe.

      My stomach tightened at how tired she looked this morning. For witches, three was a power number, the most important number. My mom had four kids, throwing the balance off when Magnolia was born, and for some reason, Rose was the one paying the price. That was what we assumed, anyway. Her illness was a complete mystery, and none of us knew what to do to make her better.

      Which was another reason I was determined to complete my task and win my final trial. More power meant more to go around, right?

      A coven that didn’t grow in strength over the centuries became a target for those that did. No way was I letting that happen.

      Roe also didn’t have a familiar. We’d tried to tell her they were out there somewhere, that they’d find her, but none of us believed that, not anymore. Now we made a point not to talk about it because it hurt her when we did.

      I gave Roe’s hand a squeeze and forced a smile. “I’m fine, Roe.”

      “Keep your mouth shut. It won’t be accurate if your jaw’s flapping the whole time,” Else said, pushing the thermometer deeper into my mouth. “Last time you got that wicked fever. I’ve come up with an elixir that should knock it on the head.”

      I shut my mouth and sat there while she watched the clock.

      Finally, she slid the old-school thermometer from my mouth and looked down at it. “Huh?”

      “What?”

      “It’s normal.”

      “Why do you look so disappointed?”

      She shrugged. “I was looking forward to trying out the elixir. Me and Mags worked on it most of the day.”

      Magnolia hid her grin behind her mug.

      “Your concern over my health is heartwarming, truly.” I glanced at Iris. The traitor was smirking as well.

      “He was there,” Ren said, scowling.

      “Ren,” I warned.

      “Who?” my mother asked as she walked in, Arthur right behind her. Arthur was mom’s familiar, an owl shifter that preferred his human form. He was middle-aged with dark brown skin, cropped hair, and kind brown eyes. He wasn’t much of a talker, but he loved us all. And puttering around the cemetery gardens with Mom was his most favorite thing to do in the world. It had also become obvious a long time ago that he was completely in love with Mom. I had no idea if she felt that same way, but the longing in his eyes when he looked at her was torture to watch sometimes.

      “Warrick,” Ren announced, ignoring my warning completely.

      My mother brightened. Daisy Thornheart was a hopeless romantic, hopeless being the operative word, which wasn’t surprising, considering our history. Our shitty luck with men was first documented around the 1400s. Back then, they used local place names, occupations, or sometimes nicknames to create what became a family’s surnames. Ours came from the jilted lover of one of my ancestors. He yelled at the top of his lungs that she had a heart of thorns. It caught on. Eventually, it became Thornheart, and here we are.

      And that shitty luck carried on down the line. In fact, Iris, Mags, Roe, and I all had different fathers because our mom tended to fall for any loser who gave her a second look. All four of our sperm donors were complete and utter losers. We were pretty sure Arthur had finally cracked and gotten rid of Mag’s father himself. Mom had hidden it, but the fucker had been verbally abusive until it became more. He hurt Mom so badly he put her in the hospital.

      The prick vanished after that.

      One day he was here terrorizing us, the next there was a large patch of freshly turned earth in the far corner of the backyard. No one questioned it.

      If Art hadn’t done something, Gran or Else would have. I didn’t care who did it; I was just glad he’d gotten what he more than deserved.

      “God, Mom, I can actually see hearts floating around your head like a cartoon character,” Iris said and fed Nia a doggy treat.

      Mom held out her hand to me, and when I took it, she tugged me out of my seat. “Couldn’t get a better protector than a hellhound, and my baby needs all the protection she can get.”

      Ren flushed, and his jaw got tight. “She doesn’t need him. She has me.”

      “Mom,” I growled out under my breath. “I’m more than capable of looking after myself.”

      She waved a hand. “Ren knows what I mean.” She dropped a kiss to the top of his head and cupped his whiskered jaw. “Look at this face. This is not the face of a cold-hearted killer.”

      Ren flushed hotter, and I winced. Jesus. I gave her a look that I hoped expressed the need for her to stop talking.

      She was right, though. Even covered in demon blood, Ren was the kind of good-looking that stopped people in the street. My fox was utterly gorgeous. He’d been a beautiful boy at fourteen, and I’d always known he’d be a heartbreaker when he became a man. He had dark russet hair and chiseled features that were perfectly proportioned. Add in the thick lashes and those great lips—man, I was jealous of those lips—and he was every teenage girl’s fantasy. His square jaw, now covered in a short beard, stopped him from heading too far into pretty territory.

      “Warrick scares the hell out of me,” Rose said.

      Mom glanced at her. “He’s just man, Roe, like any other.”

      If only that were true. If he was just like every other man, then maybe I’d know how to deal with him.

      Roe scoffed. “A man whose eyes glow red.”

      Mom shrugged. “Only sometimes.” Then she grabbed the bottom of my sweater and tugged it up.

      “Mom!” I tried to wrestle it from her. I lost.

      “Pish. We’ve seen it all before.”

      Ren averted his gaze. Just because he was used to nudity didn’t mean it was okay to stare at a naked woman being ogled by her entire family.

      “Let’s see the new ink,” Mags said, moving closer. Bram bobbed on her shoulder and looked away as well. “Oh wow, that one’s seriously awesome.”

      “It’s big,” Iris said. “Does it curl around your nip, or start under your boob.”

      I sighed. “It starts under my boob and will join up with the one on my hip.”

      “You know, I’ve been thinking,” Mags said. “You’re the new Keeper of an untried branch of the coven, what if this isn’t your last task? What if the mother makes you do another one to prove we’re not a bunch of duds of something?”

      I rolled my eyes even as something unhappy curled in my gut. Mags had been getting “feelings” about things since she was little, and they’d become more accurate as she’d gotten older. But when it came to Magnolia, you didn’t know which thoughts were just her highly active imagination and which were a developing sixth sense. “That won’t happen.” I turned to Mom. “Right?”

      She chewed her lip, something she and Magnolia both did when they were feeling unsure.

      “Mom?”

      She waved her hand again. “No, I’m sure that won’t happen.”

      “Imagine if the next one pops up in the middle of your forehead,” Mags said and snorted, then her eyes widened. “Holy shit, she’d have to bite your head.”

      “Anything could happen, we’re in uncharted territory here,” Else said. “And Selene had one covering the entire right side of her face.”

      “You’re joking.” She better be goddamn joking.

      “You’ve seen the painting in the library, kiddo.”

      Shit. I had seen the painting. Selene was a past Keeper of our coven and also Iris’s doppelgänger. The two weren’t just alike; they were scarily identical. “I thought that was something else. Painted or drawn on for a ritual or a spell…”

      “Nope, the mother gave it to her.” Else shrugged her narrow shoulders. “Not sure why you’re worried. Selene looked badass.”

      Mags threw her head back and howled with laughter so hard I thought she was going to rupture something. Iris joined in.

      Rose offered me a sympathetic look. “It might not happen.”
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      Business was slow today, and I wandered around my shop mindlessly straightening products on the shelves. Everything I sold at the front of the store was harmless. I stored Else’s potions and elixirs out back. When someone came in looking for help, I treated them like a doctor would a patient. They needed a consultation first. You couldn’t just hand that shit out willy-nilly without all the relevant information, or things could go seriously awry.

      The bell jingled above the door, and I smiled at the woman who walked in. She averted her eyes and headed to one of the shelves.

      “Can I help you with anything?”

      She shook her head, her hair a little wild, her hands shaking as she picked up bottles and sightlessly stared at labels.

      Something was off.

      I waited for my blade to warn me. It remained still.

      When a witch turned thirteen and they begin to learn more complicated magic, they are given a dagger. Especially witches who use blood to spell. Not all did, but our coven, which was made up of close and extended family, scattered all over the country, frequently used blood magic. When I became the Keeper, one of the gifts I received from the mother was making my dagger more useful, as well as the nice boost in power she’d given us.

      Now it warned me of danger, and the strength of that warning correlated with the scale of the threat. It also increased my ability to fight, passing on the skills and knowledge of Keepers past.

      It was an extremely cool gift, and I’d been more than grateful for it many times over the last year.

      Although my ancestors had some serious moves, I’d been training as well, taking advanced fighting classes. I needed to be unstoppable. No one would hurt me again. But more importantly, no one would hurt my family or someone else I cared about.

      I glanced at the woman again. Her eyes were wide, and there was no missing the look of desperation. “Are you sure you don’t need some help?”

      She eyed me from the other side of the room. “Are we alone?”

      Still no warning from my blade. “Yes, is everything all right?”

      A tingling sensation danced over my ribs. It started gently at first, the tattoo-like vines growing warm in a familiar way under my skin.

      My task.

      Whatever this woman was about to tell me, I had to help her.

      “You’re a witch, aren’t you? I mean, you sell all this…witchy stuff, and you look like…” She motioned to me, waving her hand about. “That. I don’t believe in any of this bullshit…well, I didn’t.” She shoved her fingers through her graying dark hair, and she was shaking, badly. “I’ve been to our church, and they think I’ve lost my mind, and I…I didn’t know where else to go. Witches, they can perform exorcisms, right? I googled it and that’s what it said…”

      I lifted my hands to get her to slow down. She flinched. “You have nothing to fear from me.” I motioned to the door. “I’m going to close the shop, and we’re going to have a cup of tea and a chat. Whatever is worrying you, maybe I can help, okay?”

      She nodded and took a big step away from me as I walked to the door to flick the lock and flip the sign to closed. Then I led her to my kitchen behind the shop. I lived back here most of the time, but lately I’d been staying with my family, in my old bedroom, since things were so volatile.

      I turned on the kettle and pulled a chair out from the table. “Take a seat while I make the tea.”

      She perched on the edge of the chair as if coming into contact with too much of it might give her witch cooties. Or maybe she thought it’s where I chopped up my eye of newt, frog’s toes, and bat’s wings? They weren’t actual ingredients we used. Of course, I’d chopped up a few other things on that table that were pretty disgusting, including harvesting demon organs from a fucker who broke into my shop. But she didn’t need to know that.

      I steeped the tea, adding a few extra herbs to hers that would help her calm down, added a little honey and a squeeze of lemon, and slid it across the table, making sure not to get too close. The last thing I wanted was to spook her and have her run off.

      I sat as well and took a sip of my tea first, showing her that I hadn’t poisoned it, and no, she wouldn’t turn into a toad or something if she drank it, and waited for her to do the same. She watched me, then finally lifted the cup shakily to her lips and sipped. Surprise crossed her face. Yes, my tea was good, really good. After a few more sips, she’d visibly calmed.

      “Sorry, I didn’t catch your name?” I said and smiled.

      She blinked a couple of times, studying me, still wary.

      “I’m Willow,” I offered, still trying to put her at ease.

      She took another sip of her drink. “Rebecca.”

      “Okay, Rebecca, why don’t you tell me what brought you here today?”

      Gripping the cup with both hands, she drew in a shaky breath. “My daughter Jane has been acting…odd. She’s always been a bit of a problem child, acting out, headstrong, willful…but lately she’s been hanging around with a bad crowd, and I think…” Her lips quivered. “I think they’re devil worshippers. I think they’ve been doing terrible rituals…and…and I don’t know what.”

      Okay, not what I was expecting. “What makes you think that?”

      Her hold on the cup tightened. “She’s been dressing differently, wearing a lot of black.” She paused, her gaze moving over me and my almost entirely black outfit.

      I was starting to get the feeling that Rebecca was somewhat judgmental and I kind of felt bad for Jane. “Black clothes don’t really point to devil worship,” I said, needing her to be more specific. Whatever this task was, I needed all the details I could get.

      “No, of course not. But it’s more than that…fishnet stockings, lots of black eyeliner, and…and slutty underwear.”

      Was this woman for real? Slutty underwear? Jesus Christ. I would have told her I couldn’t help her and sent her on her way if it wasn’t for the way those tingles at my side had increased. “Is there anything else?”

      She nodded vigorously. “I saw her walking to her room the other morning, she’d just showered and was only wearing a towel, and there were these marks, wounds, almost healed…but it looked like a bite mark on her shoulder.”

      My mind started spinning. Demon? Shifter? Vamp? There were numerous others who liked to bite while they were getting busy. Or just as a way to feed.

      “Right, and what did your daughter say?”

      She bit her lip. “That she was bitten by a dog.”

      A dog? A weird feeling curled in my belly. “You don’t believe her?”

      “There were no other marks on her that I could see. Just on her shoulder. Wouldn’t there be others, and scratches if she was attacked by some dog?”

      “Maybe she was telling the truth?” Or maybe it was a shifter gone rogue?

      Then why is your side tingling?

      She shook her head. “No…that’s not it.”

      “Is there anything else? You mentioned exorcism.”

      Rebecca wrapped her arms around herself. “This morning, I went to check on her. She was with her friends again last night and didn’t get home until seven a.m. She wouldn’t wake and was breathing oddly, heavily. I shook her, and when she opened her eyes, they were black. Her entire eye was black.” She gripped the small gold cross hanging around her neck. “And her voice…it wasn’t hers.”

      Perhaps she should have opened with that instead of slutty underwear. “Where is she now, Rebecca?”

      “She ran off before I could do anything. She threatened me and pushed me over, and then she ran. I think she’s gone back to her new friends.”

      My stomach sank deeper, because I knew what she was going to say. Somehow, I just knew. “Do you know their names, her new friends? Where they live?”

      “They live in Linville, and they’re a motorcycle gang…a gang of thugs. They call themselves the Devil Dogs.”

      Hellhounds.

      Awesome. Just freaking wonderful.

      “Can you help me?” Rebecca asked, voice full of fear. “Please.”

      “Of course.” It wasn’t like I had any other choice.
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      It was a thirty-minute drive from Roxburgh to Linville, New Jersey. The town was small, just over three thousand people resided there, and of course, the hellhounds.

      I drove up to the entrance of their clubhouse. The gates were closed; they were always closed, and the huge chain-link fence butted up against an old brick building, a dive bar, one of the two businesses they owned and operated. The other was a garage. The bar was shut for the day and would open later. The garage beside it was fairly busy, the wide roller doors up, several hellhounds inside working on cars and bikes for the unsuspecting people of the town.

      Only invited guests of the hellhounds were allowed past those imposing iron gates and into their clubhouse. Except me. I could come and go as I pleased. Warrick’s orders. Not that I took him up on the offer all that often. The male had staked some claim over me more than a year ago, for some reason known only to him, and I didn’t think encouraging him was wise.

      I didn’t belong to anyone.

      We hadn’t dated…if hellhounds even did date, and we sure as heck hadn’t slept together, so I wasn’t sure why he was so possessive of me. He’d told me we had a special bond, whatever the hell that meant.

      Being around the guy unnerved me. He was overwhelming, and kind of terrifying at times. He was blunt and rude and demanding. He was also the sexiest male I had ever encountered. He took that rough around the edges thing some males had and cranked it all the way up to high. I won’t lie, it worked. Oh, he pissed me off more than anyone else in existence, but yeah, it seriously worked for him.

      And unfortunately for me, he’d been the one to come to my rescue—more than once. He knew I could take care of myself, he just didn’t seem to care, and for some reason, had appointed himself my personal bodyguard.

      Dragging in a steadying breath, I shored up my defenses and climbed out of my Morris Minor truck. It may be old, the blue paint faded and chipped, but I took good care of her. I’d had a few modifications done over the years—a bigger, faster engine, for one. It had once belonged to Gran, and she’d given it to me when I got my driver’s license. I loved it, even when occasionally it wouldn’t start on cold mornings.

      Fender, one of the lower-ranking hellhounds, was working on his bike next to the clubhouse and spotted me first. I waved, and he straightened and slowly cleaned the grease from his hands before finally swaggering my way. He had long hair and a beard, like most of the hounds seemed to, was well over six and a half feet, and exuded cockiness and aggression with every breath, which was also something they seemed to have in common. Fender’s hair was a deep red and his eyes were light amber.

      They studied me as he gripped the chain-link with thick fingers. “What you doing here, Wills?”

      “I need to speak with your alpha,” I said and plastered a smile on my face.

      “War’s busy at the moment.”

      War was a fitting nickname for the hellhound alpha. The way he fought, the male was a one-male army, or maybe a tank. “I’m sure he’ll want to see me.”

      Fender’s lips twisted. He was not pleased. “You should go.”

      This was new. They always let me right in. “Did Warrick ask you to turn me away?”

      He shook his head.

      “He’ll be pissed if he finds out I came here and you told me to leave.”

      Fender growled under his breath. Then, after long seconds, he finally unchained the gate and motioned for me to come in.

      The fact I’d turned down their alpha was obviously becoming a sore spot. Great, that’s all I needed. More hellhounds pissed at me.

      I drove through the gates and up to the clubhouse, parking beside the long line of bikes. To people living in Linville, the place looked like a human motorcycle club. It worked for them. They had a hierarchy, a roughness, and most definitely a lawlessness that suited that whole vibe. They also loved bikes. Hounds like the wind blowing through all that hair—they preferred that in their hellhound forms, on all fours, running through the woods—but riding a bike was the next best thing, or so I’d been told.

      There were other hounds milling around and music was playing. The clubhouse, or den as Warrick sometimes called it, was an old factory and had their MC name, the Devil Dogs, painted on the side.

      The music got louder.

      Awesome.

      They were having a party.

      I strode through the doors and braced. Anything could be happening in the main room when they partied. Fucking, fighting…fucking and fighting. I’d seen it all. Things I wished I could unsee but were now imprinted on my brain forever.

      I tried not to look into the dark corners, but there were several human females around the room, wearing little to nothing. No sign of Warrick, though, and the guy was hard to miss. He was the tallest of the hellhounds and radiated so much menace and violence he set off my fight-or-flight instincts whenever we were in the same room.

      Without my say-so, an imprint of the way he held me after I’d been hurt a year ago had my skin tingling like a phantom caress, something else that often happened when we were together. He’d carried me away from the fear, from the guilt, from the scene of my failure, promising to protect me from ever being hurt again. That menace, that incredible violence that rolled off him, it’d made me feel safe then. And I’d needed that more than anything.

      I didn’t need it anymore, though.

      You sure about that?

      I shut that voice down even as my belly gripped tight at the memory and the urge to run the hell out became almost more than I could resist.

      Maybe I wouldn’t even have to see him? Lothar leaned against the wall, drinking a beer and surveying the room, seemingly oblivious to the woman clinging to him and all but dry humping his thigh. Lovely.

      “Hey, Lothar,” I called over the music.

      He turned to me and raised a dark brow.

      A man of few words was Lothar. “I just want to ask your friend something.”

      I tapped the woman’s shoulder, and she turned, scowling at me. “Go find your own guy.”

      Lothar smirked, and I rolled my eyes. “I can assure you I don’t want…”

      His eyes narrowed.

      “Um…as wonderful as he is, he’s all yours.” The big male’s mouth twitched. Okay, the hound wasn’t totally humorless. “I’m actually looking for someone. Do you know Jane? She comes here sometimes.”

      She shrugged as she dragged her hand down Lothar’s chest, over his stomach, and grabbed his dick through his jeans. Lothar remained completely unmoved. “Last I saw, she was with Maddox.”

      “Right, thanks.” I turned, about to head to the doors across the room, the ones that led to the rooms where they took their females to bump uglies. There was also a door that took you to the lower levels, tunnels the hounds had dug out, vast and complicated, and where they lived and slept most of the time. They never took humans down there, keeping it hidden. I’d been down there, though, several times.

      Lothar grabbed my arm, stopping me, and shook his head.

      “I need to find this girl,” I said.

      He shook his head again. “You wait until Maddox is finished with her.”

      Delightful.

      “I wouldn’t usually do this, but it’s important.” Goddammit, I was going to have to find Warrick. “Is your alpha here? I need to talk to him.”

      Lothar’s nostrils flared and his eyes narrowed again, then he tipped his head down. I assumed it meant he was in his room below. “You can wait until War’s finished as well.”

      I froze.

      He was with someone?

      Something unhappy squirmed in my belly, and for some reason my face flushed hot. “This can’t wait.”

      “Yeah, it can.”

      I don’t know what came over me, but an urgency slammed me in the gut, and I was on the move before I knew what my feet were doing, pushing through the hounds and their women, making my way to the door that led to the tunnels. I punched in the code to open it and shoved the door open, slamming it behind me.

      Shadows closed in, firelight flickering from the torches that lined the passageways. It looked medieval down here, the way these guys liked it. Warrick’s room was the closest to the exit. As alpha, he put himself in the most vulnerable position of the pack, making himself their first defense. Something else he’d told me the last time I was here. I’d been recuperating after my first task. One of the times he’d found me injured and I’d been forced to share more with him than I’d been comfortable with.

      His door was shut, and my fist was up and banging on it before I could think better of it.

      No answer.

      Visions of him and some other woman filled my head. It should be a deterrent, but it wasn’t. This couldn’t wait, that was the only reason I was pounding on his door, there was no other reason.

      Keep telling yourself that.

      I put more heft behind it.

      The heavy, scarred wood swung open, and my knees literally went weak. Warrick filled the opening, close to seven feet tall, long, thick, black hair hanging past his shoulders, beard in need of a trim, and his tattooed, monster chest, bare and on full display under his leather vest. All the hounds wore them, with the Devil Dogs emblem on the front. Warrick’s said President, fully leaning into the whole motorcycle club ruse.

      He also had more than a dusting of chest hair, they all did, and his carried on down, thinning into one of those trails, dipping below the waistband of his faded jeans.

      His pale, gold eyes locked on me, and I had to force myself to breathe normally.

      Pull your shit together.

      “Dove,” he growled out in that incredibly deep, impossibly rough voice, something else the hounds had in common. But Warrick’s was the roughest, as if he were more beast than man.

      “Don’t call me that.” I ignored the way my belly flipped and pushed on. “Now tell your plaything to leave, I have something important to discuss with you.” Maybe I should tone down the attitude a few thousand notches, but for some reason, I was having serious trouble doing that. I guess I could have waited until he’d finished fucking whoever he had in there with him, and I didn’t want to think about why I insisted on busting in on his private party, but there was nothing to be done about either of those things now.

      Warrick stared down at me, his gaze locked on mine. “Jag, we’re done here for now.” He didn’t break eye contact.

      “Jag?” I said stupidly.

      He nodded.

      “I thought…I assumed, because Lothar said…” I bit my lip. Shut up.

      “What did Lothar say?” Warrick asked, crossing his heavily muscled arms, causing the chunky silver rings he often wore, one a skull, another engraved with a language I didn’t recognize, to glint under the torchlight.

      Jagger, Warrick’s lieutenant, strode up behind his alpha, and he didn’t look impressed.

      My gaze slid back to Warrick. “He just…well, he implied…” Goddammit, my face was getting hot again.

      “That I was fucking?”

      I didn’t reply because I’d come down here all hot under the collar for reasons unknown and…god, he was loving this. “You can screw who you like, Warrick.”

      His jaw hardened. “I know I can.”

      Jagger slipped past without a word and walked away.

      “Right.” My face grew even hotter.

      We stood there, eyeing each other for long, overwhelming seconds, and my flight instincts were kicking in. “Well, are you going to let me in?” I asked, ignoring them completely.

      He stepped back, making space for me to pass, and I entered his private quarters.

      I looked around the big room. A massive bed, he’d made himself out of logs, that I was sure he’d torn out of the ground and split with his bare hands, sat against the far wall. There was also a fire burning in the hearth on the opposite wall and animal furs on the floor.

      I’d woken up in that humongous bed after my last combat trial…with a sleeping, naked Warrick plastered against me⁠—

      The sound of female voices came through the door across the room. It opened to a staircase that led directly to the main room aboveground. I guess so he didn’t have to bring humans through the tunnels.

      Someone knocked.

      “Busy,” he barked.

      “It’s Molly, can I come in?” a female voice called.

      “No.”

      Another knock. “It’s Diane, what about me?”

      “Fuck off,” he said, his expression unchanged.

      I snorted. “Seriously? Women stand outside that door and wait for you to let them in?”

      He dipped his chin.

      “That’s pathetic,” I said, way too bitterly. “And here I thought we had a ‘special bond,’” I said, adding air quotes. I had no idea why I was goading him. And yes, sarcasm was dripping from my voice, along with a good dose of bitterness.

      “What do you want me to do, Willow? Sit around with my dick in my hand, drawing love hearts and listening to Coldplay while I wait for you?”

      My mouth opened, closed. “No, of course not…”

      He took a step closer, so close the heat of his body soaked through my clothes. Warrick was always hot, his skin like a furnace. “They like the way I fuck, dove. I guarantee you would too.”

      A rush of heat pulsed through me, because I suspected he was right about that.

      “Say it,” he growled out.

      “What?” Again, I was pushing him like a goddamned fool. I knew better.

      “Yes.”

      His deep voice reverberated through me. I gritted my teeth.

      “Say yes,” he commanded, ordering me to submit, to give myself to him.

      I shook my head, because suddenly my mouth was too dry to speak.

      “Female, if you gave yourself to me, I wouldn’t put my dick in anyone else ever again, only you,” he said just as growly.

      I swallowed, trying to get moisture back into my mouth. “Such a romantic.”

      His brows lowered and he snarled a warning. Anyone else would know they were on thin ice. I lacked self-preservation, and honestly, common sense around this male. My self-control wasn’t great either, which was one of the reasons I’d been staying the hell away from him lately.

      “You ran from me the other night in the clearing. I smelled your blood.” His expression darkened. “And I smelled the fox.”

      “You know why I was there. I have my new task…” I straightened. “And apparently, it involves you.”
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