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        Storms on the horizon call to demon nightmares…

      

      

      Angie Jordan’s time as a demon hunter proves two things to her. One, hunting is not her destiny. And two, she’s not getting out of the demon world any time soon. The only shining light in that darkness…having Sebastian back.

      But after trouble last Halloween broke open new powers for Angie, controlling her growing magic proves too challenging to face alone. Her only hope at mastering the demon witch magic before it overwhelms her rests within the capable hands of her first mentor and teacher.

      And that requires a trip home to New Mexico.

      Returning to her family brings unexpected dangers. Threats Angie thought she left behind in New York. And a confrontation with a mysterious enemy who threatens all those she loves.

      Pushed into a corner, Angie will protect those closest to her, no matter the cost. But even Sebastian’s help might not be enough against their current enemies. And when Angie must face her worst nightmares, the biggest threat to those around her might not be the demons. The biggest threat…

      Might be her.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Angela Jordan held very still and tried not to let the smell of sulfur and the heat from the lava overwhelm her, but the stench still clogged her throat. The trees around her rustled in a gentle breeze, the spring sunshine touched the back of her shoulders. That warmth so sharply contrasting with the heat pouring out of the natural V in the tree trunk in front of her, it felt cold. A shiver crawled along her shoulders as another cooling breeze blew through her hair. But she didn’t turn away from the V in the tree trunk.

      Or the demon realm beyond.

      “I hate this,” she muttered to the man standing at her back. “And I’m never not going to hate it.”

      “I know,” Sebastian said into her ear. “But you need to keep practicing.”

      “I need to make my flight.”

      Holding open a portal to a demon realm, on purpose, was not her idea of a good time. But it came naturally to her. It was part of what she was. Despite her efforts to reject the role.

      Demon witch.

      And now, demon hunter. A job she’d never wanted, but found herself doing. Because she was a demon witch, and the hunters just couldn’t let her go.

      This ability to open portals into demon realms wasn’t anything she’d asked for. She’d tried to run from the ability on more than one occasion. Suppressing, ignoring, trying to forget. Getting very good at not looking directly at trees that had natural Vs in their trunks. But she couldn’t get away from it. No matter what she tried, this skill, this innate ability, always came back to bite her in the ass. Now, she purposefully used the skill again, purposefully embraced her demon witch talents, because she no longer had an option to cut herself off from that part of her magic. To survive, she had to learn to master the skill once and for all.

      And wow was she grumpy about it.

      She loved her magic, she loved being a witch. But this demon stuff, it was…intertwined with her witch magic now, more so than ever before. Recently, the two magics had started to blend together, in a way she couldn’t seem to stop. And that blending affected everything she did, including her ordinary spells. Even her touch psychic skills. All of it changing in ways she couldn’t predict. And frankly, resented.

      “You’ll make your flight,” Sebastian said. “You have hours.”

      “I don’t like being late.”

      “You like sitting in airports for four hours to avoid worrying,” he said, a slight smile in his voice.

      “So.”

      That brought a chuckle, and his laugh helped relax her shoulders. A little. She was still staring into a demon realm so there was only so much relaxing she was capable of.

      Beyond the V in the tree trunk, the hellscape beckoned. A land of black rock and belching volcanos, lit by a red sky and rolling rivers of lava. This was one of the closer realms, the more easily accessible ones. Many of the demons summoned by humans came from this realm. Which meant it was one of the places she needed to understand and be able to control her ability to access it. Sending demons back to where they came from was her job now. At least one of them—her other was providing psychic readings to clients at Dana’s Cauldron, an all-things-pagan shop in Greenwich Village. She liked the job at Dana’s, though. Demon hunting was not her calling.

      Angie had tried to walk away from the demon hunter world more than two years ago, despite that requiring she also walk away from the man she loved. All of that effort had blown up in her face in the last year. Now she was right back in the middle of the demon world, training to be a demon hunter or else—a threat from the demon hunter council forcing her hand—and the only good thing about any of this was that it had brought Sebastian back into her life.

      If she were being honest with herself, all of this was worth it to have him again. Even though she hated all the other stuff.

      “We could have waited to do this until after I got back from New Mexico,” she pointed out. “We didn’t need this last session.”

      “I’ll feel better letting you go back alone if I know you’ve got this under control.”

      She’d been putting off this trip for months, but she could no longer avoid it. She had to see her former mentor, her first teacher, the woman who’d taught her how to master both her magic and contain her demon witch skills when she’d been a child. Esmerelda didn’t take on pupils anymore—even the girl Angie had sent to her last year for training had moved on to another teacher. And Esmerelda hadn’t been one of Angie’s primary teachers, or even an active mentor, in a long time. But she’d been the most important mentor in Angie’s life. She was the one person who might be able to help Angie now.

      When all Angie’s magics, which had previously been separated, seemed to have mixed just enough to screw everything up.

      She could do things now she’d never been able to before. Like open a realm breach into a demon world without the framing natural V in a tree trunk. Until a few months ago, she’d required the tree, had to look through that natural shape to open the portal. Now… She could do it whenever and wherever she wanted. An ability that terrified her so much, she hadn’t done it since being forced to do it by another witch whose motivation in all this was suspect to say the least.

      Since that night last Halloween, she’d tried to lock down her ability again, to confine it to only opening portals using trees. She’d even started practicing that again, so she’d have better control over when she did and didn’t open a breach. With Sebastian’s help, she’d been forcing herself into tree-filled areas, finding the right shapes, and ripping through the barrier between demon realms and the human realm on purpose. Then closing those breaches. Again and again. Until she could do it safely, without feeling caught. Without the panic overwhelming her.

      Except sometimes, the panic still overwhelmed her, and she still felt caught and unable to turn away from the portals. Months of practice weren’t enough to overcome all the past terror, the experiences that still haunted her nightmares. But it had helped. Like exposure therapy. She’d been standing in the middle of the cool forest in a park in New Jersey for a solid fifteen minutes, holding open this particular portal into a demon realm, all without panicking. And without letting her fear overwhelm her.

      She wasn’t sure she’d ever not be afraid, though.

      It probably helped that she hadn’t heard the chittering yet. There were no passing chittering demons that might spot the breach. That’s when the panic really got to her.

      “We really should get to the airport now,” she said.

      “A few more minutes. You can do this.”

      “I’m distracted. Flight to catch.”

      “Just a few more minutes.”

      She growled. She hated this, even as she forced herself to do it. Forced herself to do all of the demon hunter stuff.

      Beyond the realm breach, the chittering sound she hated and dreaded with every ounce of her being started up. Oh that sound. It scratched against her soul and set her teeth on edge. It nibbled at her inner ear like a swarm of bugs. It haunted her nightmares, even when she wasn’t asleep.

      Her breathing sped as anxiety crawled over her skin. Carefully, slowly, she breathed in through her nose, out through her mouth, held the portal open a few moments longer. Repeating the mantra, I am in control. I can close the portal when I want to. I am in control.

      And she was. Surprisingly. She felt more in control of this process than she ever had. At least, she didn’t feel like the portal had taken over her entire being. She knew she’d be able to close it. She could look away whenever she was ready.

      The demons wouldn’t drag her into their realm. Not again.

      With the stability of the tree shape as her anchor, she didn’t even need to take hold of that part of her magic that linked to this skill. She didn’t need to hold those threads of power to master her control of the breach. That had been the real lesson over the last few months of practice. When she did and didn’t need to grasp the threads of power that made up the spiderweb of her magic.

      She was still too afraid of all that raw power to want to use it. Yet another reason she needed to see Esmerelda.

      When the chittering got closer, when she could see darker shadows on the red line of the horizon detaching from all the other blackness beyond, when she knew with heart-pounding certainty that the demons had seen her, that they were on their way…

      She very slowly blinked. And turned away from the breach.

      The sense of wrenching was still there, like she was ripping herself physically away from a tight grip. A grip around her soul as well as around her throat. The feeling of physically tearing away from the connection with the portal had lessened enough it no longer stole her breath. And she didn’t need a physical shock from her realm to ground her enough to look away. Those startled moments, those unexpected sensations that brought her gaze away from a breach and back to this realm, those broke the connection the easiest, allowed her to turn away with a suddenness that could close the portal quickly.

      But the sense of breaking the contact was always sharp. Even with those sudden calls back to this physical realm.

      After the months of practice doing this without the help of some outside force, without the coincidental—or when Sebastian was around, the determined—effort of someone else to break her concentration, she could do this on her own now, much more easily. And the sense of panic just before shattering the link no longer left her overwhelmed and shaken.

      The noise and stench from the demon realm cut off the minute she turned away from the breach, but a lingering sound of that chittering and the glow of the lava flows in her peripheral vision remained for a brief moment. Now that she’d looked away, though, the thinning between realms thickened again and closed the portal to possible demon escape.

      Once again, she managed to not unleash a demon plague. Good day. Good day.

      She still didn’t like it. “I still don’t like it,” she said to Sebastian as she turned and let him wrap her up in his arms.

      “But you’ve gotten a lot better at it.” His soft English accent rolled over her, warm and deep and delicious.

      She sank against him, a part of her still so relieved to be back in his arms. She’d tried not to love him. She’d tried to stay away from him so she could stay out of his world. None of that had worked. She’d been forced back into his world. So if she was going to be here, she was going to be with him. Fuck everything else.

      Wrapping her arms around his neck, she leaned in a for a kiss. Soft and gentle as the cool breeze blowing across her neck, cooling her sweat. Sebastian’s clean soap smell replaced the stench of sulfur in her nose, his taste and flavor banished all hints of the demon realm and grounded her back firmly in this reality. She sighed into his mouth and held him closer, easing away only reluctantly when the incessant tick tick tick of her internal clock insisted on reminding her she had a plane to catch.

      Sebastian ran a hand up through her hair, loosening the already loose bun. “I wish I could go with you,” he murmured.

      She did, too. They hadn’t been apart since they’d gotten back together. Because he was training her, he didn’t have to leave her behind when he went on a demon hunt. And since, despite the outward title of “demon hunter,” she still couldn’t feel the call to a demon hunt, he’d had to stay with her to ensure she got to the hunts she was supposed to go on.

      That was still a real sticking point, that she didn’t know when a demon was about to escape. That she wasn’t pulled to the fight. And boy oh boy was she going to use that against the council when they finally realized she wasn’t meant to be a hunter. The “I told you so”s were going to be epic.

      “I’ll miss you, too,” she said against his mouth, kissing him again. “If this was anything other than witch training, I’d bring you with me.” She smiled. “My parents are relieved we’re back together. They want to see you again.”

      Her parents knew what Sebastian was and did. Because they also knew what Angie was and did. Her family were generally mundane, except for her mother’s small magic skills, but her brothers and father had never shied from Angie’s magic or made her feel like a burden. In fact, her family were strangely protective of her even though she was the one with the skills to protect them. And none of that had kept her two brothers from giving her grief growing up.

      The whole family had met and, after an appropriate hazing period, approved Sebastian. Angie had always suspected his job reassured her mother, who—maybe better than anyone—knew what Angie was capable of and worried more about the demon aspects of her powers. Her mother had always assumed with Sebastian around, Angie would be safe from those powers.

      Her mother didn’t know a lot of the issues Angie had with the demon hunters, though, and because Angie didn’t want to worry her, she never told her those finer details. She’d taken the blame for the breakup and given hand-waving reasons for it. But now that she and Sebastian were back together, she’d practically felt her mother’s relief through the phone.

      “When it’s not witchy work,” Sebastian said, “we’ll plan a family visit so I can pass the gauntlet of suspicion again.”

      She chuckled. “You know they love you.” She sighed. “I’m…nervous about this. About being away from you. Especially since I still can’t feel the call to a hunt.”

      “I don’t want you hunting while I’m not with you anyway.”

      He didn’t say it out loud, but they both knew she wasn’t ready for that yet. Probably never would be. If she was meant to be a hunter, she’d be able to hunt alone by now. The training period and mentorship for most hunters went on for some years, but usual by the six-month mark, a hunter could fight a demon without their mentors so long as it was a relatively straightforward fight.

      They both knew she couldn’t do that yet. Not least because she couldn’t sense the need to hunt. If a demon was about to get loose anywhere near her, she’d have no idea. Another hunter would have to show up.

      At least, she hoped another hunter would be called to the fight. No one, not even the council, knew what would happen if she was in the area of a possible demon escape and yet didn’t sense the call. The council member Angie could actually tolerate, Gabriella, seemed to think without Sebastian around, Angie would better feel the need to go stop a demon escape. Angie doubted that.

      Unfortunately, Gabriella had used the anomaly to talk Angie into continuing with the demon hunter efforts longer than she’d intended. She’d given Gabriella and the council three months. Six months later, she was still “trying.”

      She had ulterior motives for that, though, that had to do with the information the hunters had on demon witches.

      Still, going to New Mexico alone was risky. But she needed to do this on her own. “I’m going to need the focus, and you know full well you shatter my focus,” she said, leaning into Sebastian. The hard plane of his muscles against her softer curves made her hum under her breath.

      “Which is why I’m not arguing to go with you,” he said, his arms flexing around her. “But I’ll miss you. A lot.”

      “Yeah. You too.” She kissed him again before the ticking clock in her head got the better of her, and they headed back to the car he’d rented to take her to the airport.

      Dread that had nothing to do with the upcoming flight crawled along her spine as they left the trees behind. Dread that they were missing something.

      She’d been avoiding this trip home for months. But not all of that was because of her new job, or not wanting to be away from Sebastian, or even just assuming she could master the skills herself without help. Since Halloween, she’d had a sense of waiting-for-the-other-shoe-to-drop following her around, biting at her heels.

      She hadn’t seen Carmen again since that night in the empty short-term office building. Angie still didn’t understand Carmen’s reasons for challenging Angie to unleash her full powers, but the witch was definitely dangerous and a threat.

      Angie hadn’t seen the demon hunter Jacob since just before that night either. Jacob had attempted to talk her out of becoming a hunter back when Angie was still trying to avoid the job herself. Then he’d disappeared. Disappearing wasn’t unusual for a hunter. They rarely stayed in the same place because they were always being called to a new hunt. The fact that Angie had had Sebastian to herself and they’d been able to stay mainly settled in New York for the last six months was highly unusual. Still, she’d expected Jacob to show up at some point. And because he hadn’t, and because Angie still didn’t know his motivation in all this, she’d been on edge for months waiting on…something.

      Going home meant potentially bringing that something to her loved ones. To her family. To her former mentor. That something being anywhere near her colleagues and friends at Dana’s was bad enough. But they were all witches and psychics and even mundane people that were just used to the weirder aspects of reality. Her family, outside of her mother’s small magic, were so very ordinary. Angie didn’t want to bring demon trouble into their lives.

      At least, not any more than she already had.

      And going home felt like she’d be bringing all these unknown dangers back with her. Doing it all without Sebastian there to help.

      They were nearing Newark Airport when she started to really worry this was a huge mistake. That leaving without him, that going at all, would be too dangerous. A sort of panic gripped her middle, and even as Sebastian drove into the temporary parking lot, she opened her mouth to say she was going to cancel the trip.

      She snapped her mouth shut just as quickly, when a visual image of her magic, a spiderweb of lights rose into her mind’s eye. The web was almost entirely blue, but had a single red thread running from the center to the edge. And that red had bled into some of the neighboring threads last Halloween. That mix had started to spread more lately. Or maybe it was a slow seep and she’d only noticed how bad things had gotten recently.

      Either way, there was more blending, more of that strangely colored purple magic edging through her web. The power, when she dared touch it, felt strong and wild. It wasn’t like Fae magic, which she often saw as purple, but it wasn’t ordinary witch magic either. Or even the ordinary line of her demon witch powers. The magic was becoming something else. She was becoming something else. And she needed to figure out what and how to control it.

      Or she’d be more dangerous to those she loved than any outside force.

      Which meant she couldn’t back out of this trip. She had to go.

      “You okay?” Sebastian asked after pulling into a parking spot and turning the car off. He faced her, his brow creased. “You’ve been very quiet.”

      “I’m not sure,” she said. “I’m panicking about leaving. I want to cancel the trip. But I can’t. The magic… I have to learn what to do with it, how to control it. See if I can—” She cut off the thought because she was afraid to even say it out loud.

      But she wanted Esmerelda to tell her she could reverse what was happening. That she could tuck all that demon witch magic back up inside the red thread and cut herself off from the thread. That she could return to being an ordinary witch if she wanted to.

      Sebastian cupped her cheek in his large hand, holding her gaze. She took those precious moments to study his beloved face, memorizing. The firm jaw and chin, now circled by a small goatee, full lips, his dark brown skin showing few signs of his age. His tightly curled dark hair peppered now with just a few flecks of silver and cut close to his head. His dark eyes luminous in the car’s dim interior. That faint hint of red in their depths barely visible just then.

      “I’m a phone call away if you need me,” he said. “And if you’ve changed your mind about going alone, I’ll get on that flight with you.”

      She smiled. “Last minute tickets cost a fortune and my flight is full.”

      “You think that’d stop me?” He raised a sardonic brow and looked so smug she chuckled.

      The laugh eased the clawing panic. As he no doubt knew it would. “Thank you. But our original plan is the right one. I need the time with Esmerelda alone. To concentrate.” To ask questions she didn’t dare speak aloud to anyone else yet. “I’ll be fine. Just a shaky moment.”

      He leaned forward and set his forehead against hers. “I will be there if you need me. Remember that.”

      She gripped his wrists and nodded, letting out a sigh. Then she straightened away and sucked in a fortifying breath. “Let’s go. I don’t want to miss my flight when I’m already this close to the airport.”

      “You still have three hours,” he pointed out.

      “Right. Like I said.” Her comment made him chuckle, which had been her aim.

      Saying goodbye at the security line was another tough moment, when the panic swept her again and she almost changed her mind. This sort of panic about leaving wasn’t entirely normal. When they’d been together the first time, he’d had to leave regularly to hunt. And sometimes she went with him, but not always. She’d had an actual job at the time—working in a psychiatrist’s office where she’d learned for sure she wasn’t cut out for office work—and so couldn’t just drop everything to follow him and have his back on every hunt.

      She went as often as she could, whenever the hunts were close to home, and most especially if they involved freed demons, when her ability to open a portal really came in handy. Still, they’d separated often enough that being apart wasn’t so very strange.

      But this time felt…ominous. For a witch like Angie with psychic skills, that foreboding meant something beyond just her natural nerves. She knew it did. But she couldn’t pinpoint what was wrong. Well, honestly, there was so much wrong in her life right now, she couldn’t say which of the varied things was causing her such worry.

      She knew leaving was necessary, and she needed help with her magic. Letting it go any longer was dangerous, not just for her but for everyone around her. But going felt dangerous too. Like she was missing something. Something important.

      With more reassurances from Sebastian, and the deep knowledge that he could take care of himself because he had been doing so for a long time now, she made it through security and to her gate and onto the plane without incident.

      Mostly without incident.

      She thought she spotted Carmen in the ebb and flow of Newark’s central shopping and food area. Even chased down the woman she’d thought was Carmen. Only to grab the arm of a perfect stranger and had to apologize. Her nerves were so jumpy, she’d been seeing enemies where there weren’t any.

      Her mood and her edginess didn’t bode well for this trip. But what could she do?

      She either learned what to do with her magic and this new increase in power. Or she accidentally loosed death and destruction on the world.

      A result she feared, even after she got help.
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      Angie went right to Esmerelda’s house after picking up her rental car at the airport in Albuquerque. She texted her parents, so they would know she’d arrived safely and where she was going, but she needed to see Esmerelda before she faced her family. She realized on the flight that some of her trepidation about this trip was because she didn’t trust herself at the moment. And she didn’t want to bring any danger to her family. She went to a great deal of trouble to keep them out of the magic and demon mayhem that often permeated her life. Knowing about a lot of it was one thing, experiencing it for themselves was another.

      The fact that she thought she saw Carmen again in the luggage pickup area hadn’t helped her paranoia. While she wouldn’t want to lead Carmen to Esmerelda, Esmerelda was perfectly capable of taking care of herself against a hostile witch. Angie’s family was not. And she didn’t want that woman with her mysterious goals anywhere near the Jordan family.

      Again, though, she wasn’t sure she’d actually seen Carmen or if, like in Newark, her imagination was getting the better of her. The uncertainty was almost worse than knowing the witch was around. Without knowing for sure, she wasn’t sure exactly how to protect those around her—if she even needed to.

      By the time she reached Esmerelda’s sprawling ranch house in the desert at the edge of the city limits, her nerves were no more settled than they’d been in New York. Thanks to the three-hour time zone shift, the sun was only just setting when she reached the ranch house. The sky over the desert painted in pinks and oranges and purples. The smell of creosote and the dry warmth of the spring day settled around Angie like a childhood blanket.

      Home.

      And also…not quite anymore.

      The nostalgia didn’t dissipate as she studied Esmerelda’s home. The house was a long, single-story building that bent into an L-shape at one end. The yard was wild in the front, left for the desert to landscape as it saw fit, with only a single bit of paving for a driveway at the base of a freestanding, single car garage that connected to the house by an overhang. Stucco walls painted a bright blue, white trim, red ceramic tiles covering the roof, hanging planters under the portico over the front door and along the breezeway from the garage. The front of the house was welcoming and well-kept. Showing no signs of age despite Esmerelda having lived here for at least fifty years.

      The back of the house, Angie knew from memory, had an enclosed yard, the rough wooden fence encircling Esmerelda’s planted garden. Though the last time Angie had seen it, the garden had been even more wild and untamed than the desert at the front of the house, filled with hanging plants, and herbs and lots of fragrant things that grew good in the desert. There were even a few cottonwood trees for shade. Wind chimes decorated wooden trellises and tree branches, filling the backyard with soft tinkling sounds that complimented the twitters of visiting birds. In between all the wild plant life, stone paths wound around planting boxes, and a couple of hidden cubbies with chairs and tables shaded from the desert sun popped up suddenly around bends in the path.

      That back garden was probably Angie’s favorite place in the whole world outside Dana’s Cauldron. So many memories of growing up and learning who she was and what she could do, right there in that garden surrounded by the rich scents of herbs and the sound of wind chimes.

      Angie had spent a lot of time at this house as a child, learning how to control her magic, learning the basics of how to do magic. Learning how to not loose a demon plague on the world.

      Again.

      She’d found Esmerelda through a demon hunter, Sebastian’s mentor, and the first demon hunter Angie had ever met. Aidan was a legend for good reason, but she’d also saved Angie’s life when, at five years old, Angie had stumbled on her demon witch powers for the first time. The demons escaping their realm into the parking lot behind her dad’s church had been one of the most terrifying things Angie had ever seen. And she’d had no idea how she’d done it, why it had happened, or how to fix it.

      The view of the hellscape through the tree’s split trunk had been so unexpected and so fascinating, so dark and spooky, that five-year-old Angie hadn’t been able to resist looking. But once she’d started looking, she couldn’t seem to look away until a bunch of the demons beyond the tree had climbed out from between the branches and started charging around the parking lot.

      And then…

      Angie had no memory of Aidan’s arrival. Suddenly the demon hunter was just there and the demons were screaming and somehow going back through the tree into their realm, and then the woman with the gentle voice was telling her to look away from the tree. Honestly, a lot of that first meeting was…fuzzy. More than twenty years had passed and she’d suppressed a lot of what had happened that warm, sunny Sunday morning. She just knew Aidan had arrived in time to save her and everyone else. No one had even realized what Angie had done. And if it had been up to her five-year-old self, no one ever would have known.

      Aidan had talked to her parents though, explained the situation, and introduced them all to Esmerelda. Who’d been a lifesaver on many levels. Especially since Angie’s ordinary magic was growing beyond what her mother had been able to handle.

      The front door opened as Angie stood beside her rental car, letting nostalgia wrap around her, and the witch herself stepped outside, hands on hips as she looked at Angie from the threshold.

      Esmerelda was a solid, sturdy woman whose age was impossible to guess beyond “older”. Her once black hair was steel gray now, pulled back into a loose bun at the base of her neck. Her tan skin comfortably lived in, soft and creased with her age, her dark eyes bright and sharp as ever. She was dressed in a long white skirt decorated with huge red flowers and a black t-shirt with some Mexican rock band on it that Angie didn’t know. Her feet bare. Her shoulders hunched a little forward now. Her only jewelry a necklace of brown beads with a little silver charm in the center that winked in the sunlight.

      At this distance, Angie couldn’t see the charm, but she knew it was a tiny, etched sugar skull.

      “Hello, Esmerelda,” Angie said, smiling at the older woman.

      “You should have come months ago,” Esmerelda, Ezzie to her students and family, said. “Come in. The kettle has just boiled.” She turned and returned into the house, leaving the front door open.

      Angie left her luggage in the car and, properly chastised, followed Ezzie inside.

      “I missed you, too,” she called after the older woman and was rewarded with a grunt.

      The inside of the house was just as comfortable and rich with textures and scents as the outside of the house. Plants hunt from ceiling hooks and sat on tables throughout the open space. A living room area with a fireplace off to one side, an open wooden floored area near the back door which, when Angie had been studying with Esmerelda, served as the sacred space and teaching area. There was a permanently marked circle in the wood, though if you didn’t know what you were looking for, it would be hard to see. The imbedded crystals of salt simply looked like a texture in the wood. The open kitchen took up much of the area behind the living space. And around the bend in the L of the house were Esmerelda’s bedroom and the guest bedroom that she mostly used for storage.

      As far as Angie knew, no one stayed with Esmerelda. Her family all still lived in the area, and students never stayed. Ezzie had told her once that she and her students needed the space after lessons, to absorb the sessions and clear out the conscious part of the training. A lot of magic was study, memorizing spells and herbs and processes. But more of it was letting those lessons sink into the subconscious and become muscle memory. At least for witches as powerful as Angie.

      Ezzie had mostly taught her control over her various gifts. How to use some of the actual magic at the basic level, and how to keep her touch psychic skills and her demon witch powers from overwhelming her and making life impossible. Though, when she’d studied with Ezzie, she hadn’t had a name for her ability to open portals into demon realms. In fact, she’d only learned recently that there was a name for people like her.

      The demon hunter council still hadn’t given her access to their records about demon witches. Angie hoped if she got full control of this melding and mixing magic that was creeping through her powers, she’d be able to convince the one council member she had a grudging respect for, Gabriella, to let her finally see those records. The others thought it was too dangerous. She had to convince them it was more dangerous keeping her ignorant of this history.

      Ezzie stood at the kitchen counter pouring water into two large, blue ceramic tea mugs, filling the airy house with the scent of rich peppermint, which mingled pleasantly with the scents of greenery.

      “Peppermint?” Angie asked as she took in the changes in the house since the last time she’d been here. Not many. A painted wall. A few different plants. The large silver fridge looked new.

      “To settle your stomach after the flight.” Ezzie handed her a steaming mug. “Let’s sit outside. It’s a nice evening.”

      It was indeed a lovely evening, warm still with the heat of the early spring day, but the breeze was light and cool, dry and flavored with Ezzie’s herb garden. Though there were no clouds overhead, in the distance, Angie heard the rumble of thunder and a faint flicker of lightning popped up over the distant mountains.

      “Be hours before the storm gets close,” Ezzie said as she eased down into the plastic patio chair at a large round metal and stone topped patio table just outside her back door. The patio itself was encircled with wooden tresses covered in plants that gave shade in the middle of the day but didn’t completely block the sky overhead. The sun had fully set, leaving only a faint glow of red in the west, and the stars were just beginning to bejewel the sky.

      Because Ezzie’s house was just outside of town, there were more of those stars than Angie had seen in ages living in New York. She settled into a plastic chair opposite Ezzie, cradling her tea mug, and leaned back to take in the pinpoints of light as they brightened, picking out the spring constellations. The night sky wasn’t as dark as it used to be, when she’d come here as a kid. Too much of the city had crept too close. But there was still an impressive array of visible starlight popping to life overhead.

      “I still have one of your old telescopes in the back room,” Ezzie commented as she sipped her tea.

      “Might borrow that while I’m here,” Angie murmured without looking down.

      “You’ll be here long?”

      She sighed. “I don’t want to stay away from my job too long, but they’re understanding. My bosses. I have the time I need.”

      “How has the aura reading been going?”

      Angie smiled. One of her work colleagues and friends, Laura Fuentes, was a superb aura reader and she’d been helping Angie better that skill. “Good. I can actually see auras on command now instead of haphazardly—if at all. Progress.”

      “All we can ever hope for,” Ezzie said. “Progress.” She fell silent for a moment. Then, “Why did you wait so long to come to me?”

      “Fear,” Angie admitted without hesitation. With Esmerelda, she didn’t have to hide any of this. In fact, it was better if she didn’t. Her mentor couldn’t help her if she kept her fears to herself. “Hope that the…that whatever is happening would just resolve itself.” Quieter, she admitted, “And I didn’t want to leave Sebastian, even though I knew I’d have to to concentrate.”

      Ezzie grunted. “Love always complicates things.”

      Angie finally looked down. “Did it for you?”

      “In my youth.” She shrugged. “My love gave me children. Who’ve given me grandchildren. And I love them all. So I accept willingly the complications that come with that love.”

      Ezzie had lost her husband to cancer before Angie had ever met her. She’d always known her mentor as someone who lived her life at a distance from her family and loved ones. And it had never occurred to Angie to think of what Ezzie might have been like before she was how she was now. When she’d had a husband and children in this house.

      “But you’ve come to work on your powers, not talk about relationships,” Ezzie said after a deep breath. “The demon magic is mixing with your witch magic now.”

      “Not fully. But some of it has blended.” She’d given her mentor a broad strokes explanation of the problem on the phone. Now she gave her all the details. What Angie could see in her mind’s eye of her magic, the spiderweb of her power that she’d stumbled upon in a vision, the threads of blue, the single thread of red that connected to her ability to open portals.

      And the way she’d grabbed those threads on the magical plane, using the red one to open a portal without needing a tree.

      “Hmm,” Ezzie said as Angie finished telling her everything, nodding to herself as she sipped the last of her cooling tea and set the mug aside.

      “Can you help? Can you…explain what’s happening?”

      “Yes. And yes. But you want to reverse what’s happening, don’t you?”

      Angie sighed. “I’d love to. I’m afraid that will be impossible.”

      “Another fear.” Ezzie tisked. “We’ll see.”
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      They left the sliding glass door that led to the backyard open, screen closed to keep out bugs, as they settled into the permanently etched circle inside. The space within the circle was large, taking up enough of the wooden floor to allow plenty of room to work. Space for an altar if needed. Space to move if needed. All the ways Ezzie taught magic could be accommodated inside the circle. And with the winking clear salt waxed into the wood, the circle, once activated, was strong enough to contain every working that happened inside.

      Cool night air filtered through the open room, bringing the scents of Ezzie’s garden and the surrounding desert into the house. As Ezzie turned off house lights and brought out candles to set at the cardinal points in the circle, Angie swept the circle clean with a ceremonial sage broom, mentally as well as physically cleansing the space.

      When they’d established the things they’d need, they both settled into seated positions—Ezzie gently onto a cushion, Angie on the wooden floor—and Ezzie closed the circle. In her mind’s eye, Angie watched the flare of blue magic encompass them, leaving a cone of safety and security so that they could work without worry.

      At least not worry about how this would affect the outside world. Angie still worried about how this might affect her teacher.

      “Show me this web,” Esmerelda said, motioning with one hand in Angie’s direction.

      “I’m not sure how to show you. I’ve only seen it on the magical plane.”

      Ezzie shook her head. “It’s been too long. You forget why I teach the young ones. Close your eyes and open to the web. I’ll see it.”

      Angie let out a rueful huff. She had forgotten. But only because Ezzie had only “looked” at her powers when Angie had come for training the first time at five years old, then never did it again. Twenty-three years later, she’d forgotten that moment, the sense of being seen and not having to try and explain what she didn’t understand herself.

      She closed her eyes as instructed, let out a few deep breaths, took the time she needed to clear her mind. Accessing the view of the web of her magic had gotten easier in the months since the image first appeared to her—during a spell for clear thinking, which did not have the expected outcome!—but she still needed a few moments of concentration to call it up when she wasn’t in the middle of a life-or-death situation.

      In those moments, the web was just…there. Easy for her to grab. But easy access in dangerous moments was precisely what had gotten her into this mess.

      After settling her mind, Angie looked for her web and the image rose, sharp and clear. Blue lines of magic arrow out from the center of her body, circular lines of power twining around the radiating threads, all spun around her as the central figure inside the web. The waiting spider. That aspect, that image of being a spider waiting for prey, never ceased to bother her. Mainly because she wasn’t sure what sort of prey she was supposed to be waiting for.

      In the midst of all the blue, a single red thread speared out from her chest, running the full length of her web. Before taking hold of that thread, it had been a distinct, separate line, twined with the other threads, but none of the red bled into the other parts.

      Now, though, a few of the surrounding threads, some of the connecting, circular lines, showed a purplish hue where the red magic and blue magic had begun to blend. The red hadn’t overtaken the blue, as Angie had once feared it might. But the blending was almost more terrifying. She didn’t know how to unblend the magics that were mixing together.

      If the red had simply been taking over the blue, scary as that was, she could visualize forcing the red back, letting the blue magic push the red into place in its single thread again. That was the sort of image she could work with to form a spell to fix the problem. At least in theory.

      But this was much worse. She couldn’t think how to separate the magics now that they were intermingled, couldn’t figure out how to separate them into distinct powers that she could segregate. And it was really only sitting inside the safety of Esmerelda’s circle that Angie realized how much she’d been hoping to do just that. To once again separate her demon magic from her ordinary witch magic and simply go back to being a witch. Maybe even find a way to cut off the demon witch magic all together.

      A possibility she’d never really entertained. A web didn’t work like that. Cut one line and the integrity of the whole thing was compromised. She might lose all her magic. Or she might unleash a devastating magical disaster. There was no way to be certain. But that didn’t stop her from carrying the fantasy around in her heart.

      Now, looking at the blue and red mixing, the purple color seeping deeper into the blue, really looking at that melding of her magics, here where she knew Esmerelda would see too, even the fantasy of separating the demon witch power from the witch magic faded. This mixing was too extensive now, too set. The hope she hadn’t know she was harboring died in that moment. Leaving her close to tears.

      Esmerelda’s voice filtered through that sense of hopelessness. “The magic is powerful like this. You’ll have to learn to control it.”

      Angie sighed. “I know. But I guess a part of me wanted you to say I could fix this and go back to the way I was.”

      “Oh. I think we could find a way to do that. If you wanted to. But then you would be right back where you started.”

      Angie frowned, even with her eyes closed and the image of the web still firmly in place. “What do you mean?”

      “You have two paths ahead of you, mija. Two paths. But I’m not sure you’re going to like either one.”

      Angie wasn’t sure whether to feel relief or panic at the idea of a choice. “Explain, please. I thought my only choice was to accept and learn to handle this magic like this.”

      “And that is why you should have come earlier. The longer you wait, the more permanent these changes will be, the more the decision is made for you.”

      Given that the decision had already been forced on her to use the magic in that red thread directly, or at least use it enough to be in this position, the thought that she’d almost lost a chance to make another choice for herself left her a little breathless. So much of what was happening in her life lately were choices forced on her. Not things she’d do if given other options. Attempting to work as a demon hunter. Accessing the magic in that red thread of power. Hell, even her initial attempts to break up with Sebastian and move to New York had felt like a choice she wouldn’t have made if she’d thought she’d had any other option.

      Now Ezzie was giving her an actual choice. A choice to return to a place where she knew what to expect from her magic. A choice entirely up to her that wasn’t forced on her by circumstances and other people’s manipulations and agendas.

      “Tell me. Please.”

      “With a great deal of work and concentrated effort, there is a way to move the magics apart again. A way to separate them. The window is closing. We’d have to start soon, and it will take several weeks of effort. You will be exhausted. And all your magic will be a little weaker when we are done.”

      All of her magic? “Even the ordinary witch magic? My psychic skills?”

      “You probably won’t feel the difference,” Ezzie allowed. “But only because you never used your full potential anyway. Had you ever fully embraced all that you are, you would notice the difference.”

      “You’re not the only teacher to tell me that I haven’t been accessing all my magic,” Angie murmured. “But… But it’s always felt complete. As much as I could control.”

      “You’ve hesitated to embrace everything since you were a child, and it’s so second nature to you, I’m not surprised you don’t feel the lack. But there has always been a great deal more there for you to tap. The limits have always been your own doing.”

      Angie swallowed and slowly opened her eyes, letting the direct image of
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