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Dedication
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I am grateful for the fevered dream that brought me Lucian. And for all you faerie fiends and monster fuckers, who are here because he does it for you too. ☺

Occasionally, I get complaints about profanity in my books. With that in mind, herein ye shall find...

5 motherfuckers, 13 cunts, 3 twats, 19 bitches, 31 damns, 63 hells, 14 assholes, 25 pussies, 34 cocks, but only half a shit and ZERO fucks. Ha. Ha. Ha. Just kidding. I say fuck like 145 times in this book and shit 76 times.

So, there are slightly less motherfuckers and pussies in this book, compared to book one. But there is exactly the same amount of cocks.

People who are easily offended should really skip this one.
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Before the Ball
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Chapter One
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I dropped Hilda off at her cottage along the border of the nature preserve. The water nymph’s beautiful blue skin glistened in the morning sun as she waved to me. If my best friend hadn’t suggested a trip to Atlanta, none of this would’ve happened. Or at least, it wouldn’t have happened like this.

But she did suggest the trip, and I agreed. So, there I was wondering how I was going to manage dating a deity and royalty at the same time. Oh, and whether Cernunnos, Lord of The Hunt, or Lucian, Lord of Frost, and heir to the Winter Throne is my son’s father.

My life got really complicated really fast. I was already dealing with making repairs from a hurricane, my son spontaneously moving out, and breaking up with an asshole ogre. Speaking of which, I used menopause and a morning star to kill said ogre while in Atlanta.

I still wasn’t sure how I felt about that. Not just about killing him, but about my powers being so out of whack from a cold flash that I used it as a weapon. I didn’t regret killing him. I regretted that killing him was necessary, if that makes sense. There was no love left between us by the end, but I didn’t want him dead. Still, if it’s me or them (no matter who “they” are), it’s always going to be me.

I rolled down my window and let in the cold December breeze. Roscoe walked from his little bed between the seats and onto my lap. He slurped me under the chin before putting his front paws on the arm rest and sticking his little snoot out the window.

I smiled and patted his belly. He’d been my demon hunting companion for the past nine years. I was so relieved he wasn’t harmed from his fight with the hellcat in Atlanta. Not that he couldn’t defend himself. The spirit of a hellhound was bound to his blind left eye, the eye that could see demons. This is why I jokingly nicknamed him The Chiweenie of Doom. He has dozens of nicknames. I can’t seem to stop myself from making up more.

When I turned onto my driveway I couldn’t help feeling a little sad and stressed by all the work that still needed doing. There were several large dead trees that needed to be cleared. Many of the trees that survived the storm were permanently tilted at odd angles.

I smiled when I remembered Cernunnos promised to help correct this. Hilda was going to ask a few dryads she knew to help straighten some trees too. Just because he’s a demigod and we’re a thing now, I didn’t expect Mr. C to do all the work. Actually, I never would’ve asked him for help. He volunteered and insisted.

I’ve always handled most things on my own and asking for help isn’t typically my first response. Or my second. I feel like I’m bothering people if I ask for anything. When I was younger that gave me anxiety. So, I didn’t ask for help unless I really needed it.

At forty, I didn’t see breaking the impulse to “do it all” myself any time soon. However, I was having to get over not being able to do everything. And learning to ask for and accept help when necessary. Turns out I have more people who care about me than I thought, and they want to help.

As soon as my yard was visible through the woods I saw my son’s truck. He drove an old maroon colored pickup he’d affectionately named “Charlotte” when we picked it up, used, for his sixteenth birthday.

The bed of the truck was full of old carpet and he was sitting on the porch steps, sipping tea from one of my girly cups.
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Chapter Two


[image: ]


This was the first time I’d seen Rickard in over a week. That might not seem unusual for some with adult children, but it was for us. My son and I were close and shared several common interests. This included him hunting demons with me, and tagging along for the occasional exorcism.

This past week and a half was the most time we’d spent apart since he was born. Having him spontaneously move out in the middle of the night was a painful shock for me. I just woke up and he and his new wife were gone, along with the cat she showed up with who turned out to be a demon.

Roscoe sprang from the SUV the moment I opened the door. He ran for Rick with an enthusiasm I hadn’t seen since he was a puppy. Rickard put down the teacup and scooped Roscoe into his arms as the dog leapt the last few feet.

“Hey, little buddy,” he said affectionately. “What you been up to, little gremlin?”

The black chiweenie wiggled when he held him up to kiss his little fat belly.

My son is tall and handsome, with the fair skin of a winter faerie, black hair, and my glowing green eyes. Like mine, his ears have a slight downward tilt to the points, rather than straight up like those with other types of fae lineage. For anyone who knows what they’re looking at, this is a hallmark of our goblin heritage.

When he hugged Roscoe close again my familiar sniffed his shirt and growled.

“It probably smells like Angie,” he said to me as I got closer.

That’s his new wife, Angelina. Roscoe was not a fan. She might be evil, or could be just a cunt. I haven’t figured that out yet. She hated me. And after bending over backwards to try to keep peace, to no avail, the feeling was mutual.

As much as I’d rather not, I needed to tell my son about her “cat.” But not yet. He reached one arm toward me and I hugged him tightly, squishing Roscoe between us. Roscoe growled again, but not one of his “serious” growls. People who don’t know him might think he’s unfriendly. But growling is one of the ways Roscoe talks. You just have to know how to speak weenie. “Reekeey, naw,” Roscoe mumbled. This and the occasional, “No, no, no, no,” was the closest to actual speech that my familiar ever got. That’s because he started life as a dog, rather than something else who later assumed an animal form.

Rickard laughed and pulled back to give Roscoe another snuggle. “I haven’t heard you say that in ages,” he said, patting Roscoe’s chest.

“Since when do you have a big white streak in your hair?” he asked me.

“Since I stopped hiding it.”

I left out the fact that the streak got thicker after I killed Chuck. I don’t know if that’s because I used to love him and having to kill him was traumatic. Or because of the cold flash I channeled through the morning star and into his chest.

He smiled down at me. “I like it. It’s a nice contrast with the red.”

“I’m glad to see you, but I wasn’t expecting you to be here when I got back,” I said.

He called shortly before I left Atlanta and let me know they were staying with her dad, and looking for an apartment.

“A week and a half of being the only one to cook or clean for two absolute slobs and a cat from Hell? Yeah, no thanks. I’m moving into grandma’s guest house. That way I’m back home, sort of, but not cluttering the house up for reconstruction. And not in the way of you figuring out whatever it is you’ve got going on.”

I assumed he meant with Mr. C and Lucian. Rickard called while I was in Atlanta to check on me because the three of us ended up in The Harbinger, a fae run newspaper. We were front page gossip, “Mystery woman entrances Lord of Frost and deity,” accompanied by a shitty picture someone snapped of me standing between Lucian and Mr. C. I didn’t realize so many people I knew were subscribed to their newsletter until I started getting questions about the headline.

I’d mentioned our situation to my son briefly when we last spoke, leaving out a lot of details. Like some memories coming back to me when I had sex with Cernunnos. Specifically, I had a flashback when I grabbed his cock. These are not the details you give to your child, no matter how close you are.

Shortly after entering Atlanta I ran into Mr. C, almost literally. Things happened quickly from there. Turns out someone erased us from each other’s memories about twenty two years ago. They also took mine and Lucian’s memories of each other, something we discovered after Mr. C brought me to meet him. And all of this happened the last time the Winter Court’s solstice celebrations were held in Atlanta. The party I still have no memory of attending, but definitely did. Oh, and when I came home I found out I was pregnant.

“Not that I would throw away a marriage just because she’s messy,” Rick said, jumping back to the subject of Angelina. “Something is not right. I can’t quite explain, but it’s more than her not being the same person I married. Which she isn’t, obviously.”

“And her cat is a demon,” I blurted out.

“I mean, he can be a little asshole.” He looked at me again. “Oh, you mean like really a demon?”

“I saw it myself. The way his back rippled and the noises he made. That thing is not a cat. Roscoe fought him in Atlanta, but he got away. The last text I got from Bill, he said they’re calling them hellcats.”

Bill is a friend, fellow demon hunter, bondsman, and a hot satyr. He stays in the loop about goings on with basically anything preternatural in the area.

“So there are more?”

“Apparently so. Bill said P.O.U.N.D sent out an email about it. They’re a new species of demon as far as what I’ve ever encountered or heard of. Some kind of shapeshifting, fully manifested in this reality, demons. And they’re disguised as cats.”

P.O.U.N.D. stands for People Ousting Underdwellers, Nethercreatures, and Demons. They’re most often referred to as magical animal control. Although, they deal with a wide variety of magic related “issues” and help in keeping things out of the mainstream human news.

“Do you think the other two she tried to bring home before Bagel were also hellcats?” he asked, looking more concerned. “Supposedly those two cats are living with a friend of hers now. I don’t know the friend, but I feel like they need to be warned.”

I shivered because the memory of those cats gave me the creeps. “The thought did cross my mind, about them being hellcats. They gave me a weird feeling, but not nearly as bad as Bagel did. If those things are at all like other animals, that fucker is an alpha.”

“That’s all so messed up,” he said, going back to sit on the top step with Roscoe tucked under his arm. “I knew Roscoe hated them, and Angie. But I thought it was just because he’s a grumpy little old dude, and he’s never liked cats. I thought he didn’t like her because she kept trying to bring home cats.”

“There are a group of witches working on protection spells for all the real felines in the tri-state area. That should keep them safe while the hellcats are hunted down. Hurricane Michael weakened so many doors between our dimensions; something nasty was bound to have slipped through.”

“Well, that’s a relief at least, about the protection spells.” My son, like me, has always been an animal lover. “Back to her though, nothing feels right since we left here. It’s like I’ve been slowly waking up from a dream. I tried to talk to her about what I’ve been feeling. But every time she avoids me somehow. She needs to study late for a test. Or has to cover someone’s shift at work. Always something.”

The original plan was for them to live with me until Angelina finished college. I didn’t charge any rent so they could try to save some money. But that didn’t last. She lived with us for a year before they were married, and for almost a year after. The second year was when her personality changed, about two weeks after the wedding.

The house is big and when it was all in working order, my son had his living space and I had mine. Somewhere in between my personal drama, a hurricane devastated the whole panhandle of Florida, including our house and the surrounding woods. It also wrecked parts of Georgia and Alabama.

Oh, and my house is partially sentient. Some folks consider the place haunted. But I love that my home has its own presence. I find it comforting. At the moment parts of my home were held together by barrier and protection spells and a few tarps.

Insurance was still dicking me around. So, it was all of this, and my need for money to make repairs, that led to mine and Hilda’s trip to Atlanta. There was a demon with a bounty big enough to help me start repairs moving forward in a significant way.

“What the fuck was she doing bringing home demons for house pets?” I asked.

“That’s a question I would definitely ask if she’d stop avoiding me.”

“She doesn’t know you’ve left?”

“She’ll figure it out when she finally comes back to her dad’s I guess. She’s off at a football game right now.”

Until he mentioned this I’d forgotten she was part of the college’s band. Her one redeeming quality was she played the saxophone like a boss.

“Her dad won’t tell her you packed your shit and left?” I asked.

“I doubt it. That would require getting off his lazy ass to find his glasses, so he could text her. It would also mean doing something for someone else. I don’t think he’s capable of either.”

I winced. “Ouch.”

Rickard made a face. “Yeah, I’m not a fan.”

The sarcasm in his voice made me laugh, despite the serious subject.

He sighed. “I know he’s not a good guy or anything, but I’d still like to know what happened to Chuck. He just fell off the face of the earth. And why was he in Atlanta with Bagel? It makes zero sense for him to have Angie’s cat. And who the hell names a demon cat Bagel?”

“Oh, shit.” Damn it. Now I had to tell him I’d killed someone who six months ago I was dating, and Rickard thought was his friend.

I’m sure he could read my expression, because all traces of humor were gone when he asked, “What happened? Last I heard you were going to look for Chuck after he went nuts and stabbed Cernunnos in a club.”

“Yeah, that didn’t go so well. But the search did ultimately lead to me finding the demon I was tracking. The reward is enough to really get started fixing the house.”

I sat down beside him on the top step and Rick reached over and took my hand.

“Mom,” he said softly, “what happened to Chuck?”
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Chapter Three
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“I was taking the morning star out to the parking garage and walking Roscoe. I had everything already packed so we could get an early start and beat the morning rush. But I forgot to pack the morning star. It was after midnight. I figured I had less of a chance of someone seeing me carrying around a medieval weapon and asking questions. We saw the hellcat first. That’s when he did his weird rippling thing and freaked me out. Roscoe took off after Bagel. I was about to follow; that’s when he attacked me.”

“Chuck attacked you?” Rick asked incredulously. He ran a hand over his face and said, “Well, you’re here and he isn’t.”

“I killed him,” I said softly. “He didn’t give me a choice.”

“Shit. You used the morning star?”

I nodded. “And a fierce blast of cold that I channeled through it somehow.”

“Goddamn. Where is he? What happened to his body?”

“I don’t know. Cernunnos took him. Chuck used a kind of glamour to hide himself from anyone non magical. Mr. C can see through glamours of all kinds. As far as we could tell, the few people who saw us couldn’t see Chuck.”

“And Cernunnos showed up afterwards and just made his body disappear?”

“Basically, yes. He can hide behind the veil whenever he wants. He’s also the only person I know who is strong enough to move the body of a six foot nine ogre by himself. He shifted to his centaur form and said he would handle it. I thought it was best if I didn’t know where he went.”

Rickard smirked. “You’re dating a man who has a centaur form?”

“I am. And he’s a demigod.”

“Merlin’s puckered old ass, this is all so twisted up.”

Yet again, despite the grim subject, this made me smile. “I didn’t want to tell you about Chuck so bluntly. But I also wasn’t going to lie when you asked.”

“No, I’d rather know the truth, even if it’s awful.”

“I’m sorry things happened the way they did.”

He sighed again. “Me too. But if it had to be you or him, I’m glad you’re still here.” He put his arm around me and I rested my head on his shoulder. “Shit. I’ve got to figure out what’s been going on. Angie and Chuck were both mixed up with demons somehow. But why?”

“Hopefully, we can figure that out along with everything else. By the way, does Angie have any weird tattoos she keeps hidden with a glamour?”
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Rickard got me a cup of tea while I described to him the person I’d seen talking to Chuck at Pixie Styx the night shit hit the fan.

“I’m not sure if she has a blue cloak, but to my knowledge Angelina doesn’t have swirling magical tattoos. Unless that’s something else she’s hidden from me. You only saw their hand?”

“Yes, and they looked tall.”

“What were you doing in Pixie Styx with Cernunnos and the Lord of Frost?”

“We didn’t realize there was probably someone still out to get the three of us. Cernunnos and I had remembered enough at this point to know we had a relationship twenty two years ago.”

I omitted the part where at seventeen I’d summoned him to sacrifice my virginity.

“We’d also sorted out that something happened to us when we attended the winter solstice celebrations in Atlanta around that time. For this reason, since it was his party, so to speak, Cernunnos took me to Pixie Styx to meet Lucian Frost. We were hoping he might know what happened to us. I was also there to hunt down a bounty and Pixie Styx is always a good place to start. As I described it to Cernunnos, that place is a beacon for the weird.”

“Oh, yeah, I can get in there now that I’m finally twenty one,” he said. “Sorry, didn’t mean to interrupt.”

“Anyway, after meeting Lucian we realized that he and I also knew each other from before. Then Chuck and Bagel showed up, and Chuck stabbed Cernunnos with a dagger with a jeweled hilt. Mr. C said it looked like one of those cheap movie replica weapons.”

“Hold up. Can you describe the dagger more?” Rickard asked.

I took a sip of tea and thought about it. “Not much more. I didn’t see it until it was sticking out of Cernunnos’s chest. And then just for a second before Bagel and Chuck ran off with it. The hilt was definitely gold and there was a big red jewel on the end.”

“Son of a bitch. I think he stabbed a demigod with a replica he used as a prop during our last D&D campaign.”

I snickered. “You’re kidding.”

“I wish.” We sat in silence for a moment and sipped tea before he asked, “You’ve remembered enough to know you were definitely dating both of them back in the day?”

“With Cernunnos, there’s no doubt. With Lucian, it’s more of a feeling than any definite memories, but just as certain.”

The wind blew dried leaves onto the porch behind us as we had another moment of silence. I felt like I knew what he was about to say, and it turned out I was right.

“I know how to do basic math, mom. When are we going to address the elephant in the room?”

I sighed. “I was hoping to avoid it for a little bit longer, maybe until I had an answer.”

“And they were both okay with being a throuple in the past?”

“I guess so.”

“And they’re okay with it again while you all try to recover your memories?”

I nodded. “Yes. I’m not sure how to ...”

“Tell me you’ve got two new boyfriends after killing the last?” he snarked.

I choked a little on my last sip of tea. “I wasn’t expecting you to joke about either of those things,” I said, still coughing lightly.

“I’m a grown up, mom. I know how sex works. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t need all the details. Although I’m sure Hilda will be happy to hear her share and everyone else’s.”

“True,” I laughed.

“I’m just saying you can tell it to me straight.”

“I know I can. But I still feel like it’s my job to protect you whenever I can.”

“I don’t need to be protected from either of them, do I?”

I shook my head. “They’re good men. That much I know without needing any more memories restored.”

“And one of them is my father,” he said matter-of-factly.

My heart slammed against my ribs when he said those words. It was true.

“Why haven’t I ever asked about my father before?”

“Our theory is that whatever magic was done on me affected you because I was already pregnant at the time. So, if they were erased from my memory, they were never even a thought for you. Ever.”

“Whoever did this screwed up our whole lives.”

“Yep. Cernunnos wants to decapitate them, when we finally find out who is responsible. For the time being though, we’re trying to keep this, our relationship, quiet. No more headlines until we can get more of a grasp on the situation.”

“If I felt better, I’d make a dirty joke about that,” he said with a laugh. “Have you discussed me with them?” This second question was spoken more softly and I could tell he was nervous about asking it.

“I have. They’re aware of the possibility that one of them has a son.”

“And they took that well?” he asked carefully.

“They both had a sort of bittersweet reaction. Happy to know they might have a son, but furious that someone had stolen the last twenty one years of your life from them. That’s pretty much how I feel about the whole thing. But we can’t get lost in what might have been. What’s done is done. All we can do now is deal with it and move forward.”

“Agreed.” He sighed heavily again. “Merlin’s balls, that’s more baggage than I can unpack right now.”

I laughed softly. “Boy do I understand that. Believe me.”

“I need to get going soon. But before I do, let me show you what I’ve done while I was waiting for you.”

Rickard had finished moving out some of the heavier pieces of furniture and stored them in the barn for me. He’d also torn out all of the damaged carpet. He must have been here since dawn.

“And don’t worry; I took detailed pictures of the damaged carpets before I did anything. I’ll send them to your email so you can show insurance. I remember you said you had to schedule one last inspection before they submit another request for payment. Those asshats.”

I smiled. “Thanks, baby.” Yes, I still called my son baby when no one else was around to hear it.

He hugged me tightly. “I’ll keep you updated about things with Angie. In the meantime, I’m going to stop by Bill’s and see what work I can pick up. Unless you need me to help you with a job right now?”

It was good to know he planned to come back to demon hunting with me.

“Not right now. I thought I’d take another look at the message boards at Bill’s after I get this inspection scheduled.”

“Is there any other way I can help?” he asked.

“You can help me look for a trustworthy contractor. Oh, that reminds me, I need to talk to Spike about eating the last one for me.”
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I waited until Rickard’s truck was out of sight before I got mine and Roscoe’s bags out of the SUV. I hadn’t had time to clean the morning star yet.

Making a dark joke about Chuck’s death was one thing. Seeing the blood of someone he’d befriended, dried in dark chunks on my morning star, was another thing.

I didn’t know if I was prepared for that, but it had to be done.

“Best not to think too much and just get it done,” I said to Roscoe as I put our bags in my office.

Other than Rickard’s room, my office took the least amount of damage. So, that’s where Roscoe and I had been sleeping since the hurricane, on a mattress in my office floor. I missed my bedroom, but after two trees crashed through the roof, it was trashed.

The original structure had old hardwood floors that survived fairly well. After the house was added onto at some point, other rooms had concrete floors with carpet over the top. It looked strange to see all the bare floors. But, it also felt good to see things finally progressing.

“Boof,” Roscoe said when I still hadn’t gone back to get the morning star.

“I know. I’m stalling.” I took a deep breath. “Let’s do this, tidbit.”

“Boof.”

Hilda had emptied a thick paper shopping bag for me to loosely wrap the weapon before we left the parking garage last night. When I opened the back of my SUV it was right where I left it. One spike and a few drops of blood were visible through the crumbled beige bag.

My place is isolated enough that I wasn’t concerned about anyone witnessing this. I took the morning star to the back yard and grimaced when I peeled away the bag. Dried blood crunched as I pulled the last bits of paper from the spikes. A small patch of Chuck’s plaid shirt was stuck to the longest spike on top.

“Fuck.”

Roscoe followed me while I used the water hose and some bleach to clean the morning star.

“I’ll rub it down with oil later,” I told him as I sat the weapon onto the back deck to dry. “If that blast of cold didn’t damage it, I don’t think anything can.”

I acquired the medieval bludgeoning tool years ago at the estate sale of a monster hunter who’d been eaten by a rogue werewolf. I was told the morning star is made of iron with spikes of Himalayan salt covered in extremely hard glass. It is said to contain the soul of an angel who gave himself freely for the task. Since my ancestry is mixed with humans, I can use iron weapons, unlike those of pure faerie blood. Iron is the only way I know to definitely kill a full-blooded faerie. Supposedly they can recover from almost anything else.

Even those fae with some human ancestry live a really long time. The pureblood fae, however, are immortal unless stabbed through the heart or decapitated with an iron weapon. Anyone with a significantly higher percentage of faerie in their DNA as opposed to human is vulnerable to iron. Though honestly if you hit anyone in the head with an iron weapon, it’s going to fucking hurt.

I tossed the bloody bag and scrap of shirt in the firepit and lit it up. I sat under my favorite tree, a massive live oak, and watched the flames until they went out. I rested back against the tree, tucked between two roots as if they were giant arms spread out around me. I talked to this tree sometimes. I’m not sure why, but it felt right and was a habit I started shortly after moving in. The oak isn’t only my favorite tree; it’s the largest tree I’ve ever seen in person. Considering how slowly live oaks grow, I couldn’t imagine how old it was. I often sat propped against its trunk, and wondering what the oak had witnessed during its long life.

“I’m so glad you weren’t damaged by the storm,” I said softly, placing my hand on one of the large roots.

One final spark flickered in the fire pit and a plume of white smoke trailed through the air.

“What the fuck were you mixed up in, Chuck?” I whispered.

Roscoe crawled onto my lap and licked my face.

“Who would’ve thought when I first met Chuck that it would end like this? With me destroying evidence of killing him.”

Roscoe growled softly and made a grumbling sound.

“I know it was self-defense,” I said to him. “That doesn’t make me any less his killer. I’ve never killed anyone I once cared about before. It feels strange. A little sad, but more a feeling of disappointment. Because this was the only way his bitch ass was going to end up if he attacked me.”

Roscoe held his mouth open, tongue out, and made a little panting noise. This was his equivalent of a laugh. His sense of humor is mostly dark. I say mostly because he also loves The Three Stooges. Humor also helps me cope with stressful and/or unpleasant realities. That’s why I could joke about Chuck being a bitch despite how big he was, and how dead was. But I didn’t have time to dwell on it further right now.

I got up, found my phone, and called to schedule a new insurance inspection.
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While I was on hold I took the opportunity to start cleaning the carpet in the back of my SUV. I finished during my conversation with the inspector.

The new insurance inspector was actually very pleasant to talk to.

“She’ll be here Saturday at noon,” I said to Roscoe as the call ended. I glanced at the calendar on the side of the fridge. “Shit, that’s tomorrow. Having time slowed down more than once has got me all thrown off.”

While in Atlanta, both Cernunnos and Lucian had slowed time to be with me longer. Hot as fuck in theory, and convenient. But hell on my sense of time once current reality caught up with us.

I stuck a note to the fridge to remind myself about the time for the inspection. I used hot pink paper to make it more glaringly obvious.

Before I got distracted and forgot again, I called Spike.

He is affectionately known as my favorite big bad barghest. When Hilda needed someone to help guard her farm recently and asked for “the biggest, scariest motherfucker you know,” I sent her Spike.

Once upon a time, Spike was a goblin. Unlike a human who is infected with lycanthropy, a goblin becomes another creature entirely, not a combination of two with the ability to shift. The vast majority of fae are immune to lycanthropy, not so for the unfortunate goblins, or those who are mostly goblin. If I was ever bitten by a werewolf and survived, I’d probably look just like him, only shorter, with tits. And without a massive cock.

A barghest like Spike is what happens to a goblin who survives a werewolf attack. They never shift form, but remain a beast for the rest of their life. I’ve met a few others who used a glamour in order to blend in and keep their jobs. Unfortunately, a glamour strong enough to make one creature look entirely like another has faults. Like if they touched anyone the illusion could be broken. Or in some cases if you were to touch what looks like a shirt sleeve you’d feel the fur that was really there instead. Even among those who lived in the faerie realm, most barghests preferred to hide their true forms when out in public. Spike was not one of them and I low-key loved him for it.

When he remembers to carry it with him, Spike keeps his cell phone in a small case he wears around his neck. It looks like an odd necklace. How he works a phone with those big hands and claws is anybody’s guess.

“Mmmm, Rhiannon,” he growled deeply in greeting. “Finally decided to use me as a booty call?”

“Not today, Spike,” I said with a laugh.

Side note, many, but not all goblins take a new name when they become a barghest. This was the case with Spike. In all the years we’ve been friends, I’ve never asked about his life before he changed. He seemed to want it that way.

“I have a proposition for you, but not the kind you’re probably thinking about.”

His deep laughter sounded wicked, like a sound effect for the devil in a horror movie.

“How about you swing by tonight right at sunset? We can discuss this further and I’ll throw some steaks on the grill. Besides, I’ve got a bonfire already stacked.”

My property spans several acres, most of which are natural woods. Even without a major storm, there’s never a shortage of dead limbs for a bonfire.

“Are you free this evening?” I asked.

‘Only for you. Typically I charge,” he joked.

“And before you ask, Hilda knows my plans. So, if you decide to help me out, it’s okay if you miss some work.”

Hilda and her twin sister Helen operate a massive marijuana farm in the middle of the nature preserve. Since growing weed on public land is illegal, the majority of their farm is in the faerie realm. Which means it occupies the same space but on another plane. Most people walk right through it without having any clue. They see trees and rocks and whatever else is there in this realm. Helen runs the legal side of their business, CBD oil extraction and distribution. Hilda has a booming business growing the most heavy hitting experimental weed money can buy. She also has a large farm that grows other types of produce and is located near, but not on the nature preserve.

Recently she had issues with people breaking in and trying to steal some of her product. They were going after plants on the border of her property, outside the preserve and visible to everyone. This was the part that had to be visible to prove where the legal stuff was grown. Spike was hired to scare trespassers away and doing a fantastic job.

“But after you’ve heard my offer, feel free to eat my meat, even if you turn me down,” I said suggestively.

He laughed again. “I’ll be there, boss lady.”

Anyone who overheard us would think we’re definitely fucking, but we never have. This is just the way we’ve always talked to each other. Although, I was considering coming onto him for real before my recent trip to Atlanta.

“Want to go with me to buy food or you want to take a nap?” I asked Roscoe as I put away my phone.

He grunted and started trotting toward my office.

“Nap it is,” I said.

I grabbed my small backpack purse, but before leaving I took a moment to check in with the house. I walked back to my bedroom, the place that took the worst damage. The sun was shining through the enormous hole in the roof. The ceiling fan was somehow missed when two big trees came crashing in on me. The fan hung there now at an odd angle, spinning slightly with the breeze. Barrier spells protected what was left of the room from the elements. Normally tarps or a temporary patch of some kind could hold things together without magic. But no matter what we tried to put there, nothing would stay.

I pressed my hand against the doorframe and closed my eyes. A steady pulse of magic ran through the wood, like a heartbeat. The house felt better, it seemed, after having the damaged carpets torn out. I paused a moment longer and felt the strength of the spells was holding.

“I’m working on it,” I said softly to the house. “You can rest for a while soon.”

The energy of the house had changed since I left for Atlanta. When I assumed ownership of the property, my magic was linked to the house by way of signing a magic deed. When Roscoe became my familiar, he was, through me, linked to the house as well. I wouldn’t die if the house burned down or anything that bad. But if I was strong, the house was stronger. And if the house was weakened, it put stress on me. The reverse of this is also true. Having a hurricane butt fuck us like this was one of the worst things that could’ve happened as far as weakening our collective magic goes. Which kind of gave more credibility to Hilda’s original theory; hurricane Michael was sent to destroy me. Actually, she said it was “sent by dark magic.”

The weight that had been lifted from my heart since meeting Cernunnos and Lucian for the second time had also helped the house. The best way I can describe it is, the house was in a better mood and I could feel it.

I sighed with relief and headed for the front door.
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When I walked onto the porch Hilda was just pulling up in her classic pink Corvette.

“What’s shakin’ bacon?” she asked, lowering her window. “Already off on another adventure?”

She stepped out carrying a large shoe box.

“I meant to surprise you with these, but got distracted by the dead body of your ex-boyfriend,” she joked grimly.

“And what are these?” I asked.

She met me halfway up the front walk and held the box out so I could open it. The sleek black box held a pair of badass, glittery black cowgirl boots.

“You like?” she asked.

“I love. These are awesome. But you didn’t have to get me anything.”

She shrugged and her shoulder length turquoise hair caught the light like silk. “Consider this an early Christmas gift. You’ve been under a lot of stress and I want to do something nice for you. Shut up and take the bling boots.”

I accepted the box and hugged her awkwardly with one arm. “Thank you, Hil. I love them.”

The majority of my wardrobe is black. Hilda and I joke that I have, “the Johnny Cash of wardrobes.” I do wear some colors, mixed in with black. This is in contrast to my eclectic boho style of decorating. That is, when the house was all in one piece and the furniture wasn’t packed up.

“Where are you off to already? You just got home.” she said.

“To see my aunt Arizona and buy stuff to grill. Want to come with me?”

“Sure. I’ve got something to tell you anyway.”

I put the shoebox in the backseat, already thinking about how good those boots would look with different outfits.

“Want to come to dinner tonight?” I asked her.

“Sure. What are we having?”

“Whatever I throw on the grill,” I joked. “So, what did you want to tell me?”

As I cranked up she grinned brightly and said, “I’ve got a date.”

It wasn’t unusual for a beautiful water nymph to have a date. What was unusual was her being this excited about it.

“Oh, yeah?” I said, smiling back at her. “Anyone I know?”

“Nah, he’s new to the area. We met through this dating app called Fae Only. Supposedly it doesn’t even show up in a search for non-fae. No clue how magic like that works. Anyway, I signed up for it while you were driving us to Atlanta.”

“That’s not the one to hook up with monsters, is it?”

She laughed. “You’re thinking of Fangbait, Inc. And no, I did not hire a male escort. That’s what that app is for. At least, I’ve only seen men offered on their advertisements.”

I laughed. “I’ve seen those ads too.”

“So, that’s why I was really up last night. You know, when I told you it was my intuition that woke me up to come look for you.” She smirked. “It was actually a message from Ian. After I checked out his profile and we talked for a bit, I realized you’d been gone a while. That’s when I got a bad feeling and went out in my pjs to find you.”

And she found me standing over Chuck as he was dying.

“So, what’s this Ian look like and when is your date?”

“It’s just a coffee date on Sunday, and ...” She reached into her purse and pulled up a picture on her phone.

We were at a stop sign, so I took a good look and saw a stunning and surprising image.

“He’s—“

“An Irish tree spirit,” she said.

There are a variety of tree spirits, but until recently Hilda had only seen a few dryads. Of which, there are also levels of how much they look like plants rather than people. When we were in Atlanta she saw someone who was more tree than man and seemed freaked out.

Ian’s light brown skin was smooth over his face and throat, as if the bark had been peeled back to reveal his chiseled features. The rest of his upper body looked like the bark of an ash tree had been molded to fit over a statue. A bright patch of green moss spread from the center of his chest in a “V,” and trailed in a thin line down his abs. The bright mossy chest hair matched the thick vines growing from his head, like shoulder length hair.

“Yowzah,” I said, passing the phone back.

“Yeah, I had a hot flash when he sent me that,” she joked. “I didn’t know if it was just weird timing with my hormones, or if he really got me that hot.”

Hilda and I were both using teas, crafted by our local witch doctor, to alleviate perimenopause symptoms. Where she was having hot flashes, like most women, human and fae, I was having cold flashes. Some of them were severe, like the one I used to blast Chuck. Actually, that was the worst one I’ve ever had.

“Speaking of all that, I know we’ve only been using the tea for a few days, but my insomnia is much better,” I said.

“Yeah, same here. I feel like I’m actually sleeping deeply again. What about the other stuff you had going on, like mild depression and anxiety?”

“Well, those were mostly situational. Now that Angelina is gone, Rickard and I have talked things through, and things are progressing with the house, I feel better. It’s difficult to know if having some issues resolved is the only reason I feel better, or if the tea is contributing. Know what I mean? My period is still late though, over a week now.”

She raised an eyebrow. “And you’re still not concerned about that?”

I shrugged. “Until a few days ago, I hadn’t had sex in over six months. My period was already late when we left and I know I wasn’t pregnant. Cernunnos can’t get anyone pregnant unless he wants it to happen. And Lucian and I took precautions.”

I didn’t tell her this precaution was just pulling out. Because we had no condoms on hand, and I forgot my magical birth control at home. Getting laid was not on my priority list when I left for Atlanta.

“Besides, my cycle has been all over the place this last year. Being off by a few weeks or even a month isn’t unusual for me now,” I said.

“I feel that.”

“Back to your sexy tree spirit though. After the way you reacted to the guy we saw in Atlanta, I’m surprised.”

“I was just shocked. I’d never seen what amounted to a walking tree before. The dryads I know aren’t full on, spirit-of-the-woods, trees.”

“They might be toning down their appearance with a glamour, like the way you hide your blue skin to most people.”

“Oh, I never thought about that. We haven’t exactly traded beauty secrets or anything. Anyway, I was surprised by how that guy looked, but that doesn’t mean I wasn’t into it.”

I smiled at her again. “Good for you. If this turns out to be a thing, prepare yourself for every dirty wood joke I can think of.”

“I expect no less.” She smiled again. “I’m excited to meet him. So, why are we going to your aunt’s house?”
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On our drive to the outskirts of town I told Hilda what I’d talked about with Rickard.

“See, I told you that whole business reeked of magic,” she said. “Damn. Someone put the whammy on your life big time. At this point I’m sure you’d agree all of this bullshit must be connected. First someone erases the memories of the loves of your life over twenty years ago.”

I gave her a surprised look.

“That’s what they likely were,” she insisted.

I didn’t argue the fact. However, like I recently told Lucian and Cernunnos, remembering loving someone is not the same as loving them now. The feeling of knowing I’d lost something precious was like a deep ache in my soul. From what we’d discussed they felt much the same.

But the connection I felt to them now was very strong. Especially Cernunnos. I still couldn’t recall much of Lucian except knowing we were once close. It was a feeling, not a memory like the bits and pieces that had surfaced about Mr. C.

Memories of my beautiful horned demigod were coming back to me, like snapshots of watercolor images in my mind. Only a few so far, and mostly intimate moments in his big strong arms. But they were enough to remember how much I’d loved him.

I dreamed about Lucian right before leaving for Atlanta, and right after saging my vagina. After the relationship with Chuck ended so badly, I felt the need to cleanse my sacred space, so to speak. This was the first time I’d done a ritual specifically to clear any negative sexual or love related energies. Apparently it began to form cracks in the dark magic that was used on me, allowing memories and feelings to begin to resurface.

Under different circumstances I might have immediately started trying more cleansing magic. Or asking my favorite fae shaman to craft some potions to restore our lost memories. But, recovering memories can be tricky. Depending on what was done to us, and we don’t fucking know what that was, cleansing spells could make things worse. We’d run the risk of losing whatever was taken from us forever. None of us wanted to take that risk. We also accepted the fact that those memories might never fully return to us. My shaman friend, Liam, suggested we spend time with each other and see what happened. It seemed likely that more memories would resurface, given the chance. I for one was looking forward to making new memories and seeing where this whole thing might go. I’d never been part of a throuple before. It kind of made me feel like a powerful, sexy, badass. I mean, one of them was a demigod and the other was royalty. Just the thought of being pressed between their gorgeous naked bodies was enough to distract me entirely from what Hilda was saying.

“And then your son was affected
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