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      Sparks of electricity spiral down the length of my body, blooming at my core. Gabriel’s mouth and tongue blaze a trail along the back of my neck and shoulder. His firm hand grips my thigh from behind, lifting my leg. We both gasp as he slides home.

      He whispers, “This never gets old.”

      It really doesn’t.

      One year. It’s been over a year since the first time we did this in a secluded cabin in the woods. It’s so good. Every. Single. Time. Probably because the two of us making love without me bonding with Phyr can’t last.

      My faelight has grown.

      Trouble will come.

      For now, I relish his large body pressed into mine, the grip of his hand on my thigh, his breath hot in my ear, the friction of his length inside me lighting up every sensitive nerve. The ripples of pleasure build until it releases in a tsunami of sensation.

      As I’m riding the residual ripples of pleasure, he asks in a raspy voice, “Tell me your true name.”

      I almost do.

      The sex is that good.

      My lips part, but nothing comes out. I can’t tell him.

      He pulls out and rolls over, sitting up on the edge of the bed.

      My head and body are still trying to recuperate from the third mind blowing orgasm since we woke up, so I take a second to sit up and press a hand on his shoulder. “Gabriel, I love you.”

      I hope it’s enough.

      I know it’s not.

      “I know.” He sighs. “I love you too, and that’s the problem. You love me, but you don’t trust me the way you trust Phyr, and that hurts.”

      Gabriel had a year to gain my trust. Phyr had many human lifetimes in faerie. It will never be the same, but I thought he’d gotten past his jealousy of my relationship with Phyr.

      “Do you really want complete power over me?”

      He turns. The face of the were-nephil is heartbreakingly handsome. Sometimes I get lost in how that beautiful face regards me. Gabriel looks at me as if I’m the best thing that’s ever happened to him, and he can’t quite believe I’m real. Right now, all I can see is the pain etched into those features, and I’ve caused it.

      Although we’ve known each other for years, we’ve held a lot of secrets from each other. Naturally, when we started out, we didn’t trust each other implicitly after discovering those secrets. We have a territory to protect and as protectors of our community, we are constantly faced with problems most people don’t have. Sometimes we don’t see eye to eye. Phyr has played a large part in keeping us together in more ways than one.

      I hate that. I wish he were here to act as an intermediary. How are Gabriel and I going to work if we need my closest friend for every big argument?

      Gabriel blows out his breath. If I look inside his head, I bet I’ll see he’s having the same thoughts. I could. I don’t. I value his privacy too much.

      His face is grim as he says, “Powerless? You could control me. Take over my mind and make me never disobey you.”

      Ah, there it is. Even the children of angels don’t like someone having more power than them. They’re almost like the cheesy ’80s Highlander movies. “There can be only one!”

      I get behind him, wrapping my arms and legs around his thick, muscular frame, and then rest my head on his shoulder. “Do you think I’d use that power over you?”

      “No.” He swallows hard, and I can feel he’s not being completely truthful. “I already feel like I’d do anything for you. I’ve let high fae in this territory. I support you mate bonding with another because we’re not compatible, and trust that won’t break us. I am letting go of so much I wouldn’t have let go before. I feel like if I had the name Danu gave you, it would be our way of bonding.”

      “Would getting married be a suitable alternative?” I don’t even know if I want to do as I suggest. I was married once, and still might be technically married since Raf ascended to godhood, but I wonder if it would help Gabriel.

      Gabriel stops breathing and grows absolutely still. Finally, he lets out a breath. “I would marry you in a heartbeat if you could commit to just me. As long as we’re not married, the media doesn’t question the nature of your relationship with Phyr. You two are never apart.”

      “Why is this bothering you now?” I gesture broadly, indicating everything metaphorically.

      His shoulders heave. “The way we appear to the world matters.”

      I monkey my way around his torso to his lap. No small feat. I’m not a lithe halfling. “How would knowing my true name make a difference?”

      His shoulders slump. “My enemies grow in number, but I can face anything, even death, if I know that you have that sort of faith in me.”

      Gabriel’s sincerity moves me.

      “It’s not that I don’t have faith in you. I don’t trust my siblings.” Maeve and Nix could pluck my name from his head as easily as plucking a stray hair. They are old. From a time when fae walked this world. Gabriel knows this. However, I don’t want to point out that he’s weaker than them. Not when he’s in this vulnerable mood.

      “Couldn’t they do the same thing to Phyr?”

      Fair point. However--“Phyr has a geas on his soul. Danu has bound him to never tell.” I add in a soft voice, “No matter the torture.”

      His features darken. “They tortured both of you, didn’t they?”

      I nod, a sad smile forming. “Him more than me. Probably more so after I left.”

      “Bind me by geas.”

      I cock my head. “I don’t think it can be done.”

      “It can.” The resolution in his eyes tells me he’s asked Phyr. He smooths a finger over my lip, pricking it on one of my fangs.

      I taste the coppery drop of his blood.

      “Tell me your name, and I’ll swear on my soul to tell no one without your permission.”

      Magic settles in the room like fog rolling onto a meadow.

      “My name is Mórrígan. Danu says I’m the goddess of old, reborn.”

      His eyes flash with surprise and his mouth gapes. He takes a few moments to recuperate from the news. His lips curl into a lascivious grin. “I love a battle goddess.”

      “That’s a modern perspective. I prefer the role of protector and healer.” I kiss his finger, pouring my faelight into it, healing the wound. Gabriel is a hemophiliac. He could draw from his pack to heal, but I want to emphasize my point.

      His gaze drops to my lips. His hands slide down my back and grip my backside as his mouth finds mine. Gabriel kisses me with the fervor of a devotee at an altar, begging their goddess for succor. He breaks free of the kiss, leaving me panting. Cupping my face, he says as if swearing an oath, “I love you so much.”

      “And I, you.”

      It’s true. I do love him, too, but I can’t help the feeling that our love will be tested again. I can only hope that what we’re building is rock solid enough to survive the coming storm.
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      I didn’t have opening Pandora’s Box on my list of errands, but here we are.

      A murder of crows that roost in the University of Washington Bothell campus fly overhead, darkening the evening sky as I make my way to check the mail. I hope they don’t crap on my head. When a bird poops on you, it’s supposed to be a blessing or lucky, but I think that’s just wishful thinking.

      A few of the crows break from the group, landing in the trees and on the mailbox.

      One caws at me, likely expecting food. Sometimes I feed the crows unsalted peanuts.

      I know. I know. I shouldn’t be feeding wild animals, but I also feed cream to the sprites in my garden. I’m a sucker for all creatures. Actually, not all.

      I don’t feed Canadian geese. Those jerks can fend for themselves.

      The crows remain at their posts, unafraid of my presence.

      My mailbox is part of a huge communal locker of about forty individual boxes and two larger boxes for small packages. Busy with my bakery, I haven’t checked the mail in about a week. I should punt the duty to my two acquired housemates, Rhiannon or Phyr, but I punt a lot to them so I can handle everything extraneous to the household. Besides, I like this being my task.

      I have neglected mail for a bit, evidenced by the fliers, bills, and random junk stuffed tight.

      A crow squawks so loud, I jump.

      “I got nothing, buddy.”

      He takes off.

      Fighting to work all the overstuffed mail out, I don’t notice the prickle of unfriendly magic until it’s too late. When I finally register something is amiss, I let everything drop. The contents of my arms fall to the wet pavement, cascading like autumn leaves. One envelope, however, sticks to my hand like a magnet to a fridge.

      Like witchcraft.

      While muttering a litany of swears that could make a sailor blush, I examine the envelope. Nothing out of the ordinary in the material, it’s even weighted like a regular white envelope you might put a birthday card inside, except it’s devoid of name or address. A tug of a compulsion spell urges me to open the envelope.

      “Yeah right. I wasn’t born yesterday,” I say to the card because that’s totally sane.

      I was born to a witch and the High King of all fae, a long time ago. How long ago is anyone’s guess. Nothing makes sense in faerie because it’s all based on the beliefs of the fae who created it. If you aren’t careful, that nonsense would kill you. Oberon, my father, always warned me to be aware of potential threats in even the most innocuous of settings. His advice kept me alive then, and I should heed it now.

      “Miriam?”

      I recognize the deep timbre of the voice and the worry. My neighbor Shawn made a promise to my late husband Raf to look out for me. Angels, like fae, take promises seriously.

      I call over my shoulder, “Yeah. It’s me.”

      Shawn comes into view under the streetlight. Judging by the keys in his hand, he’s come to check his mail too. I didn’t hear his Tesla pull up, sneaky electric cars, but I see the sleek gleam of the grey sedan across the street now. He stands two heads taller than my average height of five-foot-six. Looks, build, and killer wardrobe included.

      In contrast, I look like Molly Ringwald—2020’s Molly, not the Pretty in Pink version. Well, if Ringwald had a thicker build. Much thicker. I’ve been a size fourteen to eighteen for a few years now. Also, I have antlers, fangs, and my hair decided to turn pink instead of gray, but I don’t want to get into that. Going through fae puberty in my forties hasn’t been fun.

      Shawn’s eyes are so dark that there’s little difference between pupils and irises in the low light of the setting sun. He takes in the mess at my feet, and the envelope I hold as far away from my body as possible. He squints. “You alright?”

      No. No, I am not alright. Not. At. All.

      I’d thought coming out of the supernatural closet would solve my problems. Instead, I had to face down a religious cult and a witch coven entering this territory. Not to mention the members of the former Paradise Center cult have given me and the other council members grief for getting their elders sent to jail—none of the True Believers seem to mind that their leaders kidnapped my daughter and imprisoned me for the heinous crime of having the magic we were born with. Also, I still have the Angelic Anocracy to contend with but haven’t heard from them. I’m not surprised. The long-lived take their sweet time to react to major shifts, swooping in when the dust settles. Hence the witches taking a full year to do this.

      The envelope may be the first of many evils loosed against me in retaliation for blowing up everyone’s spot.

      “Fine. Fine. I’ve been supernaturally served. Nothing big.”

      Shawn rubs his hand over his short-cropped curls. “What does that mean?”

      I cast a pointed glance in his direction. “I would think a former archangel and a current lawyer would know what ‘served’ means.”

      “I do. This—” He gestures to the envelope clinging to my skin. “—isn’t the way the Angelic Anocracy goes about summoning for a trial. Who is serving you a summons?”

      No. The Angelic Anocracy wouldn’t do this. Gabriel said they will eventually send assassins with flaming swords to strike me, and the rest of the council, down. Especially after Gabriel and I brought down a cult devoted to them.

      I sigh. Shawn is only trying to help. “When witches commit a crime against witches, the elders of all the covens meet. Once that committee decides the person needs to be tried, they send a summoning letter.”

      He listens, worrying his bottom lip. “Are you certain that this is what we’re facing here?”

      “We’re not facing this, Shawn. I’m going to figure this out.”

      He eyes me, grimacing. “We’ve been friends a long time, Miriam. Angels don’t take friendship lightly. If you have a problem, I have a problem.”

      I take a deep breath. He’s right. If the roles were reversed, I’d absolutely help Shawn any way I could. I’ve hidden what I am and so many secrets for so long, I’m still not used to having people have my back.

      “Thanks.”

      He waves a dismissive hand while pocketing his keys. No mail pickup for Shawn.

      A knot of guilt tightens in my stomach. He should be checking his mail and then driving around the block to his house, welcomed home by his kids and his husband Micah, not dealing with my family drama.

      He eyes the envelope. “What will happen if you open it?”

      “I assume opening it will activate a spell that will open a portal that will suck me to wherever a council of witch elders await to judge me.”

      More forehead rubbing. “Shit.”

      Shit is right.

      I lick my lips, grinning. “There’s always a chance Option B will happen.”

      His handsome face lights up with hope I hadn’t meant to give him. “Which is?”

      “The elders have already decided I’m guilty, and the envelope is a magical bomb.”

      I chuckle without humor. I’m panicking, and panicking will not get me out of this situation. Whatever I do, I cannot consider opening it. Not even hypothetically. Any intention in that direction will lead to the compulsion to do it.

      A light blue BMW pulls up, a local punk band blaring from within. Kirsten, Roxy’s mom, gave her a brand-new BMW for graduation, because of course she did.  Just what I need. My kid is home from college.

      My daughter Jada spills out of Roxy’s car dressed all in black from her studded choker, My Chemical Romance t-shirt, ripped jeans all the way down to her Demonia platform boots. Her eye makeup and lipstick are dark, paling her brown skin. Her curly hair is currently teal, a halo around her shocked face.

      “Mami, everything okay?” Concern colors her tone and her brown eyes are wide. Her expression shifts to excitement within a blink of an eye.

      Jada reaches for the envelope. “Oh, that’s for me!”

      I whirl away, shouting, “Stay back!”

      Her brown eyes light with the anger of a pissed off demigoddess. “Give it to me, mami. It’s mine!”

      Shawn puts himself bodily between my daughter and me.

      “A compulsion spell coded for our bloodline is making you believe it’s yours. Fight the urge,” I say from behind the big, Graceless angel.

      She furrows her brow and angles her head to the side, asking over Shawn’s shoulder, “Do you want me to look up in the grimoire library to see if there’s an unhexing I could do?”

      “No. It’s best if you and Roxy get as far away as you can. I don’t know what this will do when triggered.”

      “I can feel the pull of a compulsion spell,” she admits and then nods her head as if deciding something. “I’ll get back in the car.”

      Roxy pokes her head out the window. “What’s happening?”

      “Call your father.” Shawn says in a calm voice, “There’s a magical terrorist threat, and we need his—”

      “No!”

      When they all gape at my shout, I add in a calmer tone, “I know what to do.”

      Shawn’s brow furrows with concern, but he doesn’t argue. He may have been a powerful seraph once, but all he can do now is sprout wings on demand. That’s what “fallen from Grace” means, an angel stripped of magic.

      Lucifer once told me what the Angelic Anocracy does to strip angels of magic. How they stripped him of magic. He eventually found a workaround-become the villain of the story. His power came from being the devil; not the fount the other angels’ magical gifts sprang from.

      Lucifer is also the reason I realized how to dismantle the magical bomb safely. Or rather, an encounter with him taught me something about faeries and their creators.

      “What’s the plan?” Shawn asks.

      “Only what the fae believe can hold power in a faerie.”

      He cocks his head to the side.

      “I’ll explain after it’s done,” I say. “Right now, I need to get this thing out of here.”

      Light is what I call magical energy. Because my mother is a witch and my father is the king of the freakin’ High Fae, I have a bit of witchlight, and a supernova’s worth of faelight. Since fae are made of the stuff and I have a mortal body, I keep most of my faelight in what I call a cache. Caches are nulls, or the interstitial space between the fabric of the multiverse. I happen to have one inside me, or I can access it from there, but I don’t like to think about it too much.

      Quantum physics and magic make strange bedfellows but are bedfellows, nonetheless.

      I take some of the faelight I have hanging around inside my cache and wield the magic like a blade to slice through the fabric of the multiverse, seeking my faerie.

      “I’ll be right back,” I say and slip into my faerie.

      Faeries rarely obey what we know as reality, because they are pocket universes based on the belief of the fae who created them. That is why the fae who could create faeries, called the High Fae, were worshipped by humans as gods.

      Once inside my seedling faerie, I stand in a meadow, and the belief the envelope has no power against me makes the envelope becomes just that, a white unmarked envelope, dropping to the ground.

      Spell broken, I create a flame with my faelight, burning the envelope to ash.

      I sigh and turn around.

      I am not alone.

      A fae with bronze skin appears. I’m not using a fancy word for medium brown. His skin has a metallic sheen like a burnished bronze statue. Curling horns protrude from his silken black hair. His tresses are currently plaited away from his face. His face is all fae sharpness and ethereal beauty. Mundanes once worshipped his kind for not only fae magic, but their otherworldly perfection, which is a magic all its own.

      Instead of the fae armor he wore in his own faerie, Phyr sports a pink t-shirt with our logo for the Enchanting Treats bakery we co-own. Flour dusts an apron with the same logo. His dark jeans are clean and so are the tattoos covering his arms. The mundane outfit should seem at odds with his faeness, but I’m used to it. Used to him. A smirk tugs at the corner of his sensual mouth as his amber eyes assess my predicament, or rather, lack thereof.

      “Lemme guess. You sensed I was in trouble through our connection.” I’d drank his blood more than once. Yeah. Drinking blood is gross. I know, but we still hadn’t tied the fae bond knot and Gabriel and I are a thing.

      “Although I appreciate how powerful you believe I am, Jada called me.” Phyr’s grin hikes up a few notches, to a smile that makes mundanes and supernaturals alike swoon. He flexes his fingers. "Feels good.”

      All magic is based on belief. The more people who believe in your gifts, the more you level up. I am sort of a goddess in this little pocket realm. My belief here is like getting a vitamin boost in your smoothie.

      “I see you are no longer in dire peril and assume you already have the situation under control.” It isn’t a question. Phyr knows I don’t do casual conversations in life-threatening situations. He’s known me most of my life, except for the twenty-odd years we spent apart, thanks to my mother stealing me from faerie and hexing my memory.

      I dust my hands off. “Thanks for showing up.”

      “A precaution, really.” Gesturing to his lack of armor or sword, he adds, “I had no doubt I’d find otherwise. Still, Jada and Shawn voiced legitimate concerns. Something about a witch cursed letter?”

      I explain the situation with the envelope. How it wasn’t just a bomb scare. “As soon as they know this wasn’t successful, there’ll be more trouble coming.”

      His expression changes from mild amusement to one of cold malevolence.  The way his voice remains casual with what he says next is beyond me. “Let her come. I am more than eager to settle her debt to our king.”

      To renege on a promise to a fae, especially the High King Oberon, my father, means death.

      A frisson skitters down my spine. This is the side of Phyr I don’t know well. The soldier who traveled back in time to fight angels. The planeswalker who could open a portal and use his telepathic abilities to convince his enemies to walk into the heart of a star. Phyr may be a prince of his faerie, but his duty is to act as Oberon’s sword. After learning of how deep my mother’s treachery ran, my father ordered her death. Since witches are supes, and have sided with Lucifer, she’d have no protection under Gabriel’s bargain with Phyr.

      Phyr extends a hand and changes the subject. “Shortcut home?”

      I take it readily, realizing something as I do. “You have abilities in my faerie. Lucifer had none.”

      An ‘ah, you noticed that did you?’ grin touches his lips. “Firstly, you believe I have power here. Secondly, a planeswalker wouldn’t be a planeswalker if a god’s notion of what should or shouldn’t be got in our way.”

      I don’t like him referring to me as a god. The fae were once worshipped as such, but I don’t like the idea of being worshipped...nor the yoke of my true name. “Huh. Good to know.”

      His expression is once again that of my friend. Mischief dancing in his amber gaze. “I’m stronger here than in any other place in the multiverse. Your faith in me knows no bounds and your faerie has no limits.”

      I don’t have time to process because my stomach does a flip as he pulls me from the faerie into my living room.

      Jada gives me a questioning look.

      When I nod, indicating everything is fine, she leaps at me and crushes me in a Jada bear hug.

      Shawn hovers, visibly relieved. “What happened to the envelope?”

      “It lost all power in my faerie and then I burned it.”

      The former seraph’s expression changes. “You’re all-powerful in your faerie, like your father is in his domain?”

      Judging by his tone, he doesn’t like the idea. I don’t know why he fell from Grace, but like every other fallen angel, including Lucifer, Shawn doesn’t like the idea of any god but his.

      “I suppose so,” I reply, not giving up Phyr’s secret. I can’t be All Powerful if my friend can break rules.

      Shawn’s expression turns grim. “You should have killed Lucifer when you had the chance.”

      I roll my eyes.

      “Yes, because it’s all about angels and the fallen,” Phyr replies, voicing my thoughts.

      Shawn’s gaze passes between the two of us. “If not Lucifer, who would put the witches up to this?”

      I blink. Shawn is serious. Did he believe witches followed Lucifer blindly like the fallen and demons? We had a deal. We had our own agenda. I must stop including myself in that “we.” I am covenless, a hedge witch.

      “I stole and destroyed grimoires. That is the highest crime a witch can commit. I’m pretty sure the covens hate me all on their own.”

      “What about killing other witches?” Jada asks.

      I shrug. “A new witch is born every day. Grimoires are irreplaceable. That was my coven’s attitude, at least.”

      Jada wrinkles her nose. “Harsh.”

      The former angel shakes his head slowly, rubbing his short curls. “It may appear it’s simply that. You don’t know my brother like I do. If he can’t defeat you himself, he’ll deploy a war by proxy.”

      Shawn is right and wrong. Using others to work around the rules is Lucifer’s usual tactic, but he knows that I’d link witches to him. Besides, Lucifer didn’t want to fight me. He wants me at his side, bringing his brethren down a peg or two.

      The witches were the ones to convince Lucifer to use the grimoires. They’ve had a grudge against male mundanes since the Middle Ages, when the church started burning us witches, and hapless mundane women, at the stake. The witch elders are likely spitting nails because I foiled their plans to exact revenge.

      If they split from Lucifer, there’s only one way to find out.

      “I’ll call Gabriel and discuss it with him.”

      Appeased I got a nephil on it, Shawn leaves.
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      “I know you don’t need me if you summon Lucifer in your faerie, but I want to be there,” Gabriel says over the phone, after I explain all that’s happened and what I plan to do next. “If that’s okay with you?”

      I shrug, even though he can’t see me. “Sure.”

      Phyr lifts his eyebrows in surprise. He’s seated on the sofa, reading. Even though I’m in the kitchen, his fae hearing can pick up both sides of the conversation. I know because mine’s that good now.

      Gabriel must share the fae’s shock, because he exhales loudly, as if relieved. “Alright. When do you want to do this?”

      “I could ask Phyr to fetch you right now, and we could meet in my faerie, if you like?”

      I glance at Phyr. He looks up from his book and nods his assent.

      After a pregnant pause, Gabriel says, “I prefer to drive over and leave from your place. Give me twenty minutes.”

      I agree and hang up. It hurts he doesn’t want a door to my faerie opening in his house.

      Phyr helps me collect the things I’ll need to summon Lucifer. “Part of me believes Lucifer wants this, that the whole thing is a setup to get me to contact him. Be on your guard.”

      My friend shakes his head. “No. I think he’d find another way. I believe the King of Hell no longer has a hold on
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