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  Note to Reader


This book contains scenes that may depict, mention, or discuss: abduction, anxiety, assault, attempted murder, blood, death, kidnapping, murder, the occult, PTSD, queerphobia, and/or violence. Please take care of yourself as you read. 






  
  To the readers who've stuck with Randy and her crew. I can't thank you enough for taking a chance on an indie book that throws Lovecraft's characters and world upside down in so many ways. I couldn't have made it to this finish line without you. 








  
  One


Baking metaphors were usually my jam, but things had been off lately. Mainly because my worldview went a little topsy-turvy. Made me think a little less about the calmness and joy of a life of baking and a little more about the history of the universe, or at least reality and our—or my—place in it. 
This was the basic shape of reality I eventually learned, after a lot of lessons, some bullshit, and a smattering of trial and error in hazardous situations.
Before there was time and space, there was nothing—an unknowable void humans couldn’t really fathom and probably didn’t want to think about anyway. Then, chaos rolled and formed into being, ultimately calling itself into the shape of big old Daddy Azathoth. Next came the Outer Gods created by Azathoth, stretching and yawning in the unknown dark and given specific roles and titles and territories to look after or lord over. Then came stars, space, color, and sound… the breadth and depth of every universe and plane in existence stretching from the small little starting dot into eternity. Things like metal, dirt, water, and fire followed, all the building blocks of life in all worlds.
Next came the Elder Gods, then the Other Gods, maybe made with slight variation, except each was still made so they forever clawed and tore and destroyed in search of power and position. For the most part, at least. I had to believe at least a few of them were cool, for my own sanity.
Outer and Elder and Other Gods, being bored little shits, bore horrible, monstrous things. The humans came next. We came from chaos like everything else and were supposedly doomed to forever stumble in it without knowing all the shades and shapes lurking in the dark places we couldn’t reach, much less understand. Unless a human was like me. Then they could learn enough to realize they don’t know nearly enough—or learn enough to realize they should be very, very afraid of what was out there in the shadows and dark. 
If they were extra lucky, like little old me, they’d learn enough to fight. To hurt others. To claw and grasp in their own way. I liked to think my shove toward the top of the food chain had been all about protection, but I guessed I wasn’t not the one who could properly evaluate it. I lacked distance and have a clear bias. Whatever. I could say, in all honesty, I wanted to stick to a small world of baking, but swirling chaos had other plans for me. I was not expecting to save a whole slew of people I loved, and even some I didn’t. How it all went down, and how I ended up falling headfirst into some weird-ass magic, was what was really important here.

      [image: ]The first few days back from the Dreamlands were surreal, in good and bad ways. Because time and space was all wonky between the two worlds, we ended up back in Columbus the next day, our time. We had been gone from our world for a handful of hours, but it felt like way longer. In terms of what I learned about myself, what I had to go through, it might as well have been a lifetime. 
The good: Mia was back. She wasn’t exactly chipper or jumping for joy or anything, but she also didn’t seem quite so haunted. She talked to us. She acted more open and not as secretive, even as the dark circles now seemed permanently etched under her eyes. There was also Rich, who’d hopped a ride back to Columbus with us. She’d gravitated toward him in a way I’d never seen her do with a dude before. For his part, he hovered around her, almost like she was the sun to his Earth, always circling. I couldn’t really know if it was cool or not. Part of me wanted to bristle with big-sister energy and protectiveness, but I didn’t. Mia was an adult. More than that, she was an adult who’d been through a boatload of trauma recently, so who was I to judge what made her feel okay? Still, I held on to my right to reserve judgment for a dude I guess was seeing my sister, although calling it “seeing” wasn’t exactly right, given how they acted with one another. 
Also of the good: Ny, Gareth, and I were all back and in one piece. Mostly. Ny was still without his Book of Knowing, thanks to Zeus running off before we could rip it away from him. He’d done a number on Ny when he’d taken over his Pharoah form, but my Outer God had held up well. He was his same sexy, powerful self after returning, though his time in the Dreamlands had given him more to think about beyond usual homecoming reflections. 
Gareth was the “mostly” part of the mix. He’d held up well with all the Dreamlands craziness, including the pain he’d endured getting there and the gods he’d faced without blinking an eye. He’d also gotten a little piece of revenge, for himself, for his old friends, and for me and Mia when he took out Wilbur. The action, though, caused its own issues. Gareth had floated in nothingness for a few seconds, which was not long, except time was relative in weird spaces. There was a certain dullness to his hazel eyes and tension in his body I’d never seen before. He wouldn’t discuss it, not right away. I’d give him time, but not the months I’d given Mia. I’d learned the hard way with that one. He’d have time and space to process on his own, but if needed, I’d kick in his proverbial mental doors and get him to talk to me.
The maybe-good-maybe-bad stuff was all about me and what I had learned about my power. I was Hecate. Not exactly. Like, I wasn’t her her. I was her power reborn. Somehow. I’d unlocked her special, handy-dandy magics with my silver-key episode. I even had the key still, though I didn’t know what it did besides rip into the heart of me, undo me, and reform me with powerful magics. Umar at-Tawil, the grim-reaper-looking guard who loved being cryptic, shoving it into my chest was an experience I definitely did not want to repeat. Ny knew little of the key and the cave and the back door to the Outer Gods’ realm. He said it was his brother Yog’s territory. After my weird encounter with his sire, Azathoth, on Kadath, I wasn’t really keen to get into Yog’s business. I kept it safely tied around my neck with a leather cord. I really hoped it wasn’t needed again, but I wasn’t about to push my luck and chuck it somewhere. 
Overall, a few answers were given during the whole ordeal, but they led to a whole lot more questions, which would be the title of the book about my life anyway, so I was more than a little flippant about it all. Another day, another set of questions about who I was and what it meant. Whatever. 
I had other worries. Namely, the bad stuff: Deb’s funeral and Zeus lurking somewhere in the human realm. I was glad I had come back in time to go to Deb’s funeral and give my condolences to her friends and family, but it was hard. No amount of condolences could erase the guilt and sadness I felt at her murder. She’d died because she was standing next to me, because I’d failed to take care of Wilbur months before… failed to even look into what he was planning. She’d died, Mia had been kidnapped and tortured, Nate had been traumatized, Gareth had been also, and all the people crying at the funeral had been a little more broken inside because I hadn’t followed through with something. I may not have done the deed, but I also hadn’t stopped it, which was all on me.
Zeus was the final bad note. He was out and about in my world. Probably close by, since we all knew he still wanted to get more from the Necronomicon—a.k.a. my sister Mia—and he wasn’t too happy Ny and I were still around. He was planning something. What, I didn’t know, but I wouldn’t make the same mistake with this Other God that I had with Wilbur. I was on the offensive this time. I was set to kill a god, come hell or high water. 

      [image: ]Post funeral, several of us went back to Warm Regards. It was a mess. Merry had cleared some of the debris from Wilbur’s explosion, but she couldn’t do a whole lot because insurance and cops and whoever else needed to investigate. Then we could clean up more and get contractors in to start fixing the big-ass hole in my kitchen. I’d need some new equipment too. Oh, and I had to fix the outer brick wall, which hadn’t been damaged by Wilbur but disassembled with magic to make the gas-explosion theory more plausible. 
Because of the same gas-explosion theory, and Merry’s great advice on what I’d thought would be too much insurance years ago, it would all be taken care of by my insurance company. Merry and I had spoken with the adjusters after I’d returned. Things like employee loss of income, my loss of income, structural and business damage, state regulations, and a host of other things were discussed. I was present. I talked. It was important, I knew it was, but I was too mired in guilt about it all and too busy reeling from my time in the Dreamlands to think too much on it. Thankfully, Merry was there, like always, being the most helpful of sisters. She deserved a big ol’ cake when I could cook in my kitchen again. Lots of cash too, for all the effort and time, but she wouldn’t take that willingly, so cake it was. 
While official people did official-type things, Warm Regards stayed in limbo. My employees would be paid for a time, which was my main concern. I was booted from my apartment until the city checked all the gas lines again and the inspectors and construction crew were finished. I’d been staying with Mia since she got back anyway because I needed to be as close as possible for my own peace of mind. After a few days, it was getting crowded, what with Mia and I playing teen sleepover in her bed, and Rich refusing to be anywhere but on Mia’s couch. Her place wasn’t big, and two grown women and a big-ass ghoul dude made it feel even smaller. I needed to figure out a different place to crash soon, but one problem at a time.
After arriving at Warm Regards, I couldn’t bring myself to go into the kitchen and instead trudged down the alley and around to the cafe. Gareth had ridden with me from the funeral, and Harley and Merry had followed in Harley’s sleek luxury sedan, which she whipped into the single open space in my back lot. Ny was already inside, holding the door open for me because he’d done his shadow-walking thing to get there first. No lock could hold him when he could command every shadow in this world and others. 
I didn’t even talk about how it was rude. I was too out of it to care. I flopped down at a table in the middle of the cafe, slumping in my conservative black dress and putting my head in my palms. I felt Gareth take a seat beside me and scooch close. Ny’s hands skimmed my shoulders, offering me silent strength and support without being too pushy or touchy. Merry and Harley pulled up to the table too. Merry, unlike everyone else, did push. She’d apparently learned from the Mia stuff too. 
“Randy? Honey? Want to talk about it?”
Merry held herself tight, her dark hair pulled back so her big brown eyes and sweetheart face were on full display. She wore a flowy dress, like usual, except this one wasn’t light and breezy. It was full and dark, a somber black that fit her mood even if it didn’t fit her normal vibe. A lot of shit had her vibe off, and I was likely one of those things, given the way she looked at me.
I couldn’t stand the thought of hashing it out with her right then, so I went with the truth. “No,” I said, my voice sounding harsh and hoarse to my own ears. 
“Sweetling,” Ny said, sadness and pain lacing his words. 
I heaved a sigh and went from slumped over the table to slumped with my back against the chair. “What exactly can I even say? Deb’s gone.”
Merry answered, “Yes. She was amazing, and I cared about her. You did too. But, honey, I’m afraid…”
She didn’t finish as I looked at her, unblinking. Harley stepped in to be her ever-blunt self. “She and I are afraid you blame yourself for Deb’s death. Which, if you do, is bullshit.”
I cut angry eyes toward Harley, who sported her usual slacks and button-up combo, though they were in darker, more muted colors than normal. Looking at all the people circling, including a nervously jumping DD hovering around my head, I knew they were all concerned. Wrong, but concerned. “Not your call.”
“What do you mean not our call? We can’t see what happened as intelligent women and make an evaluation of the events?”
I threw a hand toward my sister. “She’s never going to blame me for something like this. And you. Maybe you could blame me at one point, but not now. We’re friends. Nearly family.”
“As a friend, nearly a family member, I’d say it’s my responsibility to call you out on your bullshit when I see it,” Harley snapped back.
“Randy,” Gareth said, taking one of my clammy hands in his. “What they’re trying to say is you didn’t kill Deb. Wilbur killed her.”
“I’m not stupid, Gareth,” I said, a little too harshly. I immediately regretted it, the instinct to bite back when I was on the defensive. Sometimes I couldn’t help it. Regardless, they were all wrong in this one important way.
“I know I did not literally kill Deb. I also know I didn’t stop Wilbur, in the moment or before he attacked. I let everything slide, and Deb died because of it.”
“I was there, Randy. That’s not what I saw.”
My head whipped toward the door at those words. I hadn’t even noticed Nate standing there. He must’ve also followed after the funeral. 
“Nate. Damn. I’m sorry to say it, but you don’t know what you saw or what it meant.”
“I know a little more about magic now, thanks to Harley and Merry,” he said as he straightened from his lean against the door and walked toward all of us. “I also know I saw you fight like hell for Deb, because of Deb. For me and Mia. None of this can be your fault.”
“Randy, love,” Ny said, snagging my attention. “You may not be able to see through your guilt currently, but what you say isn’t logical, merely driven by pain. Understandable but faulty. By your reasoning, Gareth would be to blame for not stopping Wilbur when he was a young man. I’d be to blame for not realizing Zeus’s machinations decades ago. There is blame that could easily be spread far and wide. The only concrete, correct assignment of blame sits squarely on the action. Wilbur killed Deb, not you.”
I’d held it together at the funeral, thinking I didn’t have the right to fully grieve my friend because of the role I played in her murder. She was lovely, light, smart as hell. A wonderful woman I would miss every day. When I thought of that, thought of what Wilbur had done and what I didn’t, I couldn’t hold back. In this space with these people, I didn’t need to. I cried. Big, fat tears and throat-ripping sobs. I couldn’t agree with them, not then. Maybe not ever, but my chest felt lighter with their words and DD’s steady care down our connection. I didn’t argue anymore. One problem at a time. My new motto. I needed to get through the next tragedy, or more like stop the next tragedy, then I could go to therapy or something. I doubted any therapist would believe this mess. 
“Are there mage therapists?” I asked Harley when I could speak past the tears.
She smiled weakly at me. “We’ll find out, Randy.”
Good. I’d likely need one. Mia too. Hell, everyone in this room, probably. A magical therapist or counselor would make bank on our odd little circle. I chuckled at the idea, though my tears still trickled. A little dark humor in all the darkness never hurt. 






  
  Two


When my tears slowed down and I was chattier with everyone, Merry gave Nate an encouraging nod. He moved closer to me and quietly asked, “Can we talk?” 
“Sure, Nate,” I said, blowing out a hefty chunk of air and shaking my head to help clear my tear-soaked mind. I felt Ny’s hand squeeze my shoulder, so I craned my neck back to look at his face. Gods, even then, his beauty was almost too much to take in. The dark slash of his brows against his desert-kissed skin matched the dark worry in his deep-space eyes, and even in broad daylight, they swirled and pulsed with the light of unknown galaxies. He was darkness made flesh, from those eyes to the all-black suit he wore so well, and I’d always found comfort in the dark. Part of my magical quirks or whatever. I noticed his full mouth purse slightly. “Do you need time alone, or would you like us to be here?”
Always considerate, even if he was sometimes commanding. Guess it came with godhead. Maybe it was something I’d need to learn more about, but not at the moment. “I’m fine.” Looking at everyone besides Nate in turn, I repeated myself. “I’m fine. Really. Maybe you all should go get some rest?”
Harley and Merry stood to leave, with Harley laying a firm hand in comfort on Nate’s shoulder. Both women gave me a hug. Harley’s was curt but effective, much like the woman herself. Merry’s was hard and long, lingering so much, I became concerned. “How are you holding up, Merry Berry?”
“Not well, but I’m holding,” she said, softly and full of hard honesty. “I’ll be fine. I have Harley to see me through.”
I looked at the mage, her hands shoved in her trouser pockets, her deep-brown eyes never missing a beat, her short, tightly coiled black hair and dark brows highlighting the glass-sharp slash of her cheekbones, the flare of her nose, and the fullness of her lips. Her face was model level, all hard angles and swooping curves, as was her flawless, lush, dark-brown skin. She was as fiercely beautiful as she was smart and powerful, and she was the one person who might possibly deserve all the soft love and care of my sweet Merry, mainly because she would return it in her own way. She caught and held my look, like she understood the direction of my thoughts. When Merry stepped away from me to look at Harley with a weak smile, the mage reached out a strong arm to engulf my sister, bringing her to stand at her side. 
“Need us for anything, you know where we’ll be,” she said, before steering Merry out the door.
Gareth, his hazel eyes slightly darker than normal but still trained on me as always, stood from the table. His long blond hair was pulled back in a tight bun at the nape of his neck, slicked down so it looked darker than its usual sunny yellow. I matched his stance and reached to give him a deep hug, wrinkling his suit—a new look for him. It was a deep navy color, and for a second I wondered if he wore it to match my eyes. I didn’t think too long on it before his big, muscular arms hugged me back, seeping a little of his calm comfort into me, which I more than appreciated.
“I’ll see you later?” I asked after long beats soaking in his warmth.
We’d briefly discussed my sleeping arrangements because I’d decided to give Mia and Rich some space. Ny had assured us his place was plenty big for me, him, and Gareth if we wished to stay with him, all together. As I was more than curious about where Ny existed outside of my sight, and worried about how Gareth was handling his time in the Dreamlands, I’d jumped at the first invitation into his space. Gareth had also agreed, though he seemed ambivalent about it. “Yes, Randy. I’ll meet you at Ny’s later tonight.”
I gave a quick squeeze and a soft kiss on his full lips. I had to stretch to reach him even as he bent to meet me. His blond beard was slightly scratchy, more scraggly than normal, and I rubbed my hands against it as I pulled back. “Later, then,” I whispered.
He turned to leave, and the worry now living in my stomach marked “Gareth’s Ordeal” churned harder at the down slope of his usually straight and strong shoulders.
Ny was still at my back, and he leaned down to whisper, “We will help our Gareth too, sweetling.” 
“Sure will,” I said, maybe a shade too forceful. I was tired of having the people I loved have traumatic shit happen to them. 
“I texted you and Gareth my address,” Ny said before planting a soft, chaste kiss to my temple. “Come to me when you are ready.”
“Always do,” I replied, and he gave a low chuckle. 
“So you do, sweetling.”
He didn’t look back as he moved toward a dark corner of the café and stepped into a midday shadow, fading from view as I watched. 
“That’s just too weird,” Nate said, causing me to jolt. All the good-byes and worries and innuendos almost made me forget why everyone had left and I’d stayed behind.
“Takes some getting used to,” I muttered before sitting back down at the table. “Please, Nate. Ask whatever you need to ask. I’m good to answer, as long as I know the answers.” He looked so young sometimes, and this was one of those times. His boyish face was more cute than handsome, his brown hair a little too floppy and wispy. His honey-brown eyes… Those eyes showed not age but a shitload of not-great experience. It made me remember what he’d already been through in his short years here. Now he had the idea of magic and what it’d mean for him and his future to deal with on top of everything else. 
Nate looked around at the café, his throat bobbing as if his nerves made it hard to form words. “Harley and Merry told me the basics, like magic exists… some people have an affinity for it. Those with affinities who learn more about magic are called mages, and Harley and Gareth are mages, but you and Ny are something else.”
“About sums it up. The Cliff Notes version, but I suspect you want more details?”
“A few, at least.” He paused and said, “Did you know?”
I cocked my head in question. “Know what?”
“I was magic or whatever.”
“I knew something. My shadows responded to you. I don’t know a whole lot about magic myself. I’ve known some things about it all my life, but it’s only been in the past year I’ve started to learn about my powers and really hone them.”
“Is it why you hired me?” He looked even more nervous to ask that question, and I reached out to take his hand.
“I hired you because you had good recs, you seemed like you’d fit in well here, and you made me a truly inspired dessert when I let you loose in my kitchen. I was new to the magic business myself, so it was something I noticed but it didn’t really factor.”
He nodded, bowing his head so he didn’t meet my eyes. “I’m sorry I didn’t know more…” His voice cracked before he could finish his sentence, but the direction of his thoughts was clear. Seemed Nate was left with a big scoop of survivor’s guilt too. Even if I couldn’t handle my own at the moment, I was more than ready to take down someone else’s. 
I shot to my feet and moved around the table to sling my arm over his slim shoulders and squeeze. “You didn’t, and it’s not on you. There wasn’t any way you could harness magic unless one of us magic folks talked to you about it sooner. I maybe should have said something, but I was busy with my own intro to all this and didn’t even know if it was my place.”
“Harley also said a lot of people find out because of traumatic events.”
“Yep. It’s how Gareth learned about his affinity, though it isn’t the case for Harley. I kind of knew I was magic all my life, but I didn’t really get into it until recently, when I was nearly kidnapped by an evil cult.”
“For real?” he asked, shaking his head. “What the hell’s been going on in your life?”
I gave a harsh, mirthless laugh. “Right? Shit’s been crazy for the past several months, believe me. I’m almost as new to it all as you.”
His chest rose, held, and fell before he asked his big question. “Could you, you know, teach me some stuff?”
I squeezed him again, hating to say what I had to say. “No, honey. I can’t. I don’t know all that much myself. Also, I’m not a mage. I’m something else entirely.”
“What?”
“Well, I don’t rightly know. I’m a goddess reborn, whatever that means. I’m still learning too.”
“Can I learn with you?”
I stared at him a moment, really considering his question. He deserved to learn, to explore his own power and affinity with magic. However, being around me and my swirling shitstorm maybe wasn’t the best thing for him as he learned. I didn’t want to reject him. He’d had plenty of that from his bigoted family before he even learned about magic. I wasn’t going to add to it.
“I’m going to be totally honest with you. I don’t think it’s a good idea.”
Nate stiffened under my arm, and I let him go but stayed close.
“Nate, look at me. This is not about you. If I knew more and was in less magic mayhem overall, I’d be more than happy to teach you whatever I knew. Right now, though, things are real dangerous around me. I can’t in good conscience let you stick around and possibly get mixed up in it.” My throat constricted. “Possibly die like Deb because you’re near me,” I said, the words coming out strangled.
He searched my eyes and nodded, apparently finding something there he believed, even if he didn’t necessarily like the words. “Okay. I get it. I do. What am I supposed to do to learn more while you’re off fighting whatever’s out there?”
I stood, because I wasn’t as young as Nate and my knees were starting to creak a little at all the crouching down. “Well, from what I gathered from Gareth’s and Harley’s stories, research was their first step, so you need books. I’m sure they’ll point you in the right direction if you need it.”
“Yes, please,” he said, moving to stand himself. He looked me up and down, then quickly took me in a hug. “Thanks for being honest and helpful, even if it wasn’t exactly what I wanted.”
“I’ll never be anything but honest with you, Nate.”
“Good.” He pulled back and moved toward the door. “I’ll text Harley. Maybe Gareth too.”
“Do. I know for a fact Harley has a few beginner mage books, because she had to get them for me not too long ago.”
He opened the door and threw a look over his shoulder at me. He was so young still but had been through so much already—bigotry because of who he was attracted to, homelessness because of his shitty parents, and learning he was also magic somehow. It was a lot for a young man to take in, but he’d been forced to prove himself multiple times in life. My heart hurt he had to do it over and over again, but my brain knew he’d get through it. He searched my face, biting his lip for a second before he blurted, “Be careful, Randy. There’s a lot of bad people out there in the normal world. Throw magic in the mix and…” He trailed off, not needing to finish. We’d both been there, together, when magic had gone tragically wrong. 
“Got it, Nate. I’ll chat with you soon. Promise. We’ll have Warm Regards up and running when other things get handled. Until then, call if you need anything.” I left unspoken the direction to call but not drop in. He knew the danger was real and closing in, and he was smart. He’d let us handle it before he came back. He’d also do his research and get himself prepared, because he now knew the things that slithered from the dark, and he’d learn to fear them as truly as he’d learned to fear the evil things people can do to other people. A hard lesson, but one not easily forgotten. 






  
  Three


I drove over to Mia’s place, a quick trip from Warm Regards. She hadn’t come to the funeral. Not because she didn’t mourn Deb, but because she was still skittish around people. She did okay in small clusters, but she’d nervously admitted she didn’t think she could be okay with a crowd of mourners. 
Totally understandable. She’d recently been through a hell of a lot of weird shit. I didn’t even know the extent of it. I wasn’t about to push her to attend Deb’s funeral. I knew in my heart Deb wouldn’t care. Mia could say her good-byes when she was ready, alone and at the cemetery. No need to force herself through a different type of traumatic experience.
Normally, I’d breeze into her home like she did mine. I had a key, so I could get in without much muss or fuss. However, Mia was still jumpy, and it now felt a little weird, given the way Rich and Mia were circling each other. I didn’t think she was in a place for anything wild to happen yet, but getting an eyeful of my littlest sister naked with a ghoul wasn’t exactly high on the list of images I wanted to have, so I waited patiently outside her door until it creaked open. I caught a glimpse of Mia scurrying back to her couch as I slowly entered. 
Mia’s place was fully Mia. Nerdy movie and TV posters lined the walls. Gadgets and tech littered most surfaces. She had cases and cases of bookshelves too, all filled to bursting. Mia liked to read and she liked collecting books. It was not the same hobby, as she often explained in great detail if anyone asked her about it. I liked to read too, but not nearly as much. I read cookbooks for work stuff and loved a good romance in any flavor, but I read maybe ten books a year. Mia read at least one hundred, and she would talk your ear off about any one of them. 
I was happy to see her e-reader face down on her glass coffee table. I hadn’t seen her read in a long while, probably since all the Necronomicon business started for her. Another sign I’d ignored, I guessed.
I stood in the living room, facing Mia and Rich. Mia sat on one corner of her big, overstuffed brown leather couch, arms wrapped tight around herself. Her petite frame was burrowed into the corner like it could shield her, her legs tucked up and under her, her arms up and crossed at her chest, and her head hanging low with her slightly long pixie cut poking out in an untamed halo. It was a sight that made my heart stutter. 
Apparently it had Rich feeling something similar, because he sat stiff and strained on the opposite end of the couch giving my sister puppy-dog eyes, which
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