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      This book was written for those who have survived abusive

      relationships. Whether the abuse was parental, domestic, or through an organization that held power over you, I’m so very glad you survived.

      If you are still in an abusive situation, please seek help. It can and will get better if you do.
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      No one expects to run into a hellhound on their pre-dawn run in the Seattle suburbs, not even me, and I’ve had a long history with the stinky mutts and their master. I stop dead in my tracks, my heart thudding faster than the beat in my earbuds. After pressing the bud in my right ear, the music ceases. Ambient noise filters in.

      Luck is on my side, sort of, as I am downwind of the monster, not the other way around. The reek of sulfur was what had given away the hellhound circling my neighbor’s begonias long before I spot the glowing red headlights where eyeballs should be. Besides the glowing red eyes, there’s no mistaking the hellhound for a lost pooch or a coyote on the prowl. The arch of its back reaches about as high as my chest, and I’m about 5'6", not tall but not short either. It’s three times as wide as my hips, and I’m, as my daughter’s generation puts it, “thicc.” Under a sleek coat of slate-gray fur, sinewy muscles ripple. Even without looking inside its muzzle, I know viscous slobber covers several rows of razor-sharp teeth. But what really gives away the doggo is not a helpful Lassie are the shadows, darker than dark, swirling about the killer canine. 

      Those shadows will suck you into a whole new world. Somewhere you don’t want to take a magic carpet ride, Aladdin, not one little bit.

      Too busy sniffing at my neighbor’s hedges, likely distracted by a bunny, the hellhound doesn’t even realize I’m there. I don’t mind if the demonic beast eats Peter Rabbit, the circle of life and all that, but I sure as hell mind if the hound tries to devour me, or worse catch me up in those swirling darker-than-dark shadows forming around him.

      My stomach knots with unease and I bite my bottom lip to keep from crying. I’d grown complacent over the years since I left Hell. I want to stomp my foot and cry out that this isn’t fair. I’d gotten away from His Creepiness and all his bullshit evil machinations a long time ago. I have a nice, albeit bland, life in the suburbs. I’m on the freaking Parent Teacher Student Association!

      I give up my pity party. I am a middle-aged mom, not sixteen. I’ve known for a long time that life was never going to be fair, as life never is when someone has way more power than you have.

      I’d grown complacent, but like all middle-aged mothers, I still came prepared. I’d thought I was safe from Hell, but the world is filled with a lot more things that go bump in the night than hellhounds. I ease off my backpack.

      My kid likely thinks I carry around weights, tasteless nutrition bars, and a water bottle like a normal person. The water bottle is the only true part. What I do have in my bag stops all kinds of monsters from devouring me while I get my heart rate up to “cardio” on my smartwatch. I push aside ash and rowan wood stakes, a silver dagger in its sheathe, a jar of cream to distract fae—not that the high fae courts are even allowed on Earth after the angels kicked them out, but the tiny low fae love the stuff and keeps them on your side. 

      Among these contents, I retrieve a container of Morton salt, tear off the sticker, and flick the spout with my thumb. My stomach dips when the friction causes the metal of the spout to squeak against the cardboard of the container.

      My gaze still on the hellhound, who is still tearing up my neighbor’s garden, I exhale in relief.

      With great care, I pour the salt in a circle, whispering the words I’d learn by rote. I’d learned them in another tongue but say the spell in English—a focus. The words don’t matter. The intention does. The power comes from within me, as it does all witches. I contain a metaphorical light inside that can blaze with the brilliance of a thousand suns, or so my mother said. 

      Mom was more poetic than I could ever be. She read Ralph Ellison, Alice Walker, and other greats of the twentieth century. I read comics and listened to Biggie and Wu-Tang Clan. She belongs to a coven. I am a lone witch, living a continent away from the women who raised me. Generational disconnect happens to the supernatural, too. Especially when your mother gave you to a fallen angel as a tithe when you were only a teenager. 

      When I’m done with the setup, I return the salt to my backpack and steel myself for what’s to come next.

      I whistle. The first comes out dry and soundless. I moisten my teeth and try again. A shrill sound, loud enough to wake the dead, let alone the neighborhood, departs from my lips.

      The hound pauses the search for the rabbit, lifting its head. Alert. The beast’s nostrils flare as it sniffs the air. Red glowing eyes lock onto me.

      Yeah. That’s right. I’m much better prey.

      A low growl emits from the beast’s throat. Claws the length of my fingers click on the sidewalk as the hound stalks forward toward me. 

      Inside, I’m quaking with fear. I have not done this spell in a long time. If something happens to me, my daughter will have no one. I push that out of my head and plant my hands on my hips.

      “Go tell your master to take the hint and leave me alone.” I point as I speak, not intending a literal destination but a general begone direction. 

      The idiot looks where I pointed.

      I roll my eyes. Hellhounds are not like Earth dogs. They have no instinct to protect, but they have the same instinct to hunt and follow signals. When the evil pooch realizes his master isn’t there, the predatory red gaze narrows on me, but it doesn’t move.

      Doubt and confusion sets in. I’m not sure why he’s not pouncing and dragging me back with him to Hell nor ripping me to shreds. Am I not its target?

      I curse under my breath.

      I clear my throat. “Also, tell him stalking is a little gross and so creepy that he’s still got a thing for a me. I made it pretty clear I didn’t want to be with him anymore.”  I throw up a hand and shake my head. “Wait. Why am I telling you? You’re too stupid to deliver a message.”

      I spin on my heel like I’m going to walk away. Part of me wants to run. Wants to lure this beast away from my home, my kid.

      The movement triggers instincts. In my peripheral, the monster snarls and lunges.

      My heart leaps into my throat. The creature is doing exactly what I want it to do, however, a massive hellhound is launching in my direction. That and swirling magic that promises to rip me from everything I love to carry me to my least favorite ex scares the bejesus out of me. 

      After a moment of frozen terror, my brain revs into gear. I find my voice, murmuring the final words of the spell. A silly little rhyme stammered more than said—but stammered with intention!

      The ground shakes beneath my feet, rumbling like a thunder cloud. Within the salt circle I’ve created, a swirling vortex appears. Fire erupts from the center, but I don’t feel the heat. It’s all contained by the salt I bought in a three-pack from Costco. The beast snarls and whines but cannot escape the flames toasting its flesh.

      Oopsy. I’ve opened a portal to a less hospitable part of Hell. Guess this hellhound won’t be delivering my message. 

      I murmur another spell, voice still shaking. The swirling vortex sucks the hellfire and burning beast down like a flaming turd down a flushed toilet. 

      As I’ve said, I’m no poet. 

      The portal between worlds vanishes, leaving behind my salt art.

      Sweat cooling on my body and adrenaline waning, all I want to do is go home and shower, but I need to clean up the salt first. If I left it, Seattle’s infamous constant drizzle would wash the salt into the neighbor’s yard and kill all the plants.

      Television and movies with demon slayers never mention that salt will kill plants if absorbed into the ground. The ostensible heroes walk away from their salt circles, leaving a destructive mess, not caring whose yard they’ve destroyed, but I do.

      As I sweep up the salt circle with a pocket-sized dustpan and broom, dumping the contents into a Ziploc bag, a sadness envelops me. I’d found safety and community on the Eastside—albeit while pretending I was something I was not. I don’t want to move again, but I have to.

      The thing is, you don’t just leave my ex and get to live happily ever after, not after he’s shared his ambitions. Not after he’s named you his Harbinger of the Apocalypse. I’d only deluded myself that I could.

      His Creepiness had once said that he’d tear the heart out of anyone whom I loved more than him, so they’d know how he felt. I used to think of the declaration as terribly romantic, instead of simply terrible. I certainly loved my daughter more than I ever loved him. Would he kill her or try to use her for the purpose he wanted to use me? New fears arise.

      With the salt all swept and bagged up, I head to my house with a heavy heart. The life I’ve built here on the Eastside is over, and I have to break that, and so much more, to my daughter.
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      Two stories, four bedrooms, three thousand square feet of new construction, and yards so small you could spit in any of your neighbors’ windows from your house, if you felt so inclined. Since real estate was tight, I used every bit of outdoor space to grow herbs and flowers and all kinds of plants.

      The tingle of magic brushes against my skin as I step onto my property. The aroma of flowers and various green and growing things washes the stink of sulfur and burnt hellhound from my nostrils. The frogs in the nearby watershed preserve, who had stopped making noise with the appearance of the hellhound, return to their croaky night song. A myriad of tiny lights dance in the air, illuminating my path. One could almost mistake them for fireflies, if Washington state had fireflies.

      Instead of the buzz of insects, minute voices flit through the air, speaking in a language unbeknownst to me. Pixies, sprites, nymphs, spirits, or whatever name you fancy for the tiny supernatural creatures who live in my garden, have always had an affinity for me, showing up wherever I roam. As far as I knew, I was the only witch whom low fae followed, but I don’t mind. They’d proven good friends on more than one occasion.

      The whole superhero story about a refugee from a dying planet explains the presence of most supernatural beings on Earth, but on a much grander scale than a singular Kansan. Many live here because they have no other choice, their world long destroyed by the wars between the governments of the Angelic Anocracy and the Kingdom of Hell, not to mention the Fae Wars. The angels seemed to like to fight everyone for supremacy over humans.

      Eons after these great battles, mundane humans are just beginning to understand that we live in a multiverse. It’d blow their human minds if they’d learned that the multiverse has as many populated worlds as there are snowflakes in a blizzard…with just as much trouble as a storm. 

      The pixies congregate around me, their teeny voices a din in my ears. I don’t understand what they’re saying, but I know what the wee folk are upset about. I hold my hands out in front of me in a halting gesture. 

      “I know. I know. Hellhounds like to gobble your kind up, but I kept you safe. The threat is gone.” Burnt to a crisp, I don’t add.

      The light sprites coalesce into an arrow pointing behind me. At that moment, the hairs on the back of my neck rise in warning. 

      A low growl rumbles, too close.

      Cursing under my breath for not reinforcing the wards around our property, I turn in slow motion fully expecting to see another hellhound. Apex predators don’t like sudden movements, tending to trigger their instinct to pounce. I’m torn between sighing in relief and screaming in frustration when I see a sleek black panther emerging from my herb garden.

      The relief is short-lived as the panther crouches down low, yellow eyes narrowing on me. Jada, my daughter in cat form, growls.

      Confused why she’d be angry with me, I hold up a finger and use my mother tone, “Don’t you dare growl at me young lady.”

      She does worse.

      Without thinking, I say the word for a deflection spell and pour my light into it. The panther bounces off the forcefield I’ve generated.

      The cat shimmers and then scrambles to its feet. Two legs, at first feline, stretch and morph into a human shape, brown skin replacing black fur. The midsection goes through the same sort of transition. Moss green curls sprout from the morphing skull, spiraling down to cover the teenage girl’s bare brown chest.

      “Ouch! That hurt!”

      “You were going to pounce on me!”

      She looks down at her hands, likely still tingling from the deflection spell, and then at me, slow realization fills her features. “Mami…you know magic.” It’s not a question. Betrayal limns her tone and a world of hurt resides in her eyes.

      Inwardly, I flinch, outwardly I maintain a semblance of calm. All I want to do right now is grab her, a few necessities, and flee, but I can’t. She’s seventeen and will need a better explanation than when she was small and Raf and I would say, “We’re going bye-byes.” 

      She may be part goddess, half witch, and wholly able to shift into deadly animals, but I am still in charge. I clear my throat and give her my best impression of the scariest person I’ve ever met—my mother. 

      “Inside. Now.” I point to the door.

      For a moment, I think she’s not going to listen. That she’s going to pull a “I’m going to be eighteen in nine months” on me, but she doesn’t.

      Jada picks up her clothes from the porch, petulantly glaring in my direction as she does so. Oh, she’s going to go full teen angst on me about this. All the big feels and pouts.

      I deserve it.

      A keen ache develops in my chest and part of me wonders if she’ll ever trust me once she learns the truth.

      Inside our home is much like the exterior, covered in plants. On my left there’s a winding staircase, on my right a door that leads to a dining room. Jada stomps down a hall, shooting from the foyer between the two. I follow, collecting my thoughts about what I’m going to say.

      I circumvent my daughter’s dressing session next to the kitchen’s breakfast bar, and start up the coffee maker I set up before my run so that all I have to do is press a button. 

      Like her father Raf, Jada doesn’t care for coffee. Hands shaking from left-over adrenaline, I put some water to boil in the electric kettle and scoop out some loose-leaf tea from a container. I used to drink tea and spent an inordinate amount of time in shops selecting different blends, but I’d adopted the habit of drinking coffee after moving to the Pacific Northwest and finding out two thirds of the year offers very little sunlight.

      The clothes she’s donned are the same as I saw her wearing when I checked in before bed: black pajama pants with skulls pierced by daggers and an oversized black t-shirt with the words “Black Girl Magic” in silver glitter. Jada slides onto one of the stools at the breakfast nook and pulls her mass of dyed green ringlets back with a Scunci. Her face is so like Raf’s, with round, apple cheekbones and dimples when she smiles, and large, intelligent eyes.

      “How can you practice magic?” Her eyes thin into accusing slits. “What are you?”

      “I’m a witch. A hedge witch, to be exact. My natural ability lies with nature.” I gesture to the plants, which isn’t hard. The house bursts with green.

      “We’re such freaks.” She groans and rolls her eyes. “At least you’re kinda legal. I thought you were going to say a fae princess. That would be so cool.”

      “Hardly.” I laugh, ignoring the niggling itch at the back of my head. I don’t actually know what my father is/was. However, my mother feared fae.

      Jada regards her hand. “Why haven’t you told me before?”

      I plate some scones and scoop a dollop of strawberry jam on each. “Your father and I thought it best. I—I have a past…I got involved with some unscrupulous dealings I’d rather not talk about.”

      I hated being vague while confessing, but I also didn’t want to scare her.

      “Everything is better with tea and snacks,” she remarks in a mocking tone, but doesn’t refuse the plate I set before her. She eyes the food with interest.

      I leave her to it and start making her tea.

      “Are you wanted by the Angelic Anocracy or something?”

      I almost drop the tongs that I’m using to parse the loose-leaf into a metal tea infuser. “How do you know about the Angelic Anocracy?”

      She scoffs and uses a tone that implies I’m an idiot, “They run the supe community.”

      “Soup community—like chicken noodle?”

      “Supernatural community.” She laughs and then asks around a bite of scone, “Mami, are you an unregistered supe?”

      “Not exactly.” I’d once been registered, but I’d faked my death years ago to get away from His Creepiness. “Did your father register you with the local archangel?”

      “He kinda had to. But, why hide that you are a witch if you’re not in trouble?”

      I can’t answer right away. I can’t speak. Stunned by the betrayal. Rafael never told me he’d done that after we’d agreed we would live as latents, almost magic-less as mundane humans.

      After I’d pissed my pants the first time there was a little bunny instead of my baby in the crib, Rafael was supposed to teach Jada how to manage her powers. He was not supposed to introduce her into the community.

      “How much do you know about witches?”

      Jada shrugs. “Nothing. I’ve never met one.”

      I see a kernel of truth I can give her, sparing her of being complicit. “That’s because all witches belong to covens. You live your whole life on a coven’s property, doing the coven’s bidding and not involving yourself with the outside world.”

      “Sounds like a cult.”

      I frown. It certainly does. “I was from a very powerful coven, very well known in the supe world. The only way to leave was to fake my death.”

      Jada’s face shifts from irritation to worry, eyes widening. “What happens if they find out you’re still alive?”

      “Trial. Possible execution.” The coven is the least of my worries, but the consequences made for a far less scary story than the King of Hell was looking for me.

      “Shit.”

      “I think I’ve been discovered. We might have to pack our things and leave as soon as tonight.”

      My daughter shakes her head. I’m not sure she’s aware of the movement because she asks, “Leave? Where we would we go?”

      The kettle whistles. We both jump.

      I take it off the stand and pour our tea for my daughter with shaking hands. I don’t know. “Somewhere we can pretend that we’re mundane humans. Japan, maybe?”

      I grate some cinnamon over her mug, handing Jada her tea. I pour my coffee. I need this mundane morning ritual to balance how off-kilter I feel.

      “No. I’m not leaving.” Jada’s firm declaration pulls me out of my spiraling thoughts. She clears her throat. “The archangel will protect you from your coven. Just explain your situation.”

      “I—I don’t know.”

      Rafael and I had specifically picked the Pacific Northwest because of the lack of covens in this area, and we’d heard rumors the archangel was lenient and didn’t make any indigenous cryptids or latents register. I was safe as long as I didn’t practice magic—or so I’d thought.

      “So, no running?” Her face is hopeful, breaking my heart.

      I want to tell her that we have no choice, but I blow on my coffee. I don’t want to shock my daughter further. She’s only just learned I’m a witch and feels betrayed. There is so much she does not know, that I have—we have when Raf was alive—hidden from her for her own safety.

      Jada’s eyebrows scrunch together in a disapproving scowl that is very much like Raf when he was annoyed. “Mama! Don’t do that thing where you zone out and don’t answer as an answer.”

      “I need a day to think.” A day won’t hurt. I could take several. If His Creepiness knew exactly where I was, he’d send a vampire to snatch me up at the very least, not a non-verbal dog.

      Hope lights in my chest. A small and weak flame, but there. Maybe the hellhound was here on other business…but that would mean there is something or someone in the neighborhood that my ex or a demon wants. Upheaving both my and Jada’s life would be foolish if it were only a hellhound on an errand for a demon. If another comes around, I could just do a spell to elude it. No banishing necessary.

      Jada chugs her tea as if it weren’t scalding hot—one of her abilities is to withstand heat. She stands, stuffing a chunk of strawberry scone in her mouth.

      “Where are you going?”

      She rolls her eyes. “School. I have a math test first period. I can’t be late.”

      I want to tell her to stay home, but Jada can take care of herself. Not only will she be eighteen in a few months, she is a descendant of the Orisha. Raf trained her well in his magic—her magic. She’s a witch, too. A familiar pull in my gut visits, the longing to teach her all I was taught, to share that part of me. Having the power of a god at her fingertips, would she even want to bother to learn witchcraft?

      As if reading my thoughts, Jada pauses and turns to me. “Can you teach me how you got rid of that monster? Banishing that thing was the coolest magic I’ve ever seen.”

      “I would love to,” I respond, grinning. I have to, I don’t add. If one hellhound disappears, more will come in its place. Something occurs to me. “Before you go, what were you doing outside at 5 a.m. and in the form of a panther?” As if the word panther calls him, our cat PC rubs his warm, furry body against my leg. Then he goes to Jada, the fur boy’s favorite next to yours truly.

      Jada scoops the elderly cat up in her arms. “I woke up scared for no reason. My chest was all tight.” She wrinkles her nose and rubs her hand over her sternum as if still experiencing the sensation. “Then I had like sleep paralysis and this trippy vision of you being devoured by—I don’t know, like shadows or something. I couldn’t sleep after that. So, I went to your room, but you weren’t there, soooo...”

      Rafael, too, had experienced glimpses of the future in the form of visions. Sometimes they’d come to fruition, sometimes not. Obviously, the gift had passed to Jada. Despite the disturbing prophetic vision’s near accuracy of what would have happened if the hellhound had taken me by surprise, it warms my heart that my teenager went out to protect me.

      Jada has become so independent, which is good, but I miss the little girl who used to crawl into bed with Raf and I, wedging her little body between us. I miss Raf’s complaining that it was his time with mama.

      “So?”

      “I know you go night jogging. The dream felt so real. I went looking for you.” She sets PC down and then shrugs. “I thought being a panther would add a little stealth and deter anyone if you were being robbed or attacked. The pixies acted like they wanted to help but kept me going in circles around the house pointing arrows this way and that until I saw.”  She puffs her cheeks and makes a noise simulating an explosion and waves her hand dramatically. Then she lowers her head. “All my power and I hid, mami.” Her eyes are luminous. She then admits, “I was so scared. Papi told me there were monsters in this world, but I didn’t think I’d ever see one. That thing could’ve eaten you.”

      I breech the distance between us and hug my daughter. At the same time, I make a mental note to put out the big bowl of fresh cream for the light sprites in thanks. She may be almost eighteen, but she’s still a kid and didn’t need to face down a hellhound. She hugs me back.

      I draw back, pushing stray curls out of her face. “I will teach you all you need to know. Hellhounds are frightening, but you’re stronger. There’s no reason to fear them.” I kiss her forehead, hoping it to be true.

      Not one to be coddled, Jada disentangles herself. “Okay. Got to hurry up. Roxy will be here soon.”

      I force a smile. I’m not fond of her best friend Roxanne, but from experience I know not to let Jada know—teenagers always love best the ones that their parents hate most.

      “Love you.”

      “Yep, me too,” she throws over her shoulder.
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      The upper level has five doors leading to four rooms and a bathroom, but only four doors are visible. I wait outside Jada’s bathroom until I hear the spray of the shower before I go to the end of the hall to the secret room. The wall is spelled to hide that there is a door there. Even if you can see past my illusion, I have warded the door so that you have to say ‘open’ in a tongue only coven-raised witches know to enter, or you’ll suffer a shock akin to being tased. Another ward would make you forget why you were flat on your back.

      The precautions were not necessary when Jada was small, but as she grew older and had friends around, I couldn’t risk someone accidentally entering.

      I whisper the word, the barest of sounds. A door appears. I turn the handle. The tingle of magic grows stronger, my skin ablaze with the sensation as I pass through my wards.

      The room possesses a singular chair, a small table, and bookcases filled with thirty-three leather-bound grimoires—well, not leather exactly. Only the witches who bound the grimoires knew what creatures of the old world they’d skinned to make them.

      I descended from a long line of Archivists, witches dedicated to preserving our heritage and magic through grimoires. These thirty-three grimoires, separately, contain an Easter egg spell. Alone, the spell means nothing, but combined, could collapse a universe within the multiverse—even Heaven could not withstand this spell. These grimoires were what His Creepiness would still be after, not me.

      The grimoires were supposed to have been destroyed along with me when I faked my death to get away from His Creepiness.

      I have to tell Jada about this library, but not now. Later, when she comes home from school, when we start our lessons.

      I go to a shelf and pull the grimoire I need. I glean from a section on casting wards that would fry anyone with ill will towards me. I jot down on a little notebook the symbols I need and commit the words of the spell to memory before returning the book.

      Instead of exiting from the door I entered, I use another door that leads to the back of my closet. I part my dresses and leave the walk-in closet to enter a bathroom adjacent to the master bedroom, and start the shower.

      I need to think and clear my mind before casting the wards, and I have time.

      In fiction, demons, hellhounds, and other Hellish creatures can just blip from one world to the next. In reality, it took a lot of magical energy to banish that hellhound, and I come from a very powerful line of witches. My coven is not romantic about choosing a breeding partner—their words, not mine.

      Witches do not marry and believe warlocks are good for one thing, breeding more witches. Witches live in coven communes. The communes only taught witchcraft to girl children. It is sexist as hell and transphobic. Like many people who grow up in homophobic and transphobic religions, I hadn’t realized how problematic covens were until I left.

      While I wait for my shower to heat, I remove my clothes, retrieving my cell phone from my hoodie pocket before tossing the laundry into the hamper. I check my messages and notice an alert on my calendar. I let out an exasperated sigh. I have a PTSA meeting at eight this morning. I am the board’s secretary, and this is my snack week, hence why I’d baked strawberry scones.

      I should feign sickness more often. As it is, I never have. If I didn’t show, my best friend Lucinda, who happened to be the PTSA president, would show up to the house concerned. I couldn’t let down someone who’d been there for me when I was at my worst.

      My phone says it’s still only 6:30 a.m. If I hustle, I could set the wards around my property after Jada leaves for school and still make it to the meeting on time. I scrub up and dress for the meeting: sweater, leggings, and sensible shoes.

      I spell my hair dry because I don’t have time to blow-dry. I’m not into much makeup, but I like flavored lip balm and apply some.

      When I exit my room, I collide with a perfumed black and blue something…or someone. It takes a moment for us to untangle and for me to get bearings straight. Somewhere in the confusion, I swear I heard...

      “Did you just growl at me?”

      “Ugh! No.” Roxy curls her deep purple lips and rolls her vivid blue eyes, made brighter by her heavy layer of black eyeliner circling her lids. Jada’s friend is about my height, model-gorgeous like her mother Kirsten, except Roxy wears heavy goth makeup. Roxy’s blonde hair is teased into a style reminiscent of 80s punks and dyed electric blue, a few shades darker than her eyes. Her clothes are a mashup of Victorian-era funeral wear and Harajuku chic.

      “Maybe you should stick to Jada’s end of the upstairs.” Instinctively my gaze shifts to the hidden door.

      I realize my mistake when I turn my attention back to Roxy.

      She sniffs the air, a smirk curves a corner of her black lipstick-painted mouth, like a hound relishing the scent of prey. “My, my Ms. Diaz. Here, I thought you were a boring normie.”

      “I don’t understand what you mean, dear.”

      Her eyes flick up and down the length of me. “I think you do. Don’t worry. I won’t tell. I got secrets, too.” Her eyes flash gold.

      I struggle to speak. Roxy is some sort of shifter. She’s been in my house a thousand times over the years, and I never knew. At the same time, she’s never suspected me of being something more than Jada’s mother. Then again, I’d never practiced magic strong enough to rip a hole through the fabric of reality and toast a hellhound over a hellfire spit. That kind of magic leaves a trail. Every supe can detect it differently, but shifters use their noses.

      Just then my daughter bounces out of her room, black leggings, tutu, and ripped up black t-shirt. Black cat ears peak from her green curls and she has darkened her nose and drawn whiskers—the irony is not lost on me.

      PC dashes past me into my room, back arched and hissing at Roxy before disappearing under my bed. No wonder the cat never liked her. She’s likely a canine sometimes.

      My face grows cold. Shifter packs are the Angelic Anocracy’s Earthbound Guardians, serving archangels. She’s too young to be a Guardian, but her parents, at least one of them, might be one. How did they hide what they were from me so long, so well?

      Of course, they would do everything they could to not let me know. They thought I was a mundane or at the very least a latent. Supernaturals were in the closet and liked to stay that way.

      Roxy turns to Jada. “You didn’t tell me your ma was a supe.”

      Jada’s smile dims, gaze darting between the two of us. “Barely. Latent stuff, I guess. She’s not a danger to anyone.” Her voice is high and pleading, so unlike her usual snarky banter with her friend. She gestures to me with a shaky hand. “Obviously.”

      A scrutinizing eye sweeps over me, again. Roxy duckbills her lips and shakes her head in mock pity. “Yeah. Not a threat not at all.” Her gaze flicks to the illusion covering the hidden door. “I suppose.”

      “What exactly are you?” I ask. It’s impolite, but I don’t care. I need to know if she’s one of the bigger animals. The bigger the predator, the higher the pack status for her parents. The higher the status, the closer to the archangel.

      She grins. “A little bit of wing and fang.”

      “Hilarious,” Jada says, pulling on Roxy’s arm. “We need to go.”

      Her friend wriggles free and gets close to me, too close, inhaling deeply. “I’ll tell you what. If you tell me what you are, then I’ll tell you what I am. Because I don’t believe for one minute your little latent story anymore.”

      A car horn beeps outside—either Roxy’s mother or father, depending on whose week it is. My heart drops at the sound. Either one could take me in for practicing magic without being registered, if they get a whiff of the area where I banished the hellhound.

      I force a smile. “How about the three of us sit down for a little chat after school and discuss this?”

      “Sharing secrets. Tight.” Roxy flashes a wolfish grin, retreating. She starts down the stairs, throwing over her shoulder, “Jada, come on. It’s dad’s week. I don’t want a tardy and get grounded. Again.”

      My daughter hesitates, gaze darting between me and Roxy. Concern wrinkles her brow.

      “Go to school, Jada.” I force myself to sound calm when I’m anything but. “We’ll talk later.”

      “Don’t worry, mami. I’ll make her swear not to tell her dad.”

      So Gabriel, not Kirsten, is the guardian. I’ve known him for years tangentially through Raf and Roxy, but never realized he was a shifter. Gabriel had been one of Raf’s few acquaintances outside work—some paintball league or something I hadn’t been interested in, or so Raf had told me.

      Why was my late husband consorting with shifters? Raf could not hide his demi-godliness. He didn’t practice magic, he was magic.

      My gut ties in knots as I follow the girls downstairs and out the door. I don’t know why I’m following them, some faint hope I can do something about my world unraveling.

      They hop into Gabriel’s SUV parked along the foot of my driveway. I can’t see him past Roxy’s big hair. Gabriel beeps as they pull out.

      I wave at the departing vehicle, knees threatening to buckle.

      My daughter is in a vehicle with two shifters, driving off—and there’s nothing, nothing I can do about it, lest raise suspicion. I’m an unregistered, non-coven affiliated witch. If Roxy spills to her father, Gabriel could arrest me for not registering and bring me to the archangel. The archangel would only have to do a little digging to find out…

      Not practicing magic had protected me from Gabriel sniffing out what I was, and my husband’s lies by omission had kept me from knowing what Gabriel was--and had put me in danger of discovery for years. The betrayal on Raf’s part on top of all the risk is too overwhelming. Bile rises in my throat.

      I hold the vomit in until the sleek black SUV turns a corner, out of sight. My stomach empties the coffee, but I keep retching into my bushes until I have nothing left. I collapse on the porch in a heap. The jig is up. Heaven and Hell would soon be pounding down my door.

      The light sprites come out of hiding and comfort me, like tiny ladies in waiting soothing their queen. They clean up the mess and bring me water to sip from flowers while I gather my senses.

      This is totally normal. Right?

      Forget fortifying the house with better wards. I need to get out of here. Raf had played a dangerous game with my life. He had an out. He’d played by the rules. If I messed up, he could have claimed he hadn’t known I was a witch.

      If I hadn’t practiced magic this morning, Roxy would have never known. The door had never ever been something she’d even been interested in. She must have sniffed around after smelling the residual magic from earlier outside.

      All these thoughts race through my mind.

      Why, why would Raf interact so closely with the Guard after we’d agreed?

      I cry into my palms. Useless really. I will never know why he betrayed me. The dead cannot answer.

      I take deep cleansing breaths. I knew my husband. I had to connect how exactly he’d kept up the charade of a non-magical wife so I could feed into the story when Gabriel inevitably interrogated me—I didn’t trust Roxy to keep the secret.

      Raf likely decided on his own to set up an acquaintance with a low member of the pack and register Jada to both protect our daughter and me. Hiding in plain sight. Yes. Raf was protecting me. I was a terrible liar. I bet he thought I could lie better if I didn’t know I was lying at all.

      With a shaky hand I pull out my cell phone and text my daughter that I will pick her up after school. I don’t need Gabriel literally sniffing around after I cast protective wards. My phone dings right away, a notification of her reply.

      

      Jada: K.

      Roxy isn’t coming.

      Her dad says she’s grounded for not doing her homework

      Be cool. She hasn’t said anything…she won’t.

      

      I release a quivering sigh of relief. I brush myself off and return inside. Time to practice some magic.
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      The convenient part of being a hedge witch is that all I need is my own internal magic and a few basics found around the house…filled with plants. I hum to relax myself as I gather a small bowl, a knife, a basting brush, a mortar and pestle, and some herbs drying in the corner of the kitchen.

      I cut my arm, hissing. It stings like heck as it drips into the bowl. Witches may be alien stock, but I bleed red just like any human. Most supernaturals do. I have yet to see blue or black blood like in the movies. Using blood magic shows my desperation. Blood isn’t often used in spells, because the story of our ancestors and the power passed generation to generation is in our blood, making blood magic the most powerful—at least that’s how my mother explained it.

      After as much blood as I’ll need collects, which is less than what I lose monthly, I use my light to heal my own wound. The mending of flesh itches terribly. I sing to myself, so I don’t scratch at it.

      Next, I grind the herbs and add them to the bowl. On their own, herbs and blood are just a gruesome soup, but used in a spell they become magic. The herbs and blood are not enough to do anything. Just like chemicals in a solution sometimes need a catalyst for a reaction, my light, words, and the act of drawing the symbols of the wards are the catalyst to make the ingredients of the spell work.

      I go out into the yard and paint small symbols with the mixture at the very edge of my property, whispering the words of the spell and throwing my light and intention into the act. Like most witchcraft, it’s a tedious, unglamorous process and takes forever to do the entire perimeter.

      I go inside, clean up, and get scones loaded in the Subaru in the garage. Lucinda texts that she’ll bring coffee from her café. I smile. One less worry. Enough witchiness, I have a PTSA meeting to attend.
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      I get in my Subaru, pausing to glare at Rafael’s little red convertible parked next to mine. I should sell the thing. Owning a convertible in Seattle suburbs, where it rained, or at least drizzled, almost two-hundred days out of the year was ridiculous—and it is just sitting there. I decide I’m going to sell it as soon as I can…but what I really want to do is torch the thing and laugh maniacally over the flames. Raf had loved that car. It wouldn’t change that my husband had kept secrets from me, but oh Mother, the petty act of destroying something he’d cherished would feel good.

      I press the clicker to open the garage and put the car in reverse, slamming on the brakes when I see white fur in my rearview belonging to the most massive wolf I’ve ever seen.

      Crap.

      My heart somehow jumps into my throat and pounds in my ears at the same time. Eyes locked with the wolf, I remain frozen, unsure of how to proceed.

      What I wouldn’t give for a raw steak to toss into the yard and peel out of the driveway as soon as the wolf runs after it. I bite my lip, trying not to laugh at the image of the giant wolf unable to help its instincts, reporting back to his alpha, “But it was a porterhouse, sir.”

      Okay. I’m losing it.

      I draw in a deep breath and gather my composure. I am a mom on her way to a PTSA meeting. Blood magic? Oh my, I have no idea how that happened.

      I throw the gear into park, unbuckle my seatbelt and get out of the car. I force a smile. I’m sure I appear a Stepford Wife kind of creepy, but he or she is a frickin’ wolf.

      “Hi, could you please move out of the way? I have a PTSA meeting, and I’m running late.”

      Oh, my god.

      Kill me now.

      I just made a polite request of a freaking wolf. I won’t have to worry about appearing before the Angelic Anocracy or His Creepiness finding me and my grimoires. This Guardian is going to transform back into a human and promptly have me committed.

      A bunch of gruesome wet, popping sounds, and a whole lot of gross morphing occurs, before a man stands in front of me. He’s at least 6'1" or 6'2", muscled like an athlete, and light brown head to toe. I can’t stop noticing there’s no tan lines. I’m seeing a whole lot more of Gabriel than I ever have before. I force my eyes to his face.

      Not that it does me any good. Gabriel isn’t just perfectly proportioned, he has won the lottery in the features department: high, prominent cheekbones, a jaw that could cut glass, a cleft chin, and eyes that tilt slightly upward at the outermost corners. His mouth is so damned full and shapely it could belong to a woman. 

      I lick my lips. His gaze tracks the motion. My cheeks flare, and I warm other places. How have I known him for so long and never noticed how smoking hot Gabriel was?

      Oh, because it had never been appropriate before to gape at my late husband’s friend!

      I shake my head. What is wrong with me? It’s not appropriate now. My world is falling apart and all I can think about is how I’d like to rock his. I shake my head a second time and force my eyes to stay mostly on his face.

      He runs a hand through tousled dark brown hair.

      Yes, please keep my eyes from dipping down. Again.

      His wolf eyes turn to a human shade of green close to mine, but there’s a bit of otherworldliness about them. Again, I ask myself why hadn’t I noticed Gabriel before? This time for entirely different reasons. Humans could be beautiful, but not flawless.

      We continue to stare at each other as if seeing each other for the first time. This is a man Raf met with for beers often, but I had little contact with. After Raf died, I’d only seen Gabriel waving from his vehicle as he picked up and or dropped off Roxy. If I think about it, my husband always managed to keep us separate.

      Same went for his wife—ex-wife. She wasn’t the PTSA type. By the way their daughter acted, the divorce was messy and complicated. I didn’t know shifters divorced. They were so about mate-bonding for life, weren’t they?

      “Did you banish a hellhound, Miriam?” He points to exactly where the incident occurred.

      An icy tendril of fear slithers up my spine. I swallow hard. “Yes.”

      He takes a step forward, planting his hands on his hips.

      I’m not going to lie. I look exactly where I shouldn’t. This is not an average dude. He’s physical perfection. Too perfect. Fear that he might be more than a shifter snaps my gaze back to his face. There’s something familiar about him now that I’m really looking at him for the first time, but I can’t place what.

      “Raf give you some sort of protection that does that?”

      I could lie. He’s giving me an out. It could also be a test to see if I lie. Also, I really, really hate lying. Outright lies put me in a kind of pain that feels like full-body labor. I’ve always had the reaction, even when I was a small child. My mother called it “a case of a good conscience in overdrive.” The back of my head always itched when she said that.

      I blow out my breath. “I’m a non-practicing witch. I remembered the spell in self-defense.”

      “I get that…but trans-dimensional transference and blood wards are not things a non-practicing witch should know,” he says with an air of authority that goes way beyond a low ranking Guardian.

      Okay. Time for half-truths. “I was coven raised. I fell in love with Rafael and—marrying is frowned upon. I would have registered, but there’s bad blood between me and them for leaving and I didn’t want to be found.” I hold up my hands. “I swear, I haven’t practiced until I saw that hellhound on my run this morning. Please don’t turn me in.”

      I’m trembling now. Tears are running down my cheeks.

      He’s going to bring me to the archangel. He has to. That’s what Guardians do.

      Gabriel breaches the distance between us and puts a hand on my shoulder. “Hey. It’s okay.” He lifts my chin with a finger so I have to look into his eyes. There’s no judgment, only concern. His voice is gentle. “I’m sure seeing that monster was terrifying, but you’re okay now.”

      Yeah. I’m just a non-practicing witch, scared out of her wits because she faced a monster. Totally learned from other witches that magic, not the devil himself.

      He smiles. Blessed Mother, he’s handsome when he smiles. I find myself smiling back.

      “You have a PTSA meeting now?”

      I have what? As if waking from an enchantment, I realize I’m standing in my driveway with a naked man where all my neighbors can see.

      I back up, brushing off my clothes as if I could brush off my newfound attraction to him. “Um. Yes. And…Do you need some clothes or are you going to shift back into a wolf?”

      Gabriel glances down as if realizing his nudity for the first time. He curses under his breath. “My clothes are in my SUV. I parked a few blocks down because I wanted to shift without being seen.” He taps his nose. “I can scent better in my other form, but I don’t want to shift back now.”

      I nod my head along as if I know what he’s talking about. Half of what he says doesn’t make sense to me. Not wanting the Angelic Anocracy in their business, witches tend to stay away from their watchdogs on Earth.

      I point to the garage. “There’s a box of Rafael’s old clothes I’ve been meaning to donate. You two are close enough in size.”

      Were close enough in size. Raf no longer has a body.

      Gabriel’s gaze swivels to the garage. “It’s been two years, hasn’t it?”

      “Three,” I correct. Before today, I wouldn’t even suggest someone wear Raf’s old things, but at the moment I’m too angry at my husband to care.

      He scratches the back of his head. “I’d meant to check in on you…afterward. I— You understand why I stayed away, right?”

      His question summons a memory I’d rather forget. Raf had just ascended. I left the hospital room, falling into Gabriel’s arms in a hallway. I’d been so stricken with grief. No protector. No father for Jada. Alone, and I’d never been alone before. Gabriel had been solid, warm, lifting me like I was nothing.

      My phone dings. The vibration against my leg startles me out of the half-recalled memory. I pull my cell waving it in front of me like a shield, protecting me from this conversation, from the memory.

      I don’t want to think of Gabriel coming into Raf’s room. Raf asking for me and Jada to give them a moment alone. I don’t want to know what they discussed. I don’t want to think of Gabriel holding me, or when he had to practically carry me to his car so the cancer ward nurses could take my husband away. The memory of that drive home and anything that happened afterward is vague. The month after Raf’s death, when I couldn’t get out of bed and let my friends take care of Jada, are not times I want to remember.

      “I have to go.”

      Gabriel gently clasps my arm, halting me. His dark eyebrows draw together. “We’re friends, but I’m obligated to get a full report from you. A hellhound making an appearance, whether you took care of it or not, is not something I can ignore.”

      My heart leaps to my throat, rendering me speechless. None of that friendship counted. All hounds had a master.

      “Can I swing by later—after school?”

      I nod, slipping away from him and into my car. As I start the engine, I look out the front windshield. Frozen in place, I stare at Gabriel’s back. It’s a testament to how flustered I am and how gorgeous Gabriel is that I had not noticed what appears to be an intricate tattoo of wings covering his back. I know better. I’ve seen that “tattoo.”

      “Nephil,” I whisper, voice quaking with the word. The nephilim are half angels, half human. Usually mistakes, curiosities, or sometimes taken under the proverbial wing of their angelic parents. Sometimes they ended with His Creepiness in Hell, spies against their own parent.

      At least I don’t have to worry about him telling the archangel about me, I thought, heart sinking. Gabriel is the Archangel.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The Parent Teacher Student Association meeting is held in a community room at the local library. Despite the organization’s name, only parents attend and today is a board meeting, not a general assembly, which we hold at the school gymnasium.

      I pull into the lot. After I park, I take a deep cleansing breath with my hands gripping the steering wheel. I blow out my breath through my mouth. I need to get my crap together. Lucinda would notice I look rattled and would worry, with good reason.

      I conjured my alibi of half-truths. I had a scary experience. A wolf in my driveway. I’m definitely not thinking about withdrawing as much cash as possible from the nearest ATM, pulling my kid out of school, and seeking some old connections to get me out of town in a hurry.

      I’m not thinking about how Jada is always talking about anime, Japanese fashion and happened to be in her third year of Japanese in school. I’m not thinking about how the kitsune and the Shinigami weren’t too fond of the Angelic Anocracy and couldn’t care less about His Creepiness.

      My phone dings—again. Notifications have been going off at a steady rate while I sit and scheme. Lucinda is normally easy going, but budget meetings are always the most stressful. Everyone has an idea how the money should be spent, usually conflicting ideas.

      Past my white-knuckled grip, a stay-at-home mom is unloading her brood. I was like her, taking Jada to the toddler story hour before she started preschool. It bored the heck out of me, but Jada liked it. This library and story hour is where I met Lucinda.

      She’s been there for me. I can be there for her. Okay, get through this budget meeting and then plan our escape, Miriam.

      I text Lucinda to let her know I’m here.

      Me: Unloading snacks. BRT!

      Lucinda: Hurry, or I’ll serve roast Chad.

      I snort and get out of the car, going first to the trunk. I’ve packed the strawberry scones that I baked last night for today’s meeting. I take the container into the building, nodding to the librarians behind the desk. They all know me from years of interaction.

      The backs of my eyes sting and my throat tightens. I wouldn’t have that anywhere else. It would take years to build the life I have now, and it wouldn’t be the same. The funds wouldn’t just keep coming. I wouldn’t be a comfortable widow. Jada and I would be on the run.

      My phone dings, reminding me I need to move. My destination is in the back of the library, and I head straight there at a brisk pace. On my left, I recognize a few of the elderly sitting at the public computers. A few telecommuters work at tables over in the silent section. The parents with small children head back to the colorful section with lots of bean bag chairs—where I used to take Jada for story time.

      Before he became too important at the mega software company, Raf would sometimes take a morning off and come with us. He’d liked taking her to the Spanish story time on Saturday mornings. It was their own little thing. An achy sadness washes over me. This is home. I don’t want to abandon it.

      Because I’m late, I enter the meeting room tentatively, closing the door behind with a soft click.

      Inside, Lucinda is facing off with our vice president, Chad. Chad has salt and pepper hair, and a chin that’s quit on him. He seems to leak out of the waistband of his khakis. Lucinda is short and compact, possessing a triathlete’s body. My bestie loves to compete in events with the word ‘fun’ in the title that don’t sound fun at all. Her curly black hair is pulled back from her heart-shaped, ageless face. She’s classically beautiful with large, dark eyes and a pert mouth, now drawn in a sneer-smile. Even in leggings and a sweatshirt, she looks nine times better than I do dressed up.

      Chad uses his height and size to loom over Lucinda as they argue. That kind of posturing is why I’ve never found him attractive—the moms that volunteer at the school call him a silver fox with a dad bod. Rafael used to say Chad “strutted like
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