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Amethyst 

My cousin Topaz is terrified she has brought death directly to the door for me and my sister, Sapphire. The fear and guilt in her expression is unmistakable.

Outside the kitchen window, the sea crashes across the shoreline and retreats, over and over. The sight is mesmerizing, and it takes effort to turn away and face the reality of our conversation inside this stranger’s beach cottage.

Our conversation about demons, and danger.

Topaz watches me carefully, a haunted look in her eyes. “I’m sorry. This is all my fault.” 

“It isn’t, Tee.” My heart aches for her pain. She is clearly struggling to hold her emotions together. “We will find a solution. I promise.”

Just like we’ve always done. Only this time, I’m not sure I can deliver on my promise.

Topaz might technically be my cousin, but in reality, she is just as much of a sister to me as Sapphire. I’m older than Tee—only by a couple of months, but in the absence of our mothers, I kind of feel responsible for her as much as Sapph. We grew up together, the three of us in foster care, and the blood bond between us is strong enough to weather anything that life throws at us. 

Even a demon soul collector who wants to take Topaz straight back down to Hell.

If we continue to work together, we might have a chance to survive.

At least, that’s what I keep telling myself. I need to believe it’s true.

But in order to remain united, I’m going to have to leave here for a while, and I know Topaz is not going to like the fact that I’m leaving.

I don’t like the thought, either, but I have a lot more information now than I had yesterday morning, and my instinct tells me I need to do some research before I can offer any solutions to her situation.

As if she senses my pending withdrawal, Topaz turns her shadowed gaze away from me and studies the scene out the window. I don’t press the matter further. She’s had enough to deal with in the last forty-eight hours. 

I get the sense that she’s still holding back about what really happened out on the beach last night. She and her hellhound lover Kyan keep exchanging glances when they think I’m not watching. Unspoken dread mixes in with the wild passion that has sprung up between them. 

Speaking of which...

I roll my eyes as Kyan slides into his seat at the kitchen table and loops an arm around Topaz’s shoulder. He presses a kiss into her hair as she leans into him. 

“Please, guys, give it a rest.” I might have called an uneasy truce with the hellhound shifter, but that shouldn’t mean I have to bear witness to their mating rituals. 

He shoots me a smug look that morphs into a scowl as I reach for the last slice of toast. “Hey!”

“I have a long drive ahead of me,” I say, by way of explanation, before taking a big bite of the toast to claim it. “Besides, don’t you hellhounds prefer something a little more substantial? Like, I don’t know... meat?” 

I point to his empty breakfast plate—which had, only a half-hour ago, been piled high with bacon, sausage, and eggs. 

Kyan snorts, looking totally unrepentant. “I’ll take whatever I can get at the moment.” 

Topaz’s attention sharpens, and she spears me with a frown. “Wait, you’re leaving? Amethyst—I thought you agreed. We have to stick together.” She nudges her shoulder against Kyan’s chest, forcing him to look at her. “Right?” 

He nods, and turns to me with a sober expression. “Luthor disappeared last night, but you must know he’s an extremely powerful demon. If he doesn’t return, someone else will, on his behalf.”

I narrow my eyes. You should know. He was your master, once. I bite back the words. They would only cause distress for Topaz.

His eyes flare red, before he tamps his inner shifter back down. He knows I don’t trust him—not the way Topaz does. But I do know he cares for my cousin a great deal. He almost died protecting her, and for that reason, I try to be civil rather than give in to the temper that flares whenever I’m feeling over-anxious.

“I know we are all potentially now in danger. But I can’t just sit around and wait for him to come to us. If you can take Tee—and Sapph, too—back to your pack lands, they’ll be somewhat protected. Won’t they?”

Sapphire, over at the sink washing and stacking dishes the lazy way—by waving her wrist back and forth and allowing little bursts of magic to release—stops what she’s doing and joins the conversation.

“Don’t speak for me, Ammie. I’m all grown up and able to make my own decisions these days.”

“Um...okay.” I pause, folding my arms around myself and feeling uncharacteristically powerless. “What do you think, then, Sapph? Do you want to go with Topaz to the shifters’ territory? You’re not going to disappear back into goddess-knows-where on your own, are you?”

Sapphire lives a long way from others. She says it’s because she isn’t keen on people, but deep down I think she’s more of a people-person than me. I suspect her self-imposed isolation is because her magic is steeped in darkness, and she’s secretly afraid she’ll hurt someone with it one day.

My little sister taps her teeth with a finger and stares at all of us. Her face is unreadable. Then she nods. “I’ll go with Topaz and Kyan, for now. I presume the wards on the pack lands will hold?”

Kyan nods. “Your mothers made sure of it, when they wound their Redferne magic into our territory. They’ll hold. For now.”

Topaz glares at me. “That still doesn’t mean you should run off on your own. Why don’t you—”

“Let her go.” Sapphire surprises all of us with her gentle yet firm pronouncement. “I’m getting a strong feeling that there’s something you need to do without us, Ammie. I don’t know what that is, but I sense you’ll be okay at the spa resort. At least for a bit.”

Topaz and I both know Sapph’s ‘feelings’ well. When she makes her small pronouncements, we listen. Relief fills me at the confirmation I’m making the right choice by going with my gut. I’m not abandoning my coven sisters for no reason. 

“This started in the Fae Realm. Their use of old magic to save Topaz from the demon soul collector, somehow did something to the balance of energies in the ether. I need to find out more, do some research. I’ll be okay at the spa. I have significant protections in place there, and most of my supplies.” 

And we both know I’m not the primary target of the demon in question.

I don’t say that last part out loud. There’s no point. 

Slowly, Topaz nods. “I’d ask Maewen for help, but I tried to call her office earlier and was told she’s away at the moment—in Faerie with King Rhodri.”

One of Topaz’s clients at her spell shop is an inspector in the Supernatural Police Division. She also happens to be half-banshee, and married to the new king of the Winter Court of Faerie.

“Too bad. Do you know when she’s due back?”

“They weren’t sure, but said it’s likely to be a few weeks as she’s only just left.”

A few weeks? I doubt we have that long. “All right. Well, I will figure out something, and the best place to do that is back home.” 

My personal rooms beneath the spa resort I part-own with Topaz and Sapphire are full of equipment and supplies. And the lake—my favorite place for scrying—is right there on the grounds.

I’m not powerless. Not by a long shot. I’m also not able to sit around and wait for stuff to happen. Right now, I’m more afraid than I’ve ever been—for my cousin, for my sister, and myself. Some small part of me even fears for Kyan. 

I need to turn my fear into proactivity. Maybe I’ll find a way to even the playing field. 

There has to be some way to get Topaz out of her entanglement with a soul collector.

“The key to this is the Fae Realm. I think.” I try a light laugh, but the sound falls into stony silence.

Judging by the look on Topaz’s face, she still doesn’t like my decision. 

Eventually, she’ll understand. 

I hope. 

Kyan interrupts the train of my thought. “It really is not safe out there, Amethyst. I’m staying with Topaz, of course.” His arm tightens around her shoulders. “And Sapphire is more than welcome to stay with us as long as she likes. But you need protection, too.”

I shiver at the thought of a hellhound shifter lumbering around after me. “No, thanks, I’m good.” 

I ignore his frown and wander over to join Sapphire at the sink. I have to put some distance between me and the hellhound; I can’t deal with his condescending face one second longer. 

The hellhounds were useful in the fight... I’ll admit that much. 

Well, not out loud.

They clearly know the enemy much more intimately than we do, and I have to admit, even magic has its limits. There are times when brute force is the better option when things get ugly. 

But I have a few tricks up my sleeve, and I trust my own instinct. I can’t wait to get home and start digging around for answers.

Maybe Topaz is right, a traitorous voice whispers in my head. Facing down a demon or hellhound attack on my own? Not my idea of fun. 

“I’ll go home, do what I can there, and gather some stuff. Then I’ll come meet you all in a few days, okay?” I don’t wait for a response, but take a step closer and draw Sapphire into a tight hug. “It’ll be okay. Three strong witches... and a hellhound protector? We can’t lose.” 

Sapph laughs as she hugs me back, burying her head into my shoulder. Her loose brown curls, so like Topaz’s, tickle my nose. Just like they did when she was little and I held her in my arms whenever she had nightmares. 

Tears prick my eyes, and I blink them away. As I pull back, I notice that her own eyes are shiny. 

“Stick with Topaz and Kyan,” I say. “They’ll look after you.” 

I head over and hug Topaz, who wraps her arms around me in farewell. Her parting words, spoken in a whisper, send a shiver down my spine. 

“It’s a life for a life, Ammie.” She presses something into my palm. My fingers grip cool metal, and I slip it into my pocket, using the hug as cover. “He’ll be back... Protect yourself.” 

When she releases me, I give Kyan a quick squeeze on the arm. He covers my hand with his. 

“Be safe, witch,” he says. “I will watch over them. I give you my word.”

***
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After bidding everyone goodbye, I head out to my car. I try to ignore the guilty thrum in my mind as I turn the key in the ignition. The atmosphere as I left was tense, to say the least. 

My chest tightens with fear for my cousin. I take one hand off the wheel and dig into my pocket, glancing down at Topaz’s parting gift. 

It’s a ring. No—an amulet. 

A fire opal, framed in an intricate silver setting, sits in the palm of my hand. The jewel glimmers in the morning light, pulsing faintly in its metal casing, not only with its own precious color, but with protection magic deep within.

Blood magic.

I recognize Topaz’s signature, humming within the stone. Silver and fire opal, coupled with her blood magic energy. I’ve seen her create protective amulets like these in the past—designed to disguise the magical signature of the wearer and allow that person to hide under the radar. I’ve never actually held one of them in my hand.

A life for a life. 

Topaz never acts without a reason. Handing me this amulet in secret was a message—a warning. One that she didn’t want Kyan or Sapphire to worry about. 

I shove the ring into my pocket, and turn onto the road, considering Tee’s message as I drive. I can only assume that she thinks Luthor—or one of his demon buddies, if they have such things in the Otherworld—may decide to turn his attention elsewhere if the hellhound pack can protect Topaz for long enough. He’s a soul collector, after all; exchanging one life for another won’t matter in the long run, as long as the debt is paid and the balance restored.

And I’m the only one stupid enough to be out here on her own. 

Sapphire and I both fought the demons and their hellhound hunters last night on the beach... but I also fought them off at the resort. There, I killed the biggest hound of all. The leader of their pack. 

I shiver again, glad that both Topaz and Sapphire stayed behind. 

I’m determined to find a solution to this issue—I’m the oldest of the three of us, after all, and it’s always been on me to look after the other two. We were so young when our mothers died.

I will do what I need to do, as quickly as I can, and then I’ll find you both and the three of us can be together once again.

Our own little sisterhood coven.

I block thoughts of violence and death from my mind. Instead, I focus on the road ahead, determined to find a way to defeat the demon monster.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter Two 

[image: ]


[image: image]

By the time the rolling, green hillsides that signify home come into view, exhaustion drags at my energy levels. 

I take the exit that leads to the Aurora Spa and Resort. This place—even though it is my workplace as well as where I live—is more home to me than anywhere else I’ve ever lived. Maybe the fact that we were bandied about various foster homes when we were young gave me a stronger need for a place of my own now that I’m an adult.

As I pass over the edge of my wards at the boundary of the property, a sense of peace pushes the residual unease to the back of my mind.

I left in kind of a hurry the other day, fighting off the hellhound pack that came sniffing around looking for Topaz, and then leaving a blood trail for my cousin to follow and find my clue.

I feel kind of smug about that clue, even though deep down I know the whole ruse was childish. But Topaz found me, in the end, so it worked. And despite my terror at the time, I have to admit to some enjoyment at creating a breadcrumb trail just like Hansel and Gretel.

Now though, I need to clean up before I can figure out what to do next. At least the resort is currently closed and the staff is away on paid leave, due to our renovations supposed to start in a week, so no one else will be in danger here at the resort. Somewhere in the midst of all the chaos, I have to be grateful for small miracles. 

The gravel driveway seems extra-long and winding, and even the short walk from the car park to the columned front entrance of the main building feels almost insurmountable.

I fight the urge to sink down onto the steps. All I want to do is close my eyes, just for a second...

The last thing I need right now is sleep, or the dreams that might accompany such an act. Just as Topaz specializes in blood magic, I use scrying—and quite often, dream walking—to gather information and inform my magical practises. The only problem is, I can’t always control my dreams, and right now, my anxiety levels are so high that who knows what might invade my sleep.

I shake my head and allow a groan to release when I notice the smears of blood on the door. I left those as part of the clue trail for Topaz. With hindsight, my supposedly clever idea seems like the opposite, now.

I should have just picked up the damn phone.

I unlock the building and turn on the bank of lights by the entrance, trying to tamp down my tiredness. 

The first thing I do is strengthen the wards around the building, resting the palm of my hand against the inner surface of the wall and concentrating hard to weave an extra layer of magic into the already intricate pattern.

Nothing that means me harm will get through this barrier without a great deal of pain and suffering. 

Satisfied at last, I turn to more human pursuits: scrubbing, polishing, spritzing, and vacuuming the place to within an inch of its life. I whirl from one task to the next as if I’m performing some kind of one-woman show, using good old-fashioned elbow grease to clean inside. I relent in the end and use magic to clean up outside, dissolving the bloodstains off the door and the decking. Then I use a final burst of magic to conjure a concoction of my finest rejuvenating potion to revive the plants that hang sadly from their baskets above the front reception desk. 

Once things are starting to look presentable once again, I flop down onto the nearest couch, too exhausted to move and, hopefully, too tired to dream once I do fall asleep. 

Dreams are my escape, but they can also sometimes be my own version of Hell on Earth.

Something buzzes against my hip. I shift awkwardly and haul out the irksome object—my phone, as it turns out—and stare blearily at the screen. 

You have (6) missed calls from: Topaz Redferne. 

Something must be wrong.

I am just about to dial when the phone buzzes again in my hand, as if in annoyance at my tardiness. This time it’s a text message.

All is well here. I just want to speak with you. Call me when you get a chance. T.

I glare at it and jab at the off button before throwing it down on the couch beside me and closing my eyes. 

Whatever Topaz has to say, I’m not ready to hear it. 

All I want to do is get our lives back on track. In the meantime, I will do my research and try to figure out if there’s anything we missed. 

Surely there’s something. We’re three strong, powerful witches. Between us, we will find a way to get ahead of this. We have to.

Another prickle of guilt at leaving the others runs down my spine, and I huff, opening my eyes and sitting up again. 

Food. That’s what I need. I haven’t eaten anything since the bite of toast this morning, and my body is punishing me by making me feel worse about the whole situation than is warranted.  

Slowly, I manage to wrench myself up off the couch. After a brief internal debate, I slip my phone back into my pocket before heading downstairs to my personal rooms. Once I’m inside my small kitchen, I poke around in the fridge and cupboards, settling in the end for a bowl of cereal, which I eat without really tasting. 

Now that I’ve stopped cleaning, I can’t stop my mind from wandering to places I don’t want it to go. 

We’ve had dealings with the supernatural all our lives. Shifters, vampire, Fae... all manner of magical creatures. Some humans put us—witches—firmly in the ‘supernatural’ category right alongside the others, even though witches and wizards are mortal. Maybe they have a point. We do wield magic, after all. We’ve lived our entire lives at the edges of the ‘normal’ world, eking out a living in the gray area between mortal and immortal. We’ve always kept one foot in the human world, and the other... 

Elsewhere. 

I put my hand in my pocket again and remove Topaz’s amulet. The fire opal winks at me, and I press my lips together, thinking hard. What harm can it do?

Before I can talk myself out of it, I slip the ring onto the middle finger of my left hand. It fits perfectly. 

It’s a concession to Topaz, admitting that I might need her help to get through this, but it’s a concession I’m willing to make. 

Supes from the lower orders are one thing. But demons? They are part of the celestial world, and they’re on a whole other level of scary. 

Despite a lifetime of experience straddling worlds, I’ve never encountered a true celestial before now. I know what the presence of demons means. What it forewarns. 

Because it won’t be just one demon after my cousin. Luthor might have been spearing the charge up to now, but I remember the way the demon wraiths swarmed around her on the beach last night, like parasites trying to infect a host. The demons might reside in the Otherworld, but in the end, they are simply foot soldiers, bringing a message from their more prestigious celestial cousins—the angels.

The celestial realm is bigger than our human world, and far older. There are many who believe the celestials created our world and shaped it according to their will. 

There are some who whisper that they still shape it, holding the fate of every soul, magical or mundane, human or supernatural, in their hands. Spinning and weaving the threads of our lives into their own seemingly random designs. 

I give a sudden, full-body shudder.

I hope I’m wrong. 

I much prefer the idea of having control over our own destiny.

I stare down at the half-eaten bowl of cereal. I pick it up and take another couple of bites. 

Everything is conjecture. No-one really knows much at all about the role of celestials in the human world. 

Getting worked up over a bunch of fairy tales? Goddess above, I’m a grown woman!

I groan and rest my elbows on the kitchen countertop, dropping my head into my hands.

Hmm. Fairy tales. 

I lift my head, considering. If the supes at large—the Fae, vampires, shifters, the witch and warlock community—had sensed the presence of a celestial, I would have expected... something. Rumors circulating, at the very least. Alarm bells ringing from certain factions, without a doubt. 

But beyond the three of us, and Kyan’s shifter pack, I haven’t heard a whisper of anything untoward. 

I chew the last of my meager dinner thoughtfully. It’s been well over thirty years since the Accord Agreement was signed, ensuring supernaturals could live openly and peacefully in the human world. Celestials are the only beings who never signed the Agreement, believing themselves above such petty dealings. 

What’s the likelihood that some of the parties who signed are aware of recent events but are keeping it on the down-low from the rest of us? After all, the peace between humans and the supernatural is still a delicate balancing act. Hard-won, and fiercely defended on all sides. Nobody wants to go back to the way it was. 

I may not be old enough to remember life before the Accord ushered in a new era of co-existence for all species, but we’ve heard the stories—rampant speciesism, violence against those different to each other, random attacks and death.

Maybe no-one wants to be the bringer of bad news. 

And a celestial of any kind—demon or angel—asserting power in this world? That would be very bad news. 

I continue to mull for a while, before heading to my bed and flopping down on the covers. I can’t even be bothered undressing and getting into bed. 

Maybe I’m overthinking. Wouldn’t be the first time. 

I worry too much. Always have. But in this instance, who wouldn’t worry?

I’m still pondering as I drift off into an uneasy sleep. 

***
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I wake with a start, a sharp crick in my neck. I sit up and stretch, wondering what woke me. My bedroom, like the rest of my private quarters, is in the basement area of the resort building, and the few windows I have are set high on the walls.

I spend most of my time upstairs in the resort anyway, so I don’t mind being down here to sleep. I like the idea of being partially cocooned by the earth. It anchors me in the here and now, especially given my power tends to manifest more in dreams. To go dream walking and not be able to return to my body... I shudder at the thought. 

This half-underground basement arrangement suits me perfectly.

I glance up through one of the high windows to see a blanket of darkness dotted with stars outside—so it is still night-time.

Normally, I enjoy my own company but tonight, I feel a pang of loneliness, followed by the realization that my stomach is twisting into knots. 

Something is happening. Only, I’m not sure what.

Unease leaches through me, turning every breath I take into a shaky gasp.

I scrabble for my phone and see I have a further three missed calls from Topaz. 

It’s one forty-five in the morning. 

My thumb skims through the list of missed calls. Panic twinges inside my chest. 

Why is Topaz being so insistent? Is something wrong? 

Maybe this feeling of wrongness is related to her and Sapph. An avalanche of possibilities races through my head, each idea more horrifying than the last. What if the demons came back? What if the hellhounds turned on my sister and cousin?

I am about to dial Topaz’s number, regardless of the time. A loud thud comes from somewhere upstairs.

My mind screeches to a halt and every muscle in my body freezes. I hold my breath and strain my ears, praying that the noise emanated from my hyperactive imagination. 

Thud. 

Nope. Not my imagination, then.

I jump to my feet as quietly as I can, trying to pinpoint the direction of the noise. Another thud sounds, unmistakable this time. I look up at the ceiling. The sound is coming from inside the building, almost directly above my head, which would put them in the lounge area beside reception.  

How is that possible?

Someone has broken through my wards, and I never felt a thing.
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I tuck away my phone into my pocket. Calling Topaz right now is out. They are miles away, and whatever is about to go down here, knowing about it will only worry her.

I have to figure this one out on my own. 

I can do this. I’m a kick-ass witch who took down demon wraiths and hellhounds only yesterday. A kick-ass witch whose powers are beginning to replenish after being drained.

At least, I think they are beginning to replenish. I curl my fingers and send a small push of power toward my palms. Golden light hums briefly, before I let it dissipate. Good. Not full strength, but I have something in the tank.

I make my way over to the door, finally understanding that weird phrase, ‘my heart in my throat’. My heart is pounding so fiercely I can feel the pulse right up my throat into my actual teeth. I press my ear up against the wood. At first, I can’t hear anything, but then...

Footsteps. 

Heavy ones. A large male, most likely. Whoever the intruder is, he’s not doing a very good job of staying quiet. Unless he thinks he’s alone here?

My whole body won’t stop trembling. So much for kick-ass.

The skin on my palms tingles as my power itches to release. I manage to hold it back, flexing my fingers, trying to calm my system. I generate a small golden ball of magic and hold it ready. I
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