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            Ellea

          

        

      

    

    
      Ellea had never wanted to turn someone into a slug so badly. That was a lie—there were plenty of people she wanted to turn into a slug. Josh just so happened to be at the top of the list today. She wanted to see the look of shock on his face as his body morphed into the slimy creature. She wanted to hear the plop that would sound through his horribly decorated office. Her powers reveled in the idea, churning under her skin and whispering from that locked box in her mind, do it.

      Of course, she wouldn’t and she told her powers so. She couldn’t go around turning everyone who bugged her into whatever gross animal her mind conjured. The list was forever growing thanks to her misfortune of being a trickster witch and the daughter of mortal-hating psychopaths. Josh, on the other hand, was now on her list because he didn’t agree with the future he’d paid her to look into, and was becoming more irate by the second. And his cologne was gross.

      Josh sneered at her from across the desk. He hadn’t even given her a comfortable chair to sit in; the hard wood dug into her legs, making her desperate to be finished with this reading. Preferably at home, in an oversized shirt with a book in her lap—she was exhausted. Her week had been filled with one too many bad readings and endless dreams of beasts and monsters.

      When was it too early to retire?

      “Check the cards,” Josh hissed, dragging her from her thoughts. “I know you read for Clint. I can’t help but think your vision is false and will help the firm I compete with.”

      “I’ve been reading your future for two years,” Ellea said with a roll of her eyes. “Why would I start lying now?”

      On top of being a trickster, Ellea was also a seer; she’d been reading the futures of the wealthy and famous for the past five years. It was great for her bank account, and another perk of her job was getting a side-eye from the other witches. It wasn’t against the rules, but they didn’t approve of using your power for personal gain.

      Ellea reached for the black velvet pouch that held her favorite deck of tarot cards. The gilded edges gleamed as she shuffled them, one, two, three times. She stopped as her powers pulled at her chest, a feeling that the cards were where they needed to be.

      Josh glanced at the stack as she placed it on the left of his desk, and a small drop of sweat escaped his hairline. He had to know Ellea was right. Every session before now had come true, that wasn’t about to change. Ellea flipped over the first card, starting at the left. It was the five of pentacles. She didn’t bother hiding the smirk that came or the bark of a laugh as she flipped the next card: ten of cups. Josh was fully sweating now, his face even more desperate.

      One more card.

      Ellea didn’t bother looking at the last card as she flipped it. Her magic was right, and she saw his future confirmed as he stared at the last card with horror. He knew what it meant; she usually taught her clients to read the cards.

      “The world,” he hissed.

      Ellea pointed at each card. “Poverty. True happiness and fulfillment. Harmony and completion.”

      Josh mumbled obscenities under his breath.

      “My vision is confirmed. Your current investments will leave you broke, but in the end, you and your family will find peace and happiness⁠—”

      “No!” Josh stood quickly and pulled a gun from under his desk. His hand splayed across the mahogany surface, pressing into the cards she had pulled. The gun shook as he held it at her face, and her powers crackled under her skin at the threat before her.

      Ellea gritted her teeth, pressing her trickster magic down.

      It would be so easy to turn this filthy mortal into a rat.

      She forced the thought out of her mind and looked away from the rage in his eyes. Ellea raised her lip as she noted the sweat dripping from his hand onto the cards.

      “It’s not the end of the world.” She blinked slowly at him.

      He leaned closer to her, and Ellea’s stomach rolled. Josh reeked of alcohol, and his anger mixed with nervousness washed over her. He hadn’t aged well in his years as a stockbroker; too many drinks and way too many late-night meetings.

      “I have built this empire from the ground up. Why should I believe you? This is impossible!” he shouted, waving the gun around.

      Ugh, the dramatics.

      With a thrum of her fingers, Josh was tied to his chair and Ellea was across from him, sitting on top of the desk with her legs crossed. The gun dangled on her finger as she leaned back on one hand and glared at him.

      “Josh, this could have gone so many ways.” She pointed the gun at his forehead with ease and confidence. “I don’t appreciate being threatened or shouted at.”

      “You’re a bitch, and you could have warned me sooner.” The insult was overshadowed by how much he was shaking.

      “You could have called me before you decided to invest all your money.” Her smarter clients did.

      “It’s like you enjoy watching mortals suffer,” he hissed, and at that, Ellea was done.

      “Let me end your suffering for you,” she said, pressing the gun into his forehead.

      Josh closed his eyes tightly and whimpered. A stain began forming across his lap as a threatening click sounded through the room, but the gun turned to smoke. Ellea got up and walked toward her things, shaking the feeling of her magic singing at the small use of power. She quickly cleansed the cards with a spell and placed them back into their bag, along with her crystals. Before she turned to leave, she looked toward Josh.

      “Instead of reading more into your future and telling you the happy ending of your story,” she said, staring into his watery and angry eyes, “I’m going to let you wallow in your piss-soaked self-pity and constantly wonder where your path in life is heading.”

      “I hope you rot in Hel!” he sobbed and then spat at her.

      This ass-hat actually spat at me?

      With a cock of her brow, the vile spit stopped before it hit her, rerouted, and splattered right in his dumb face.

      “Let me leave you with a curse to close off this wonderful session.” Ellea stood fully, intensifying her stare.

      Her powers dimmed the lights and conjured smoke that billowed from the corners of his office. She summoned the beasts that had been plaguing her dreams all week. Their scales and feathers gleamed in the lowered light and hissed in languages neither of them knew. Throwing her hands in a woo-woo way her nana would be proud of, she deepened her voice and bellowed out into the room,

      “Every door you enter will be closed. Every business deal will be built on lies and ruin.” She pointed a steady finger at him. “Your family will always blame you for their woes. You will never feel peace and you will never find happiness!”

      In a blink of an eye, the room went back to normal, and she disappeared. Well, she was gone from Josh’s sight. She was invisible to him while he crawled across the floor, sobbing and cursing her name. Ellea’s heart rate peaked to a new high, and her head began to pound after the use of magic she’d barely tapped into.

      I shouldn’t have done that.

      Rubbing her temples and swearing to herself, she left. Ellea could still hear Josh’s sobs as she reappeared and walked past his wide-eyed receptionist. She smiled at the middle-aged woman and placed her dark sunglasses on her face, heading toward the elevator.
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        * * *

      

      It was a scorching day at the end of July, but Ellea decided to walk home. It had been a while since she’d tapped into her trickster magic, and it left her feeling jittery.

      Luckily, I didn’t waste any of my fancier and more uncomfortable outfits on this fun client.

      Josh had been the fourth bad reading this week. No matter how many times she shuffled the cards or looked into a client’s future, it was all bad. She scowled and headed toward the historic district of the small city of Halifax. Sporting a light cotton top and a sheer, black skirt, Ellea cursed her heels. She managed half a block before the first dirty look was shot her way. She ignored it, as she had done most of her life. Her parents had made it impossible to be liked by anyone. The magical outbursts in her early years hadn’t helped matters either. Her parents had landed themselves in a supernatural prison after killing some mortals, disrupting the order, and several other frowned-upon things. She had zero fond memories of them and was thankful she’d been raised by her uncle and Nana.

      Both were seers from her mother’s side. Her uncle Felix’s mood changed with every equinox or the latest trend, and he’d spent their years together teaching and training Ellea in anything and everything. It had helped to quell the power coursing through her veins. Trickster powers were scary, and was best to be ready for anything without having to tap into that side of her magic.

      Jadis, her nana, was the type of seer you saw on late-night psychic commercials. Her favorite pastime was bumping into a mortal on the street and going into a fit about their future or a loved one trying to reach them. Ellea would never dream of doing that. As another dirty look was shot her way, she reached into her bag.

      Two books sat in her purse, a brand new one about demons and her old favorite, a shifter reverse harem. She didn’t know much about demons; she’d only had one or two glances of the three that sat on the council. The council had been formed over three hundred years ago after the Great Elimination, a time when mortals hunted supernaturals. The battles and hunts ended poorly for both sides, so they’d compromised and formed a council that included supernaturals and humans.

      The cover of the book about demons caught her eye. She would read the first chapter and see if it was interesting. Turning to the first page, she dove in while easily navigating her way home. It was a win-win, avoiding glares while reading smut. She managed three pages before she ran into a large and hard body.

      “Fuck, watch it,” she hissed. People usually navigated around her.

      “Hey, kitten,” a familiar voice said.

      Isaac.

      Internally, she cringed at the nickname, but she smiled up at him. They had been fooling around for a few months now after his father, a council member who sat next to her nana, had forced their relationship. She was sure the goal was for it to be serious, but she kept it light. It helped that he had a nice dick and knew how to use it. He was taller than her petite frame. He was blond, lean, and handsome; all witches were handsome or pretty. He always seemed to run into her at the weirdest times, and it made her wonder how much he was investing into their relationship. The other two men she was seeing would hardly ever bump into her on the street.

      “Hey, Isaac.” He had a paper clutched under his arm, and she caught the headline, “Another String of Vampire Attacks Haunts Eastern Nyrway.”

      The name of their continent always made her want to giggle.

      “More attacks?” She had overheard her nana at a recent brunch discussing ways to stop the increase in vampire attacks.

      “Yeah. Nothing your cute little head needs to worry about,” he said, brushing her hair off her shoulder. “Want to hang out tonight?”

      Ellea suppressed her grimace.

      “No. I want to curl up with a book and rest since Lughnasadh is this weekend.” She didn’t bother to make her smile warm.

      He flicked her book, causing Ellea to clutch it to her chest, growing more annoyed.

      “I don’t know why you don’t have one of those fancy e-readers like everyone else,” he said with a grin.

      “You know I don’t like devices.” She hated them, and he knew that. She loved the feel of a good book in her hands. Phones were used for calling or to get an all-caps text from her nana. There was no reason for her to be wrapped up in witch social media drama or anything else. It was best to avoid anything that would be said about her. Most of the supernatural community had embraced new technology; some of it made it easier to live peacefully among mortals. But others found it inhibited the old way of doing magic and had been affecting their strength.

      “Oh, right, you like the old ways,” he said with a snigger that had her seeing red.

      “Well, it was nice running into you.” She gave him a tight smile and tried to walk away.

      “What time do you want me to pick you up for Lughnasadh?” he said, grabbing her arm and stopping her retreat.

      His father is on the council, he’s good in bed, you’re just having a bad day, don’t curse him.

      She took a breath and smiled up at Isaac.

      “I’m not sure yet.” She patted his hand. “It’s been a day; bad reading, you know how it is. Let me get home and I’ll call you tomorrow?”

      Isaac was also a seer, but he usually kept his visions political, helping his father and the council.

      “Of course, kitten.” He leaned in to kiss her and Ellea turned her head, forcing him to catch her cheek. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

      Ellea smiled and turned away. The click of her heels was loud in her ears as she took the longest strides of her life.

      Three more blocks, you can do this.

      Opening her book, she let the words wash away the weird encounter and bad day.
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        * * *

      

      Passing an ancient oak with vines swirling around its massive trunk, Ellea turned onto her walkway. She lived in a stately brick house with a lush front lawn. Creeping fig vines covered the second floor of the home, adding to its historic feel. From the walkway, you wouldn’t know how modern the inside was or the magic it possessed. She entered her house and removed her heels, throwing them to the staircase to her right. She paused in her entryway as the sound of someone being killed rang through the home.

      “Billy!” she called out to her familiar.

      She walked through the plain parlor with its beige walls and cream furniture and headed to the back of the house, following the sounds of a sharp machete and gushing blood.

      Fucking beast.

      Ellea continued her hunt for Billy, who was a familiar in the form of a fluffy ass, one-hundred-and-fifty-pound, black dog. She was something between a Rottweiler and an American Bull Terrier. It wasn’t usual for witches to have familiars at twenty-eight, but their codependency had started after Ellea’s parents had been taken away.

      “There you are,” Ellea said as she crossed into their favorite room.

      The dark green walls were accented with artwork in black or gold frames, a tall fireplace, and one too many bookcases. On one of the coziest couches sat her beast of a best friend. Her wide tongue hung out the side of her mouth, and her sharp teeth glinted in the dimmed lights.

      “That was awesome,” said the handsome character on the TV screen, Dean Winchester.

      Gods, he’s so hot, Billy said telepathically.

      Billy, in her beast form, could only speak telepathically, but she could communicate with whoever she wanted.

      “How many times have we seen this episode?” Ellea asked, rubbing Billy on the head before heading to her room to change.

      I could watch him forever and never tire of his tight ass and perfect smile, Billy answered.

      Ellea smiled to herself as she reached her walk-in closet that held mostly dark clothing. Throwing her shirt, bra, and supportive boy shorts in the hamper, she reached for her favorite shirt. It was three sizes too big, black, and had a giant silver snake on the front. As soon as the supple fabric caressed her skin, she let out a relaxed sigh. She padded barefoot back to the living room where the home had left her a large glass of water and a margarita next to her favorite reading chair.

      How was your day, Bug? Billy asked, turning the volume down with her big paw as Dean yelled “son of a bitch.”

      “Horrible,” Ellea sighed, snuggling into her chair as the two books from her purse floated to her on a phantom wind.

      She loved this house.

      Ellea chose the demon one.

      “Josh had a bad reading, and the fucker pulled a gun on me⁠—”

      Billy’s growl cut her off, and the lights flickered angrily throughout the house.

      “It’s fine, I took care of it,” she said, then began chewing on her lip.

      How did you take care of it? Billy asked.

      A smirk crossed her lips before she tapped down the thunder of power that echoed in her mind.

      “Just some trickster magic.” She flipped through her book and ignored the gaze of her familiar.

      She wouldn’t see judgment in her eyes, but she wasn’t ready for the usual discussion of control, learn your powers⁠—

      Good. I’m glad you let that side of your magic help in a scary situation, Billy said, cutting off her thoughts.

      “It won’t happen again,” Ellea grumbled.

      She couldn’t let it, her magic was volatile, scary, and she didn’t know what would happen if she let it out any more than she usually did.

      Right, Billy said and turned back to the TV.

      Ellea sipped her drink and settled into her book. Her eyes felt heavy, but she fought off sleep.

      One more chapter.
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            Ellea

          

        

      

    

    
      Ellea was burning, an all-consuming fever that would not relent. The heat built as the inevitable orgasm swelled in the distance. The man between her legs hummed in approval as she crushed him with shaking thighs. The vibration from the deep sound made her a whimpering mess as she tangled her fingers in the dark sheets around her.

      When his large hands gripped her hard enough to bruise, forcing her to open for him, she delighted in knowing she would wear his marks. She would never tire of this, of being surrounded by his powerful presence, the way his beard scratched her thighs as he nipped her skin. She was home when she was with him.

      He curled two fingers deep inside, pumping slowly, and her back arched off the bed. She was coherent enough to feel him smile against her swollen pussy before he consumed her with his tongue and teeth. A single, sharp bite against her clit had release crashing around her.

      Her moan rang through the moonlit room, and he moaned with her as he continued to feast. As she slowly came down from her orgasm, she saw him pumping his arm, finding his own release.

      “Let me,” she said huskily.

      “This was about you,” he moaned and nipped at her knee.

      He shuddered once more before crawling up the bed, peppering her with heated kisses the whole way. He was so tall and strong; she could feel his powerful muscles as he settled behind her, tugging her in close before kissing her shoulder.

      “Feel better, princess?” he whispered before kissing her ear.

      “Much better.” She settled more into him, unbothered that they were both sticky.

      “Will you tell me about your day now?” he asked.

      Hadn’t she already? She racked her brain, but could only remember him between her legs.

      Weird.

      “I had to use my trickster powers today on someone who wanted to attack me,” she whispered.

      “We’ve talked about this,” he said, pulling her in tighter. “You are allowed to use your magic. You need to protect yourself.”

      Had they talked about this?

      Ellea continued searching for a memory, a time when they had met before. All she felt was comfort and freedom. She felt loved and powerful, and that was something she’d never thought she would have. Magic crackled under her skin, and it wasn’t scary like all the other times. His own magic answered hers, and she felt warm and settled. This was something she never knew she needed. She feared that if she closed her eyes, it would all disappear.

      “I’ll see you soon, princess.” His voice had become distant.

      “But you’re right here,” she grumbled. “Please don’t leave me.”

      A thwack sound jerked her awake, and she winced against Billy’s hot breath in her face.

      You were drooling, Billy said.

      The beast was so close that Ellea’s eyes couldn’t focus on her large head. Looking around the living room, she found she was still in her reading chair, and her book had fallen to the ground.

      “I was dreaming?”

      Clearly. Billy sounded amused. It seemed like you were dreaming of Dean with the grumbling and moaning you were doing.

      “That wasn’t Dean,” she whispered.

      Ellea felt so cold now—cold and empty. She wondered if she would ever feel as content as she did in that dream.

      Isaac, then? Billy asked.

      “Hel no.” Ellea grimaced. “He’s getting too clingy. And the man in my dream…”

      She couldn’t find the words to describe him. She knew he was tall, strong, and had a beard. Ellea looked into the big amber eyes of her beast.

      “I don’t know who that was,” she whispered. “But it was awesome.”

      Billy gave her a lopsided, puppy grin.

      Let’s go to bed and see if you can find your new beau, she said before turning and trotting toward the bedroom.

      Ellea sat up, rubbing the weariness and sleep from her face. It had definitely been a dream, not a vision. There would never be a time when she was free to use her magic and feel so safe, so loved.

      Maybe one day.

      She shook the thought. Her magic would stay where it was and that was that. Grabbing her book from the floor, she headed to her bedroom. It was made up of dark paneled walls, high ceilings, and in the middle hung a gold and crystal chandelier. Excessive green velvet curtains blocked out the sun, and there were too many couches for her and Billy to use for reading or napping. The beast was already in the king-sized bed they shared, her large head placed on a pillow. Ellea set her book on the bedside table and removed her shirt to crawl into bed.

      Hopefully, her dreams would be more of hot men than the nightmares that usually plagued her. Sadly, they were not. As soon as she closed her eyes, she was greeted with fire and destruction.
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        * * *

      

      Harsh light assaulted her exhausted eyes. Ellea’s first thought was about removing her uncle’s ability to stroll into her room without her permission. Only he, her nana, and Billy were permitted in her bedroom. No one slept with her except her beast, thanks to the nightmares that had her waking and screaming until Billy could calm her down.

      “Good morning, Billy. Glad to see you two are still sharing a bed,” her uncle said, and Billy answered with a dramatic yawn and stretch.

      “Why are you here so early, uncle?” Ellea grumbled, pulling the blankets over her head.

      “Well, it’s nine o’clock on Friday, and we’ve trained on Friday for the past twenty years at this time,” he said. “Did you oversleep? I didn’t notice any of the boys in the house. Were you up late?”

      “No, I didn’t sleep well.” She sat up and pulled at the blankets before meeting his stare. “Give me fifteen minutes, and I’ll meet you in the gym.”

      Felix gave her a knowing look and headed out of the room. Every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, they trained together. They rotated between ancient weapons, martial arts, and marksmanship, along with practicing yoga, meditation, and breathing techniques. All to stay fit, healthy, and in control of her magic. Ellea groaned and looked at her familiar.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” Ellea said.

      Are you going to tell him about your dream last night? Billy asked.

      “It is nothing new, and there is no need to bother him with it.” She also didn’t want him to know about the dream she’d had on the couch.

      Billy rolled her eyes and headed out of the room. Ellea got up and headed to her closet. Finding some old black leggings, a sports bra, and one of her older band tees, she headed to the bathroom to freshen up. The bathroom was just as dark as her bedroom, and Ellea liked it that way. She had too many terrible memories of crazy colors and unmatched decor from the time she’d spent with her parents. It was calming to have everything simple, elegant, and dark.

      Glancing up at herself in the mirror, she sighed. “Looks like I didn’t sleep at all last night.” She splashed water on her face.
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        * * *

      

      Heading into the gym, Ellea found her uncle already on a yoga mat with one open next to him.

      “I thought we were doing weight training today?” she asked.

      “With Lughnasadh coming up, I thought it would be best to save our energy. Billy also mentioned something about a nightmare?”

      Damn that beast.

      “Billy is being dramatic. It was nothing, and I don’t feel bothered by it,” she lied. Well, she lied about the second part; Billy was being dramatic.

      Felix arched a brow at her and gestured for her to sit. Ellea plopped down with a huff and sat criss-cross in front of her uncle.

      “Now, I’m assuming it is our typical nightmare,” he stated.

      “Yes,” she grumbled at him.

      “Let’s close our eyes,” he said, stretching up and placing his hands gently on his knees. “Go back to the nightmare and try to find if there is anything different.”

      “I know there is nothing different. It was the same nightmare as always,” she said with a sigh.

      “Close your eyes and go back,” he repeated.

      Ellea glared at him, but she mumbled, “Yes, uncle,” and closed her eyes with him. Taking a deep breath, she went back.

      Ellea pressed her warm body into the man behind her. She felt herself smile as his beard scratched her bare skin.

      She snapped her eyes open.

      “Too far back,” she said as her face heated.

      “Who was that?” Felix asked with an amused look.

      “Pretty sure he’s made up from some book I was reading.” She pressed her lips together as heat pooled in her belly.

      It had felt so real. It had been extremely disappointing that her dreams didn’t bring her back to that moment.

      “Try again,” he said, and she closed her eyes.

      Ellea stood at the top of a steep hill with destruction laid before her. The smell of fire hit her before the feeling of never-ending heat on her skin. Trees were blasted apart around a lake that still burned. Bodies lay before her, lifeless, and her power was crackling like lightning under her skin. Her breathing picked up, knowing what would come next. She glanced down and saw Billy dead before her with her large paws reaching to where Ellea stood. Her uncle and Nana lay on either side, their hands also reaching. The view changed as if she were a bird flying overhead. There was fire everywhere and not a living soul in sight. As the view came closer to Ellea, she saw herself with barely a slip of a linen dress. Black mud and blood covered her up to her knees and elbows. Her hair was limp and wet around her, and her hands were open as if in prayer. With her solid black eyes, she glanced at her shoulder. A hand rested there. Looking up, she found the face of her mother. Her wicked smile was the opposite of her father’s solemn expression.

      With a gasp, Ellea snapped back to reality. Felix looked at her with such a determined stare. She had never tried to look into minds as he did; it reminded her too much of how her mother used to torture her. But she fully trusted her uncle.

      “I told you it was the same, nothing has changed,” she stated flatly while trying to even out her breathing.

      “But you seem to have forgotten that your parents are gone and can never get to you. We have worked on this all your life,” he said calmly, placing a gentle hand on her cheek. “Practice control, calmness, and let go of a nightmare that will not come true.”

      She leaned into his touch, trying to believe it as much as she could.

      “Let’s work on some mind work and then thirty minutes of stretching. We’ll finish with ten minutes of breath work.”

      “Yes, uncle.” She sighed.

      Over the rest of the hour, Felix helped calm Ellea’s mind by sharing old and happy memories. She laid on her back with her arms open and her head in his lap. With his hands on either side of her face, he shared memories of them visiting the coast. Billy ran around them and chased seagulls while Ellea held Nana’s hand. She could almost smell the sea. He moved on to a different memory. They were bundled up in their cabin during a snowstorm. Her nana and Billy were sprawled on the couch together, their snoring in tune with one another. Snow covered the window behind them, and the lake behind it was frozen. Felix was running around the cabin with a blanket, acting like Professor Snape, while Ellea sat cross-legged on the couch with one of the Harry Potter books in her lap. As the memory faded with a whip of her uncle’s blanket cape, she felt the tension leave her body. They continued on their plan and went through some stretches and chatted about the upcoming equinox party. Once the breath work was over, they both headed out of the gym and to the kitchen. Two steaming mugs of coffee waited for them on the counter.

      Billy was sunning by one of the many windows that looked out on the back half of the property, probably on her fourth nap.

      “Who do you plan on bringing to the party, Zaza?” her uncle asked.

      Ellea cringed at her uncle’s pet name for her, then she cringed at who she would bring. The thought of only going with Isaac bothered her. He was getting too attached. Maybe she could bring Luke and Aiden as a buffer.

      “Maybe all of them?” she questioned.

      “That is one way to make an entrance,” he remarked slyly.

      Guests usually only brought a plus one to the celebrations. Bringing three men would earn her some looks. Ellea and the boys had had an understanding for about six months now. She doubted they would mind all going together. It had also been far too long since they’d all shared a bed. Maybe that would help with Isaac as well.

      “I will see what they say first, then decide.” She paused. “What are your plans?”

      “Reece’s niece is coming of age,” he said with a smile. Reece was his recent boyfriend, the longest he’d had in a while. “I plan on joining his family in their celebration.”

      Not all celebrations were sexual, even though Ellea always engaged in those types as well. Unlike the others, she never needed the celebrations to help boost her powers, so sex seemed like the best way for her to get something out of it while helping her partner…or partners.

      “Mom will lead this time,” he said with a small sigh. “It seems Sybil has let her mind go almost completely.”

      “Can’t wait for her dramatics,” Ellea mumbled. Her nana would find some way to make this into a show. An elder witch was needed during the celebration to help guide the intentions and goals of the witches; they announced pivotal times of the evening and kept everyone on track. Elders held great power, and it spread to everyone at the celebration.

      “You have two days to make up your mind,” he said, finishing his coffee and walking it to the sink. “If you want to go alone, let me know and I’ll escort you in. If not, I’ll see you at the manor.”

      The manor was the home she’d grown up in after her parents were taken away and where celebrations were usually held. Felix brought Ellea in for a hug and seemed to linger a little longer than usual.

      “Jeeze, stop with the smothering. I will see you on Sunday,” she said, but squeezed him back.

      Felix let go and looked sincerely at her. With a kiss on her forehead, he left.
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      Later that night, Ellea sat on her couch with Billy’s giant head in her lap. She needed to call the boys and make plans for the party. Aiden and Luke were on their way back home from a camping trip, and Isaac was between clients. With a tap of her phone, they all popped up on Facetime. Luke was driving, and Aiden held the phone from the passenger seat. Isaac was cleansing his tarot deck at a large wooden table.

      “Hey, kitten,” Isaac said.

      “Hey, Isaac,” Ellea grumbled. “How are clients treating you today?”

      “Not too bad, lots of love queries instead of political ones,” he replied.

      “Ah, the never-ending quest for your one true love,” she said, leaning back into the couch, trying to not let her mind wander to her dream. Maybe she should take a break from smutty books.

      Never happening.

      “Hey boys, how was camping?” she asked.

      “A sausage fest, not that we minded, but we are ready to get buried in some witch pussy,” Luke said with a wink. Billy made a gagging noise from Ellea’s lap.

      “Hi to you too, Billy,” Aiden said with a smirk.

      “Speaking of that,” Ellea said while patting Billy on the head, “we need to talk about Sunday.”

      “What’s the plan? Want to kick the sausage lovers to the curb and go with me?” Isaac asked with a shit-eating grin on his face.

      “Hel no!” Luke and Aiden said. “Let’s leave Isaac out of this and make it the three of us.”

      That was a good idea, but she wasn’t ready to cut ties with him yet. She enjoyed his dominance in the bedroom, and she would have to leave him delicately since his father was on the council.

      “I thought we could all go together,” Ellea said, trying to speak over the boys arguing. Silence greeted her, and Luke almost swerved off of the road as he gave the phone a husky look. All three of them smiled at her.

      “Yes, please,” they all said together, and Ellea rolled her eyes.

      “Let’s chat tomorrow over brunch, and we can determine our intentions,” she said.

      “I have a better plan,” Luke said. “Let’s skip out on the party altogether and get started tomorrow after brunch.” Aiden agreed with an aggressive nod of his head.

      “No, no. We need to keep up appearances, and people already talk too much. Let’s put on a show, have some fun, and have some more fun after that,” Ellea said with a seductive smirk.

      “Whatever you want,” Isaac said.

      “I will pick you up in the morning, gorgeous,” Luke replied. “I will bring the Rover so Billy can join us. I know how much she loves Anthony’s waffles.”

      Billy’s head popped up in the video, her tongue hanging out of her mouth. Luke is now my favorite. Can we keep him? she said.

      “No, you hoe,” Ellea mumbled to her familiar. “See you in the morning, boys.” With a wink, she ended the call.

      Billy rested her head back on Ellea’s lap.

      Let’s put Supernatural on. I want to see my husband, Demon Dean, she said.
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        * * *

      

      It was a nice, overcast day that hid the sun. Ellea was happy about wearing her favorite Slytherin cardigan with her black jean shorts. The three men sat with Ellea under an umbrella at a cafe called Anthony’s. Billy was curled in her own chair, refusing to lie on the ground like a regular dog. The cafe sat in one of the wider alleys off of the main road in the center of Halifax. It was set back enough that you could scarcely hear the bustling city street at the opening of the alley. Its many doors were open to the outside, allowing any possible breeze to cool the few patrons waiting for Anthony’s famous cooking.

      Anthony was about two hundred years old and a very talented kitchen witch. He poured his emotions and energy into anything he created. Even if you had a request for an angry stack of pancakes, he would make them. Ellea was pretty sure a customer had recently made that request; she could hear the heavy metal music and yelling coming from the kitchen at the back of the restaurant. She let her gaze wander around the occupied tables until it snagged on two female witches at a small table inside; they were glaring at her.

      “Stop that,” Isaac said, tugging on one of Ellea’s long curls. “Leave the bitch face at home.”

      She glared at him, but he ignored her. Isaac was the tallest of the three. He was big, a little over six feet tall, and broad. His light blue eyes and blond hair were so deceiving. He looked soft and kind, but out of the three, he was the roughest, short-tempered and quick to pin you against a wall and fuck you until you forgot your name.

      Aiden’s long arm reached to her, and a tattooed hand grasped the back of her neck. Bringing her lips close to his with only a breath between them, he said in a husky voice, “I love your face.”

      Then he pressed a hard, quick kiss to her lips. Pulling away, he gave her a wink and leaned back in his chair, looking smug. She shook her head and smiled. Isaac pursed his lips before giving them a tight smile. Anthony came out, a server on his heels, with a tray of coffees and teas for the table. He slapped Aiden’s back and gave a grin to everyone. As soon as his eyes landed on Ellea, it became a strained sort of smile, and his tan skin paled slightly. Luke cleared his throat, causing Anthony’s gaze to shift before his sour look could get any worse.

      “How are you kids doing today?” the cafe owner asked.

      “Good, good, planning for tomorrow. How are things today? Busy?” Isaac asked.

      “Yes, busy; mortals seem to be making brunch a ‘thing,’” Anthony said while he looked around his restaurant. He looked back at them. “Would you like your usuals?”

      “Please, Anthony, and Billy will take your house waffles,” Luke said.

      “Coming right up,” Anthony said with a nod to Luke, completely avoiding Ellea. He headed back inside his cafe.

      You would think twenty years would be long enough for people not to treat you like you’re about to explode, Billy remarked only to Ellea.

      Small spells or unplanned occurrences were common when you were a toddler, but as soon as Ellea could walk and talk, her mom had begun training her for destruction. When her parents were put in jail, Ellea had refused to touch any part of her magic for months. A few outbursts had happened as Billy and her uncle helped her learn to control her magic, and it had been enough to have the council and other witches constantly watching her.

      You aren’t like them, Billy said, reading her thoughts. You need to practice your trickster magic more, it will only⁠—

      “So, what is the plan for tomorrow? Anything you boys want to focus on, or just your typical sexy recharge?” Ellea asked with a plastered smile on her face, ignoring her familiar’s grumbling. Luke reached down and placed a hand on her knee. He gave her a knowing look, and she did her best to not be bothered by everything.

      “Is there anything you need, El? I know none of us have anything big coming up. We are only interested in spending time with you,” he said, staring at her intently.

      “Agreed. Luke and I are still free until winter and need nothing special,” Aiden said earnestly. Both Luke and Aiden were elemental witches with fire as their strength. They came from old money and mostly saved their powers for the harsh winters since there was no genuine need for work. They would volunteer all over, clearing iced roads and helping in poverty-stricken towns the snowplows wouldn’t bother with.

      The boys knew Ellea was in no mood to deal with looks or whispers while also manifesting and setting intentions. And she didn’t need it for herself; she didn’t need to pull strength from the celebration like other witches. They were too good to her—and getting too close. She shook off the thought and nodded in agreement.

      “Simple power-up sounds good. Now, what will we wear?” she asked, looking around the table.

      “Why not black?” Luke said, and gave her a look that was all mischief. Ellea rolled her eyes at him. Black was a good color, but wearing it and showing up to the celebration with a very despised witch would get them a lot of crap, even more than usual. “Silver and gold, too. Yep, that sounds perfect,” he finished, mostly talking to himself. It was like he got off on pissing people off. Black was Ellea’s staple color in her wardrobe, but it was taboo at celebrations. Almost every other color was acceptable, with witches wearing anything from white to purple to orange—but never black. The silver and gold would be a nice touch, with silver symbolizing the divine feminine and gold the divine masculine. It would really embrace their relationship and give a middle finger to those who would sneer at them.

      “I’m in,” she said with way more confidence than she’d had before.

      “This is going to be fun,” Luke said with a grin, rubbing his hands together like a villain.
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        * * *

      

      Saturday was another night for rough sleep. Ellea tossed and turned until Billy nudged her neck to wake her. She woke up with a start, trying to remember where she was. Billy huffed, and the vibration of it rang through Ellea’s body, then her weight was on top of her, pressing her into the soft mattress. She looked at Ellea with big amber eyes that glowed in the dark bedroom.

      Usual nightmare, Bug? the familiar asked, and Ellea could almost feel her searching her mind.

      “No…well, yes.” Ellea rubbed her face before she began petting Billy as she tried to remember her dream. “It started at a holiday celebration. I was in the middle of the room and everyone was pointing at me and calling me ‘monster.’ It was suffocating; so many people were staring at me and closing in.” She paused, searching for the details that were already becoming fuzzy. “I was trying to find a way out of there. Then there was a man heading toward the corner of the room. I think it was the not-Dean from my one dream. I pushed through the crowd toward him. I couldn’t see his face or anything, only that he was tall and surrounded by shadows. He disappeared through a hidden door while I continued to push through the crowd. I eventually got through and reached for the door, and that’s when I ended up on the hill in my usual spot.”

      That isn’t too new. You always dream about people calling you a monster, Billy said, seeming to melt more into Ellea.

      “Yeah, but the guy was new.”

      Just the one?

      “Yeah, why?”

      Well, I think it would have been three. Have you dreamt about him before? Billy asked.

      “Oh, no, it was just the one,” Ellea said, thinking about that steamy dream. “I’m not sure; I didn’t see his face.”

      Remember, you are not a monster. Anyone who says that can shove it where the sun don’t shine. I think we need to do something. Things are getting worse, and I think your powers are getting restless.

      “My powers are fine where they are. I will only use them for emergencies and stick to fortune-telling,” Ellea mumbled.

      I’m worried you're going to explode like Cas with the Leviathans, the beast said.

      Ellea rolled her eyes and continued to pet Billy. “I will not explode, Billy.”

      We shall see. Want me to tell you a bedtime story to help get you back to sleep? she asked sweetly.

      “Yes, please. Make it a good one.” Ellea shifted onto her side so Billy could tuck her head under Ellea’s chin.

      Okay, a good one. A mother of two boys is murdered and it forces her husband to go searching for the killer. Along the journey, he starts to hunt things that creep and crawl in the night. Twenty-two years later, the two brothers have grown up into big, strong, handsome men and have to go searching for their father, who went missing on a hunting trip.

      Ellea smiled to herself as Billy continued on. She slowly drifted off to a restful sleep thanks to the big warm body of her familiar weighing her down, replacing the heavy guilt of being a monster.
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      Lughnasadh was one of the eight holidays, about halfway between the summer solstice and fall equinox. It used to be celebrated by harvesting crops, baking bread, and several other things that Ellea didn’t do. She spent the day cleaning tarot decks, taking a way-too-long bath, and glaring at her hair. Her brown hair hung to the curve of her back, but no matter how much trouble it gave her, she refused to cut it. She eventually tamed it into soft waves that she pinned behind her ears with gold clips. The gold set off how light her hair had become during the summer months. Stepping in front of the large mirror in her bedroom, she inspected her outfit and the minimal makeup she’d gone with. So much of the day would be spent dancing by a fire and other strenuous activities; a lot of makeup would’ve been a waste of time. The only jewelry she wore was two gold cuffs around each wrist.

      A tight black bodysuit fastened behind her neck and left her back absolutely bare. Ellea was thankful for her small chest; she could get away without wearing a bra. The skirt was sheer chiffon with gold stars and moons decorating the black fabric. Two slits going all the way up to her hip creases would easily drag any peering eyes up to her scarcely covered front. Thank Hel for permanent hair removal.

      Tonight, she would have to embrace her short frame. Heels in the grass would not be good. She didn’t mind; her black boots made her feel like a badass. They would help her stroll through the doors with confidence.

      Billy came into the bedroom and sat at her feet to look in the mirror. Ellea looked down at her familiar and smiled.

      “You look like a regular dog with that collar on,” Ellea said, and her grin got wider.

      This is not a collar, it is a necklace, and I look awesome. Billy preened, lifting her furry chin.

      Billy wore what looked like an oversized gold and silver braided chain. It was as thick as a regular dog collar, but hung elegantly; it finished at the center of her chest with a star pendant. Her black fur set it off beautifully, and Ellea had to admit, she looked pretty cool.

      “You do look awesome. You look like a badass,” she said, reaching down and patting her soft face. Familiars weren’t normally at celebrations, and they were never with their witches for so many years. They arrived in a young witch’s life when they needed guidance and left when they were ready to walk the world on their own. Billy and Ellea seemed to have some serious codependency issues, but whatever. Billy was her best friend, no matter how annoying she was, and she wasn’t ready to say goodbye. The sounds of three handsome males entering the house pulled Ellea from her thoughts. With a nod at Billy, they headed out of the bedroom.

      “Oh, fuck, Ellea,” Luke groaned, covering his eyes with his tattooed hands. He wiped them down his face and gaped at her. “This is going to be a long night with you looking like a sex queen.”

      “Oh stop, you’ve seen me in less,” she said with a wave of her hand.

      “But you look like a badass sex queen,” Aiden replied. “Those legs, your curves, those boots…” He came up to her and twirled her.

      “Maybe you guys need to leave me for a few weeks more often if I am going to get this kind of reaction out of you,” she replied, arching one eyebrow at them. Her eyes landed on Isaac, who had said nothing yet. His face was unreadable, and she felt her smile falter. “You good, Isaac?”

      His eyes met hers, and a wide grin spread across his face. “Oh yeah. Let’s go show you off.”
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      Luke’s SUV pulled up to the manor Ellea had called home for most of her life. It was a sprawling estate with a two-floor mansion sitting in the middle. Vines covered the cracking surface and some of the windows, making it seem like it’d been neglected for ages. This was the house she’d called a friend when things seemed the hardest.

      “This place still gives me the creeps,” Luke said, peeking through the windshield after he parked near a line of expensive vehicles.

      Ellea rolled her eyes and got out of the car. There was nothing creepy about this manor. It had been in her family for well over a millennium, originally built when the first Handleys traveled here from Newhope, the continent overseas. Like most witch dwellings, the house had magic, but it always seemed to have more magic than the rest. Rooms would appear out of nowhere when you needed them the most. Sometimes it would even hide her from whoever she was avoiding. “Hello, old friend,” Ellea said as she walked up to the door that opened for her.

      The boys followed behind as a gentle wave of music and light chatter led them to the ballroom at the back of the house. They walked past two grand staircases and several entertaining rooms that would be used for private celebrations later. Ellea’s heart raced as they neared the entrance of the crowded ballroom. The low murmur of the crowd grew quiet as all eyes gazed upon her and her party. She shoved the anxiety as far down as she could and held her head high, heading straight to her nana and uncle. The boys trailed behind, and the talking quickly picked back up.

      “She shouldn’t be allowed at public events.”

      “Such a shame the heir to the most powerful family is a…”

      “She can’t be trusted.”

      Ellea ignored the whispers; she had been listening to various versions since she was a small child. Her ability to mask how she felt was almost as strong as her ability to see into someone’s future. Ellea came to stand in front of her nana. The older woman’s bright sage eyes took in her only granddaughter. Ellea smiled as she admired her nana’s emerald dress and the numerous bangles and rings she wore. “You look stunning, Nana.”

      Her nana smirked, and her eyes glinted as she winked.

      “You look perfect tonight, Ellea Elizabeth.”

      Ellea rolled her eyes. Her nana barely spared a glance for the men behind her before kneeling on one knee to greet Billy.

      “Hello, old friend,” she said. “You look regal tonight with that necklace. It’s very modern of you.”

      Billy leaned into her, resting her big head in the crook of the woman’s neck.

      And you look beautiful as always, not a day over seven hundred, Billy said. With the scoff from her uncle, Ellea knew that Billy had let him hear her too.

      “Zaza, I like this look on you,” Felix said, kissing her on both cheeks.

      Felix had on black linen pants, loafers, and a deep blue button-down shirt that showed off most of his tanned chest. He also had a ring on each finger and one gold hoop in his right ear.

      She smiled with thanks and looked for his boyfriend. “Where’s Reece?”

      “He’s helping in one of the other rooms. We have five witches coming of age this year, and they could use all the help.”

      Ellea grimaced, remembering how a bunch of teenagers could get when it was time for them to step out into the community as full-fledged magic-wielding brats. Her uncle chuckled and motioned to the two women he and her nana had been talking to before she’d interrupted.

      “Sybil, Gesa,” her uncle said. “You remember my niece, Ellea.”

      Ellea’s lips pursed.

      Everyone knew who she was.

      Her finishing school lessons took over, and she morphed into the ever-polite council member’s granddaughter.

      “Hello, Sybil,” Ellea said with a bow of her head. “You look lovely.”

      “You look lovely, Ellea,” Sybil replied, her voice rasped with age.

      Ellea turned towards Gesa, who smiled, but her eyes were glued to something over Ellea’s shoulder. She turned and followed her stare to see Luke and Aiden engaged in a conversation with two older male witches. Ellea smirked. She didn’t blame the young witch, and she found that she didn’t feel any jealousy. Both men caught them staring and waved with wide grins. She could have sworn she heard Gesa groan. Ellea’s gaze snagged further into the room, seeing Isaac speaking with his father. Both men looked at her at the same time, and it was all Ellea could do to not grimace at their appraising gazes.

      “Now, now, Ellea...” Sybil’s wavering voice made her turn. “Take my hand and let me have a proper look at you.”

      Ellea’s eyes went wide. What Sybil was implying wasn’t a look at her appearance, but
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