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The Journal of Mathilda also known as My Book o’ Shadows

(I am SuperWitch, Chosen One, Glamour Girl, and that isn’t being braggy. I just am.)

(Even the Glamour Girl part (says me).)

 

2 December

 

Okay, so…

Ran out of pages in my last journal, or, as witches call them, Book of Shadows, (or also grimoires, which is kind of spooky, but also cool, but I digress) so starting a new one.

Mom says should write an introduction in each new journal, just in case the old one gets lost or damaged before Le Société can transcribe it into their computer databases or whatever.

So, thankfully, am a witch so can use magic to write so my hand won’t hurt because there’s lots to say.

 

Let’s see.

I’m Mathilda Guinevere Honeycutt.

I’m a thirty-four-year-old, single, white female. I have blonde hair (helped by chemicals), hazel eyes, long legs, c-cup boobs, a freakishly tiny waist and a big (ish) ass that thankfully is balanced out by boobs and looks really good in jeans, skirts, anything (this could be magical powers but not my own because don’t know that spell…yet).

And I’m a witch.

A real witch, wand-wielding, pixie-dust-flying, spells, potions, cauldrons, chanting, so-mote-it-being, the whole enchilada.

I’m not just a witch, I’m the witch—Mathilda, SuperWitch, The Chosen One, the one prophesied for centuries to save the world.

Sound cool?

It’s not.

It’s a seriously stressful job, to be the prophesied Savior of the World.

They never show Batman and Superman bitching about always having to go out, night after night, putting their asses on the line, worrying about the people they love.

Bet the Caped Crusader and the Man of Steel have a shed load to bitch about.

Let’s just say, being the prophesied Savior of the World is not fun.

I’m classified by The British Witches Council as “Sage: Hazardous.”

That means I’m super-mega powerful, but I don’t have control over my powers.

This, I think, is stupid.

I mean, last Hallowe’en did I not kick some ass during the Battle of The Tor?

Yes, I fucking well did.

Anyhoo.
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I’m American but I spent last year in England at my Auntie Mavis’s house, The Gables (that’s why the British Witches Council classified me).

Went to England because it was time for a change of life, but I had no idea how much of a change of life it would be (or might not have gone and instead continued my career in retail, continued dating men who were no good for me and continued to rack up credit card debt during the sales (also not during the sales, I didn’t discriminate when it came to shopping)).

 

Auntie Mavis is a witch, and so is my entire family (Mom (Hanna), Gran (Minerva), my sisters Viv and Su, and so on—all the women in my family are witches).

My dad and brother, Gabe (what I call him, his name is Gabriel), aren’t witches (men can’t be) but they are vampires (kid you not, real, live(ish), blood-sucking vampires).

Our women come from a powerful coven, one of the oldest and most powerful in the world. The Honeycutt coven could kick ass even if I wasn’t in it.

 

Because of a lot of stuff that’s way too much to get into now, learned of my family’s and my own witchdom on Hallowe’en night the year before last (let’s just say, Hallowe’en has not been good to me lately).

After that, started training, took on my first Spellbound (someone I vow to keep safe, her name is Josephine “Josie” McShane and she has a nine-year-old son, Rory) and in the middle of all that, I kind of started a war.

Yes, a war (see above reference to the Battle of The Tor, that’s where it all started).

A big old war of the Modernist Sect of the Underworld/Occult/Supernatural/Magical Folk and the Traditionalist Sect of the same. It doesn’t take a brainiac to figure out which believes in what.

I’m a Modernist. I’m kind of de facto Leader of the Modernists since I started it all.

(This is another stressful job I don’t really want, by the way.)
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When I said I was single, this was not strictly true.

Complicating my life further, there are two men in it.

Two rather luscious men.

They’ve both vowed to protect me because their lives are entwined with mine through destiny (cah-ray-zee, but true). The Mathilda Prophesies say that one is going to marry me and give me three children (yay!), one is going to die to protect me (not gonna happen, not on my watch!).

I’m in love with both (yes, am a slut—no, have not had sex with either of them (but both have given me the big O, as in Orgasm, just without actual penetration, of, er, the pertinent parts), yes, the Big O’s were good—no, this situation does not work, yes, they both do not like sharing—no, this isn’t what dreams are made of, it’s pretty confusing and totally stressing me out).

Kinda don’t want the last dying bit of The Prophesy to happen to either of them so have decided, even if it kills me, I’m going to stop it.
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First, there’s Sebastian “Ash” Quincy Wilding.

Ash is a member of Le Société de Mathilde, (not named after me but some old, powerful witch chick from 1070, long story), a secret society that, for nearly a millennia, has sworn to protect witches.

He’s the son of a witch (she died, how, I do not know) and an Elder of Le Société, named Marcus (he’s still alive).

Ash has been assigned by Le Société to be my bodyguard.

Ash has got a bit of magic (being the son of a witch), is about six foot two, dark brown hair, dark brown eyes, unbelievable body, doesn’t talk much, is a bit scary, has a badass history of military and other training (which is why he’s a bit scary), is sexy as hell and is not someone you want to mess with.

 

Then there’s Dr. Aidan Knightly Seymour.

Aidan is a member of the five-hundred-year-old Royal Institute of Psychical Research. In essence, The Institute dudes are ghostbusters, but they also research all things supernatural.

Aidan is a “watcher” for The Institute and is supposed to remain distant and take notes. His assigned subject: me.

He’s a maverick, doesn’t play by the rules, thinks the magical world and real world can live in harmony (kind of what my war is based on) and gets into trouble a lot.

He’s about six-foot-one, dark blond hair, bright blue eyes, incredible body, a certified genius (150-plus IQ, no joke), has a posh accent, was educated at Eton and Cambridge, teaches Mythology at Trinity College (when he’s not protecting me), is a serious hottie and is also not someone you want to mess with.

 

Ash got shot saving my life at the Battle of The Tor and nearly died (my faerie, BecBec, saved his life by breaking Elfin Law, so, soon, I’m going to have to go testify for her because she’s in Elf Gaol and pretty much screwed, but that’s another long story).

While Ash was recovering, Aidan and I, my Spellbounds and family went home to Denver to regroup and figure out what was going to happen next.

’Cause, like I said, we were at war and I was Head Cheese.

Problem is, have no earthly idea what I’m doing.
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Let’s get filled in on the last few weeks.
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On Hallowe’en night, war began and Ash got shot.

So could be near my Spellbounds and keep them safe (’cause that’s my job), Aidan and I took off to Denver.

A couple of weeks later, even though he was still recovering from a belly wound, Ash followed us to Denver.

We were all holed up in my family home, The Acre, a big, Victorian, silver boom mansion in Denver’s Baker Historic District.

My sister’s coven (that would be Su, blonde dreds, total hippie, wears gypsy shirts and flowing Indian printed skirts with bells that tinkle (loudly), usually barefoot unless it’s the dead of winter, wears Birkenstocks with socks in cold weather (fashion murder, if you ask me…Su doesn’t ask me)), put a protection spell on The Acre for a square mile so we were in pretty good shape to hole up and plan our War of the Supernatural World strategy.

The night Ash got there my mind wasn’t on war strategy.

Not even close.

Was lying in my childhood bedroom, the Turret Room I shared with my sisters (though, they’d moved to their own places ages ago).

I still had the bed I slept in growing up, a four-poster, including canopy, with a pink, frilly, ruffly, super-girlie bedspread and loads of pillows. I had whined about that bed for ages until my mom gave in and bought it for me.
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As an aside, suffice it to say, am kind of the black sheep of my family.

My gran is all about yoga and politics and not shaving her armpits.

My mom is all about being an Earth Mother and gardening and baking her own granola and making her own candles and stuff like that. She even makes her own cosmetics which would be weird if they didn’t work so well.

My sister Viv is all Zen and organized and quiet and serene and always meditating and “one with myself” (who else would she be one with, I’d like to know—she says I don’t “get it” and after she explained it, I still don’t get it so I decided I’m down with not getting it).

I already described Su.

I’m about designer clothes, martinis and every one of the girls at the MAC Counter at Cherry Creek Shopping Center knew my name. I walk in and I was like Norm in Cheers. (That was before I moved to England for more than a year. I was going to have to work on getting my Mall Mojo back.)

 

Anyhoo.
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Was staring at the flounced canopy over my bed wondering what I was going to do.

See, for the past couple of weeks, I’d been sneaking out and into Aidan’s bed to spend the night with him (no hanky panky, well, no serious, penetrating hanky panky, though we’d gotten to third base).

Did this because Aidan might be my future husband and father to my children.

Also did this because I’d just survived some major, life-changing traumas, not the least of which was Ash getting shot.

But also there was the fact that found out the dad I grew up never knowing was not only deep cover in Le Société and a Senator for the great State of Colorado, but also a vampire.

Not only that, but also found out that I had a brother I never knew existed.

Then, of course, there was Althea, who I’d dragged into the pre-War of the Supernatural World mess in England by kind of kidnapping her during a shootout (another long story). Althea was an oracle, a tough old bird, a bit of an alcoholic and she could be mean, but she was also someone I’d grown to like.

And she died for me, that is, she put herself in front of a bullet.

For me.

What could I say? With all that, I needed a warm, hard body next to mine.

Believe me, you would too.

(And, as I mentioned, Aidan is hot.)

(And, as I might not have mentioned, I was in love with him.)

(PS: I was in love with Ash too.)

(PPS: Confused much? Me too!)
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The thing is, now Ash was also down the hall.
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Aidan and Ash preferred to be neck-and-neck in the Get in Mathilda’s Pants Race.

Since Ash nearly died for me, it was kind of not fair that Aidan was pulling ahead (though, these boys didn’t really bother much about “fair” in the fight to get in my pants—again, you would think this was great, even delicious (and it was, in a way) but mostly, it just messed up my head and flipped me out).

I knew there was no way I could sleep alone. Sleeping alone meant being in a dark room, by myself, without a strong guy with a six-pack (and not the beverage kind) close enough to chase away the mental demons.

Aidan had two weeks of un-Ash-adulterated time with me (and he’d used it well).

But, if I went to Ash, well, he had still not fully recovered. I might do something in the night and rip out some stitches or something.

Quandary.

Decisions, decisions.

Damn it all to hell.

Got up, left my room, went down to the second floor and opened a door.
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Aidan was lying on top of his bed, fully clothed, all sorts of papers and books spread out on the bed around him.

Do not ask me what he was studying, probably teaching himself neurosurgery. I figured he could do that, considering he was a genius.

“Matty.” He looked surprised when I entered and closed the door behind me, putting my back to it.

I was wearing charcoal gray, flannel pajama bottoms, a tight, long-sleeved, white thermal and thick, white, cotton socks.

It wasn’t my sexiest bedroom attire, but it was cold in the house in December. As I said, Mom was an Earth Mother and a witch (witches care about the environment, like, a lot, since we get our power from the earth). As a rule, the thermostat went way down the minute it hit nine o’clock.

“Please don’t be mad at me,” I said to Aidan.

Didn’t say any more, he knew what I was telling him.

Something moved over his face, there and gone, that I did not like (but I oh so totally got, or I thought I did) before he pushed off the bed, walked to me, pulled me in his arms and laid a hot, heavy one right on my mouth.

“Sleep well.”

He let me go and walked back to the bed.

I stood there panting and rethinking my decision.

Not to mention, was a little surprised he gave up so easily.

Oh well, don’t look a gift horse in the mouth.

Went out of Aidan’s room, down the hall, to the other guest room (we had six bedrooms, Mom and Dad in one, Josie in another, Rory in another, Gabe in another, not to mention the Carriage House (where Ash’s dad, Marcus, was staying) and Mother-in-Law Cottage—what could I say, it was a big place because witches need lots of room for all their crap).

Should have knocked but Ash had gone to bed early, what with being shot and jetlagged and all, he was probably dead to the world (not that kind of dead to the world, thank the Goddess).

After I closed the door, I saw the drapes were pulled so it was pitch black. Wished BecBec was with me, since faeries gave off a little light. I let my eyes adjust and I saw Ash on his side in bed.

Made my way to the bed, pulled the covers back carefully and stretched out beside him.

Thought I’d sneaked in under the radar when I heard his deep voice say, “I don’t need a vigil, Mathilda. I’m past the point where I may die in the night.”

“I know.”

“I’m not to the point where I can do what I’d like to do right now.”

Mm.

Wonder what that would be.

Instead of asking, I said, again, “I know.”

“Mathilda –”

“Since the whole scene on The Tor, I can’t sleep alone,” I explained.

Silence.

“If I’m going to disturb you, or cause you pain, I’ll go.”

“Where?”

“What?”

“You’ll go where?”

An uncomfortable question.

“Um…”

“Where have you been going?”

An even more uncomfortable question.

“Um…”

An arm closed around my waist and I was pulled so my side was pressed against Ash’s front.

“Two weeks, every night, you sleep with me.”

May have forgotten to mention that Ash was very bossy.

However, I didn’t forget to mention that Ash and Aidan liked to be neck-and-neck.

There’s your proof.

“Okay, but once we even things out, the three of us are going to make some ground rules.”

“What would ‘evening it out’ entail,” (Uh-oh) “exactly?” (Yikes!)

“Do I have to get into ‘exactly’?”

“You fucking well do.”

Ash may have been recovering from a gunshot wound but was sensing that he hadn’t taken that time to reflect, perhaps to soften, be more understanding and sensitive to my plight.

The thing is, I’d decided that since both Ash and Aidan lived their lives since childhood knowing they might die for me and were (for some totally insane reason) willing to do it, I cut them both some slack (Ash usually needed more slack than Aidan, truth be told).

I sighed and told him exactly what evening it out would entail.

Gut wound or no, when I was done talking, without hesitation, his mouth came down on mine, certain body parts started quivering immediately (yes, he’s that good of a kisser) and he started evening things out.
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The next morning when I woke up, Ash was gone.

How he left the bed without me knowing, don’t ask me, but he did. He could do things like that. He had abilities, they weren’t magical, but they were impressive.

He’d divested me of my pajama bottoms (though left my panties intact, he’d just worked around them in very inventive and satisfying ways). I pulled my bottoms on and ran to the Turret Room.

Aidan was lying, hands crossed behind his head, on my bed.

Crap!

First, I didn’t like gorgeous men to see me first thing in the morning unless I’d woken up beside them (then it was all snuggly fun). Didn’t like it that I was rushing from one man’s bed only to run into another one (okay, so, this was the first time that had happened, but considering the state of affairs, saw bad things for my future and didn’t have to be clairvoyant (which I was) to see them). Definitely didn’t like to run into gorgeous men before I could get my hair in order and wash the sleep out of my eyes.

If I had my druthers, would run into Aidan after three cups of coffee, a shower and I’d given my face, body and hair the works.

Second, was not taking it as a good sign Aidan was in my bedroom first thing in the morning.

“Mornin’,” I said, counting on the fact that Aidan was normally quite understanding and sensitive.

He rose, stood by the bed and leveled his eyes on me.

One look at him told me I’d made a wee mistake.

“Where were you all night?” His voice was arctic.

Oops.

“Um…”

(Are you catching my drift about how confusing this could be?)

“I thought your coming into my room last night was your way of telling me, since Wilding was here, that you’d be sleeping alone.”

Er, maybe he didn’t know what I was telling him without actually telling him last night.

“Are you telling me you slept in his bed when I was down the hall?”

I wasn’t telling him that, he was figuring it out for himself.

“Um…” I muttered again, mainly to fill the silence.

In two strides, he was right in front of me.

Took a step back, hit the door, and he closed in.
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Maybe, should mention at this point that Aidan was usually very charming.

He was mellow, thought I was cute and funny, he was sweet and, as I said, understanding and sensitive.

Every once in a while, mainly when he got angry, or when he thought (or knew) Ash was making a move, Aidan would change.

He’d be a lot less charming and a lot more aggressive.

Unfortunately, because I was a perverted freak, I liked Aidan a lot more (since I liked him a whole lot normally, this was off-the-charts “a lot more”) when he got aggressive and macho.

Which meant, at that point, he was turning me on.
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“Matty, we need to get something straight.”

“I’m not sure that’s possible.”

He moved closer.

“Let’s try. Shall we, darling?”

He was being sarcastic. He was being sarcastic with a posh English accent while calling me “darling.”

That was new and it was also turning me on.

Great.

“I know you’re in a tough spot, I want to be sympathetic, but you have to return the favor,” Aidan said.

“I thought I was by trying to even things out.”

“Let Wilding worry about evening things out.”

“He’s recovering from a gunshot wound!”

“Don’t underestimate him.”

I didn’t underestimate him. He might have lost a truckload of blood and still had stitches in his belly, but his mouth, tongue and fingers worked just fine.

Hmm.

“All right. I’m sorry. I told him last night there needed to be ground rules.”

“Excellent idea. He and I’ll go over the ground rules and let you know.”

Er, wha’?

“I was thinking I should be in on the discussion.”

Aidan smiled.

“Why don’t you worry about other things?”

“Like what?”

“How about what your next move is?”

“I don’t want to think about that. That freaks me out.”

“I’m not sure you have much of a choice, Matty.”

“Althea died. Ash got shot. The Underworld opened…”

 

(Sorry, hadn’t yet mentioned that last part, that’s another long story.)

 

I kept at Aidan.

“And BecBec performed an Absolute Forbidden Spell and now she’s in Elf Gaol. I need time to recoup. Ash needs time to recover. We need to figure out where everyone stands, who’s with us, who’s against us. We need to get BecBec out of jail. And we need to find out where all the baddies are.”

“Those sound like good places to start.”

“Well, I can’t do that on my own! I need everyone to help. I need a clear head. I need to get good rest and you know I can’t sleep by myself. It’s scary up here all alone without Su and Viv. And what you’re saying is, I can’t sleep with Ash which means I can’t sleep with you.”

More smiling. “I never said you couldn’t sleep with me.”

Yeesh!

“Go away, I need to have a breakdown.”

His arm slid around my waist.

“How far did he get last night, evening things out?”

That was a leading question I wasn’t going to answer, so I didn’t.

Instead, decided to be both manipulative and honest at the same time. That was, get his mind off his current topic but also express genuine gratitude.

“I couldn’t have made it these last two weeks without you.”

He got close again. “Yes, you could. I know this is difficult for you, darling, but for me to make things easier for you would open things up for Wilding. I was never prepared to do that but after we’ve had the last two weeks, I’m even less inclined to do it.”

“Thanks a lot.”

“I’m being honest.”

So much for manipulating through genuine gratitude.

“Countdown to nervous breakdown, ten, nine, eight…”

He kissed me before I could quit counting. This wasn’t a hard and long kiss, it was short and sweet and, in its way, just as nice.

Aidan left, I walked forward to my frilly, girlie bed and threw myself on it, face first.
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Decided the best thing to do was get organized.

It had been two weeks since war began. It was acceptable to fall back and regroup but figured it was beginning to look like I didn’t know what I was doing (I didn’t but didn’t want anyone to know that).

What does a girl do when she needs to get organized?

She goes to Target, of course.

Was standing in the stationery section having reverse culture shock.

Americans had no idea how much choice they had as consumers.

It wasn’t that shopping in England sucked.

It was just that shopping in The States was so much better.

I mean, purple Sharpie pens!

How cool is that?

Had chosen about seven hundred different colors, sizes and shapes of Post-it notes and just selected a rainbow package of Sharpies, all of these I placed in my cart, ready to organize the dickens out of this War of the Supernatural World business (after I’d assessed the hair accessories aisle, you never know where you’re going to find cute barrettes and bobby pins, you always have to be on the lookout) when a woman walked up to me.

She was a normal woman, normal height, normal hair, normal clothes. She could stand, perhaps, to get a new bra ’cause the girls were hanging a bit low, but other than that…

“Are you Mathilda?’ she asked.

Uh-oh.

I didn’t get a chance to say a word before she whipped out a wand.

A wand!

Right in the middle of Target on Colorado Boulevard!

And she tried to zap me.

Egg yolk yellow and bile green pixie dust shot out of her wand…
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By the way, a witch’s magic reflects the witch.

It’s almost like an aura, everyone’s is different.

Most witches have two colors: Auntie Mavis, lilac and powder blue; Gran, scarlet and copper; Mom, butter yellow and gold; Viv, turquoise and sage green; Sue, grape and bronze.

Since I’m The SuperWitch, my magic is stronger, more powerful and more complicated.

Generally, it’s hot pink and shell pink, but depending on the spell, my mood and the power I need, more colors get added into the mix, including silver, fuchsia, purple and electric blue (the blue usually comes out if I’m pissed off).

Anyhoo.
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And I waved my arm in front of me.

A glittering array of shell pink and silver emanated from my arm, making a shield. The egg yolk and bile sparkles deflected off, snapped back and hit her in the forehead.

She went back on a foot, and immediately, a massive case of acne broke out on her face.

Gross!

“You tried to hit me with an acne spell!” I yelled.

She didn’t answer, she lifted up her wand, but before she could zap me again, I reached out and yanked it out of her hand.

“Hey, give my wand back!” she shouted.

“No! That’s not nice. I’m shopping and you just walk right up—”

“Give me my wand.” She kept at it.

“No!” I kept at it too.

“You’re screwing everything up!” she yelled at me. “We have it sweet. No one knows we witches exist, except in books and movies and on that TV show with Alyssa Milano and the new takeoff one without Alyssa Milano.”

There was a takeoff series of Charmed?

“We can do whatever we want,” she finished.

“And what do you want to do that people shouldn’t know about?”

That stumped her (ha!) so she went back to her earlier topic. “Give back my wand.”

“No.”

“I said, give back my wand!”

“And I said, no!”

She grabbed my hair and yanked.

“Ow!” I shouted then grabbed her hair and yanked.

This escalated.

In the end, we were kicked out by the security guards.

On the sidewalk outside, I poked my tongue out at her and kept her wand.

She told me to do something to myself that was anatomically impossible.
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Walked to my car (well, Mom’s car, an old, faded yellow VW Bug, I know, not original, and it kinda sucked it didn’t have heat, but it was really cute) and realized I hadn’t bought any of my Organize a War materials.

Motored to the Target on Alameda.

It was way out of my way but nothing but Target would do.
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Debated about sharing my Close Encounter with the Acne Kind with my family and the two men in my life.

Luckily, didn’t have to come clean right away because Ash and Aidan were behind closed doors in the living room for what Viv called a “sit down” when I arrived home. Likely laying ground rules. This, I did not want to disturb. However, Mom, Viv and Su were eavesdropping.

Left them to it and went to the Mother-in-Law Cottage at the back of the house (big living room with double doors opening on a small but sweet and sunny kitchen, one tiny bedroom, one tiny bathroom, all painted white with splashes of dusky colors—pink, blue, green, lavender—it was fab-you-las).

Got out all my stuff and started to get organized.
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Okay, the war.

See, for forever witches have been in the closet, hiding our powers. We have all these rules for engagement as in, you can’t do magic just to anyone, they have to ask, or you can do it to protect your Spellbound.

I couldn’t just walk down the street and zap somebody a nicer outfit (even if they really, really needed one).

But, if that person walked up to me and said, “Rescue me from this fashion disaster.” There you go, I can help.

Pretty much everything you’ve heard of, from witches, vampires and elves/faeries (which I’ve mentioned) to werewolves, magi, wizards, sorcerers, sorceresses, goblins, trolls, etcetera are real.

Very real.

They’re just underground.

Every once in a while, someone would see a supernatural being or experience magic, but if they ever shared this info, people just thought they were nuts. So, in the end, many people who did see magical beings or experienced magic just kept it to themselves.

During my training last year, I got upset because I wanted to help someone and couldn’t because they hadn’t asked. That sucked. So, I decided, to hell with tradition, why were we hiding? We were good people, we did good things, we had nothing to hide.

Time to come out, live amongst the normal humans in peace and harmony.

Thought everyone would embrace this as obviously it’s a good idea.

But everyone didn’t embrace it. There are people who like to be in the closet, they think it gives them the upper hand. All hidden powers and intrigue and the like.

Totally stupid.

Tried to live life my way, I wasn’t hurting anyone.

The de facto Leader of the Traditionalists, Agatha Darling, tried to force me back in the closet (by kidnapping Rory and then, when I went to rescue him, electrocuting me à la Mel Gibson in Lethal Weapon without the water or the Asian dude with the padded tongs, Agatha just had a manmade wand that shoots out lightning).

Anyhoo.

Did not take to kidnapping Rory (who I adore) and being electrocuted (that fucking hurt) so things got more and more out of control.

Until Agatha kidnapped me, tried to slice away my power in an icky, Witching Hour (midnight, Hallowe’en) ceremony and then war broke out when my posse foiled her plans.

That’s, essentially, the gist.
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So now, had to figure out what supernatural beings were with me (the vampires were, they’d already sworn allegiance, and both Le Société and The Institute were on my side, seeing as one of each of their brethren was going to get in my pants and create three babies). And which ones were against me (the trolls, goblins and werewolves didn’t see themselves walking amongst humans, so they were firm Traditionalists, that I knew).

So far, the magi and wizards didn’t much care either way (they kind of kept to themselves anyway). The sorcerers, sorceresses and banshees wanted more diplomatic relations.

The witches were split right down the middle.
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So, clearly, had a lot of organizing to do.

The door to the Mother-in-Law Cottage opened and I turned to see Viv, Su, Josie and Windspear Jones walking in.
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Hadn’t yet mentioned Windspear Jones.

He’s a friend of Su’s.

Native American, totally great bone structure and lush always-tan skin. He teaches at the Denver Art Institute and he stepped up when we needed someone to be Josie’s fake fiancé so we could get her a fiancée visa. She’s English and we needed her to be able to live and work in America.

He’s a pretty cool guy, quiet but nice to have around because he’s a) quiet (as I said) and b) easy on the eyes (in a big way).

FYI: Windspear likes to be called “Mack.”

Don’t ask me why, but if my name was Windspear (regardless how Native American kickass it was, it was a mouthful), I’d want to be called Mack too.
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“What the hell?” (Su, looking around the Cottage, mouth open)

“I’m organizing the war.” (Me)

“What are all these Post-it notes?” (Josie, wandering around and looking at the hundreds of Post-it notes I had up on the walls.)

“Battle plans.” (Me)

“This has my name on it.” (Viv, pointing at a set of blue Post-its shaped as those little bubbles they put around cartoon character’s words which I’d written on in green sharpie.)

“I know, those are your assignments. I’ve decided you’re one of my generals.” (Me)

“Do I have Post-its?” (Su)

“Yours are over there. The ones shaped like lips with purple writing.” (Me)

“Do I?” (Josie)

“Yeah, you’re next to Ash. His are the hot pink hearts with red writing. You’re the orange flower-shaped Post-its with teal writing.” (Me)

“Where’s Aidan?” (Viv)

“He’s the light pink hearts with navy writing.” (Me)

“There’s, like, a million Post-its on the walls in here.” (Su)

“There’s, like, a million things to do.” (Me)

“This one says, ‘Get donuts.’” (Viv)

“That’s one of your jobs, to make sure we always have donuts.” (Me)

Viv’s cheeks started getting pink.

“I’m not sure I want to be one of your generals if I have to get donuts.” (Viv)

“You have to be one of my generals. You’re my sister and I’m the Chosen One.” (Me) “Anyway, donuts are important. The troops need sustenance.”

Before Viv could blow, which I could see she was going to do, the door opened.

Mom, Dad, Gabe, Ash, Aidan and Marcus walked in.

Knew something was wrong because Mom looked serious, Dad and Gabe were smiling like something was hilarious, Marcus looked like he didn’t know if he wanted to smile or frown and Ash and Aidan looked pissed off.

(I hadn’t gotten a lock on Marcus, by the way. I didn’t know him very well and I’d never been good with any of my boyfriends’ parents. Considering his son’s two possible futures, particularly the icky, heart-breaking one, I was giving Marcus a wide berth.)

Coming up the rear was some woman I’d never seen, a no-nonsense, short haircut, no makeup, denim shirt over a white T-shirt, chinos and hiking boots.

Holy Lesbionic Witch, Batman!

“Hi,” I said to Lesbionic Witch.

She gave me a top-to-to once-over.

Then she said, “So, you’re Mathilda.”

I looked around at everyone then to her. “Yeah.”

“Not what I expected,” she went on.

“What did you expect?” I asked.

“Someone with more substance.”

Okay, so, Holy Lesbionic Bitch Witch, Batman!

“And you are?” I asked.

“I’m Agent Elizabeth Perry, Federal Witches Agency.”

Er, pardonnez moi?

“Sorry?”

“Matty, honey, the Federal Witches Agency is like the British Witches Council,” Mom put in.

“Except bigger,” Viv said.

“And, um, a bit different,” Mom said.

“She’s the fuzz,” Su added.

“What?” I asked Su.

“The fuzz, a pig, a copper, a federale,” Su explained.

“I’m a federal agent.” Agent Perry was glaring at Su.

Su glared back.

Ack!

A witch federal agent!

“Mathilda,” Ash said, his deep voice cutting through the hippie/federal agent tension and my silent freak out. “Did you have an altercation with another witch at a discount department store?”

Uh-oh.

“Target is, on the surface, a discount department store but it cannot be classified with the likes of Wal-Mart and K-Mart because there’s really no comparison. Target is to Wal-Mart what Saks is to Dillards. They’re both department stores but you can’t…”

Ash interrupted me, “Mathilda, answer the question.”

Agent Perry had her arms crossed on her chest.

Decided to keep hedging.

“I don’t know if you’d call it an altercation. She came out of nowhere and tried to zap me with an acne spell. I deflected it. She pulled my hair. I pulled hers. The security guard ejected us from the store before it could become a real altercation.”

“Did you confiscate her wand?” Agent Perry asked.

“She kept trying to zap me.”

“You can’t confiscate another witch’s wand,” Agent Perry kept going.

“Okay, let me rephrase, she tried to zap me with acne while I was shopping.”

“A witch uses magic against you against your will, you report it to the Agency. You don’t confiscate her wand and pull her hair,” Agent Perry informed me.

“Look, Agent Perry, I don’t know the reverse-acne spell.” I gestured to Ash and Aidan (both still looking pissed off, by the way). “Have you seen the two men in my life? I’m not going to have acne when those two are under the same roof as me. No way, no how.”

Agent Perry pulled herself up. “I don’t know how they do it in the You Kay, but in America, we have rules.”

“I’m not familiar with American rules.” This was the truth.

“Ignorance of witch law is no excuse.” Agent Perry didn’t like the truth. “Give me the witch’s wand.”

I pulled it out of my back pocket and gave it to her. “Did she report me?”

“She sure did. I’m letting you off with a warning this time, seeing as you’re The Mathilda and Mr. Wilding is here to keep an eye on you now. This happens again, I won’t be so lenient.” I stared as she turned to Ash and said, “Honor to meet you, sir.” Then walked out.

“Holy crap! Did that just happen?” I asked everyone.

“I don’t have any Post-it notes,” Windspear “Mack” Jones remarked.

“Matty, why didn’t you tell anyone you were attacked by another witch?” Aidan asked, ignoring Mack.

“Everyone was busy, and I have a war to organize,” I answered.

All eyes were on me then Ash and Aidan looked at each other.

Ash said, “Until I recover, you get her during the day. I get her at night.”

Aidan nodded, “Works for me.”

Great.
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The next two weeks, I was busy.

Moved out of the Turret Room and moved all the furniture up there into our garage (Mom never put the Bug in the garage anyway). Then set to work making the Turret Room my Magic Room.

At The Gables, my Magic Room was the Tower Room. I had gotten used to height so I felt right at home.

Viv and Su had shipped some of my magickal implements before we made our getaway to Denver and I went to work shopping (not a sacrifice) to get the rest of what I needed.

I set up shop and got back to the business of being a witch, reading, learning (mostly, familiarizing myself with American Witch Rules (there were a lot)), conjuring and creating spells for defense, offense and protection.

Moved my clothes to the Mother-in-Law Cottage.

Ash moved his clothes there too.

This caused Aidan and Ash to have another “sit down.”

After the Second Sit Down, things changed, though Ash did not move out. In the few days before Ash and I moved into the Mother-in-Law Cottage, I had slept with Ash and Ash had spent this time working toward evening things out (and doing it really well thus messing up my head even more).

While Aidan was watching me during the day, though, he had been a perfect gentleman.

After Ash moved in with me, Aidan had not been a perfect gentleman.

Not even close.

Ack!

I was in a constant state of near sexual meltdown. On the one hand, it gave me a warm, fuzzy, tingly feeling. On the other hand, it made me feel like a slut.

This caused me to call a “sit down.”
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“Enough, you two,” I said when I had them in Mom’s living room.

They just looked at me like they were expecting something big from me.

Both seemed weirdly tense, which made me tense(er), but I persevered because the whole point of my sit down was to make things less tense, at least for me (impossible! but I had to try).

“Seriously, I’ve got a war to plan. I have to find a job because I’m running out of money and there’s a great pair of shoes at Nordstrom that I need. Mack is giving me grief because he wants to be a general and I don’t have anything for him to do. I still haven’t learned how to ride a broomstick without falling off and you two are driving me batty.”

“Mathilda.” That was Ash.

“Matty.” That was Aidan.

“No! You both don’t back off and give me some space, it’s gonna force me to do something neither of you are going to like.”

At my thinly veiled threat of magical retaliation, they stood.

Ash might still be recovering (quickly) but he scared me (he always kinda scared me).

Aidan had that level-eyed look about him that told me he was pissed off and that scared me too.

Ackity! Ack! Ack!

“Fair warning, Mathilda, you carry out that threat, you’ll suffer the consequences.” That was Ash.

“This is your lot, Matty, you have to live with it.” That was Aidan.

“I don’t want to live with it.” That was me.

“Try living with the knowledge that you might die young.” That was Ash.

Great Goddess and all things with petals and leaves.

Had to admit, he had a point.

Thus endeth our sit down.
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Finally caught a break.

The lady Mom had worked for for ages before Mom started to make her own line of body products came around and told Mom she was retiring.

Mom, Su and I took over her business and started proceedings to buy it—a cutesy little boutique-y girlie shop on Broadway—and presto!—had an income.

 

One problem solved, now on to saving the world.

 

10 December

 

Lots happening. It’s a busy job, being Savior of the World.

 

First up, since I was back in Denver, had whirlwind, social butterfly lifestyle, reconnecting with friends and introducing myself as a witch to folks I’d known for years (Gran and Mom’s coven, women I’d referred to as “auntie” my whole life, not to mention a bunch of women in Su’s coven that I’d hung out with on occasion).

Lots of martinis.

Lots of brunches.

Lots of midnight chanting under the light of the moon.

Lots of trips to the mall.

Exhausting!

(But awesome.)
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Then there was setting up the shop.

We’d decided to rename it “Bewitched.” We’re cleaning it up, repainting it, inventorying stock, talking to suppliers, finding new ones, yadda yadda yadda.

Su wants it to look like Janis Joplin decorated it.

I want it to look like a summer cottage on Nantucket with some bottles and vials laying around (yes, very Practical Magic, but a) Sandra Bullock played a witch and we were witches, so…natch and b) I’d never claimed to be original, just a connoisseur of awesome).

Mom wants us to quit arguing about it.

In England, I ran a coffee house with Mavis, the Honeycutt coven, Josie and our friend Lucy, called The Witches Dozen. When we remodeled The Dozen, I had my way with the décor (rock ‘n’ roll chic, therefore been there, done that with Su’s “Janis Vision”). Lucy and I were the cooks and pastry chefs and we got great reviews, we had loads of customers and we were in talks with BBC to do a cookery show on the heels of a cookbook.

I kind of fancied being a famous TV cooking expert, flouncing around a magnificent kitchen, bossing around my viewers and looking superior with all my ingredients pre-measured in those sweet, little glass bowls, but no…

Now, I was at starting point again.

Bah!
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Viv was my Communications Commander, finding out what was happening in the world regarding the War.

Gran had been off chasing down Agatha Darling, the baddest of the bad. Agatha had disappeared after the Battle of The Tor. Gran came home saying Agatha was “in the wind” but rumor had it The Traditionalists were regrouping and forming their own strategy.

Damn!

Auntie Mavis had been hunting Endora Eccles, a member of The British Witches Council, another baddie and someone we suspected would be a higher-up for The Traditionalists. Mavis came to Denver too, no luck and more rumors of The Traditionalists planning something.

Damn and blast!

Viv reported there had been some minor skirmishes around England, some in Ireland, one in Scotland, but the rest of the world, including the US, was laying low and watching.

The Modernists were waiting for me to do something.

Argh!
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Woke up this morning all cuddly, snuggly warm and realized Ash was spooning me.

Was surprised, Ash was always up and out before me, lately going for a run.

(This I did not like. He’d been shot just over a month before. Did he listen to me when I told him to stop running? No. Did he listen to me when I told him he was supposed to listen to me because I was Head Cheese? No again. Did he pay any attention when I wrote a Post-it note specifically for him that said No Running and stuck it in his Post-it area? No again!)

I rolled within the circle of his arm and saw he was awake.

Even though he looked all sexy-hot, tousled-handsome, instead of wishing him a good morning and, say, laying a wild, wet kiss smack on his lips, I said, “I’m glad you aren’t running. Running isn’t good for you.”

He grinned. “Running is good for you.”

I think not.

“It’s bad for your knees and other parts of your body that may have been torn apart by speeding bullets.”

He shifted and his face disappeared in my neck.

Mm.

Lovely.

“Don’t worry about it, Mathilda,” he mumbled into my neck.

Yeah, right.

His mouth came to mine.

“You should try it,” he suggested.

Ha!

I knew he’d seen my breasts. He’d even touched my breasts. Women with knockers as big as mine had no business running. It should be a law.

“I don’t think so.”

His grin turned into a smile, certain parts of my body felt torn apart by speeding bullets, but in a good way, his hands started roaming, my hands started roaming, and I knew he was stepping up to bat and had no intention of stopping at third base.

He was going for home.
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I should note that Ash had totally evened things out with Aidan. It was long past the time when Ash should have moved back into the house and out of my bed.

This was escalating and it wasn’t fair and somehow, in this deal between Ash and Aidan, I was in the position of making it fair.

This, by the way, was another stressful job I did not want.
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“Ash?”

“Yes, sweetheart?”

Good Goddess, I loved it when he called me sweetheart. It didn’t come often but when it did, it was super nice.

“I can’t do this,” I told him.

I could.

I not only could, I wanted to, like really, really badly.

The thing was, I shouldn’t.

His hands were in my pajama bottoms, his lips were sliding down my neck.

“Yes, you can,” he said.

My hands were at his ass.

He had a great ass.

“No, I can’t.”

He rolled, taking me with him so I was on top. He wrapped his arms around me and he looked up at my face while my hair fell around us.

“Talk to me,” he ordered (so bossy).

Even though I didn’t like to give in when he was being bossy, I decided to talk to him, mainly because I had no choice.

“Well, if I do this with you, Aidan’s going to be pissed and think I’m a slut. If I do this with Aidan, you’re going to be pissed and think I’m a slut. I, er…” Gah! How did I say this? “Care about you both, like, a lot. I don’t want you thinking—”

He lifted his head and touched his lips to mine.

“I want you,” he told me, his voice all rich and throaty, and with his English accent, it did a (further) number on me.

I was getting that, in fact, I felt clear evidence of it pressed against me.

Yowza!

“I want you too,” I whispered. Then I shouted, “This sucks!” and I buried my face in his neck and started babbling, “Since my very first date, I picked losers. Total losers. Jerks. Idiots. Assholes. Now, I’ve got two good guys, real good guys, guys that would put themselves in front of bullets for me, and I can’t get laid!”

He whipped me around, him on top, hands at the sides of my face, fingers sliding into my hair.

“Matty, sweetheart, look at me.”

Ash didn’t call me Matty very often either, and when he did, I liked that too.

Man, he was using the big guns this morning.

I looked at him.

“You’re going to have to do what you feel is right and you’re going to have to stop worrying about what people will think about your decisions. You’re going to need to make a great many decisions and some of them will be unpopular. You already have.”

This, unfortunately, was true.

“But you have to stick by them.” He kept at me. “You have to believe in them and in yourself.”

This, unfortunately, was true too.

Problem was, I wasn’t big on believing in myself.

“None of this is going to be easy. The least of it is Seymour and me.” He kept going.

He was wrong about that. The War of the Supernatural World seemed a piece of cake when compared to loving two delicious men at the same time.

“Everyone knows you have it tough,” he went on. “Anyone that stands in judgment of the decisions you make and the actions you take isn’t worth having around you. They have to believe in you, completely.”

His mouth came to mine, his eyes open and staring at me.

“I believe in you,” he whispered.

Oh, wow.

“Seymour does too.”

Ack!

And…

Wow.

What was he saying? Was he saying it was okay for me to go all the way with both of them?

Could I do that?

Would I do that?

Should I do that?

Ash broke into my thoughts. “Stop worrying about us and just be true to you.”

Jeez, I loved this guy.

“Ash, I –”

“Stop talking.”

His hands went out of my hair and started roaming again.

“But –” I started.

“It’s going to be okay.”

All right, I didn’t believe him that it was going to be okay, but whatever.

With all the hanky panky going on with Ash and Aidan, I needed another Big O.

That was my decision and I was going to stick by it.

He kissed me.

It was nice.

I kissed him back.

That made it nicer.

Things progressed to the point that the word “nice” was a joke and the word “fabulous” didn’t come close to doing it justice.

Then there was a pounding on the front door.

Shit! I thought.

“Fucking hell,” Ash muttered.

“I have to get that,” I said in between panting.

“Ignore it,” Ash murmured in between running his tongue along the lacy edge at the waistband of my panties.

More pounding.

“Ash, it could be serious.”

“Sweetheart, this is serious.”

He was not wrong.

More pounding.

“Ash!”

“God damn it.”

He rolled off one way.

I rolled off the other.

I jerked on my blue, flannel pajama bottoms. Ash pulled on his jeans. I was shrugging on my fleecy robe and Ash was yanking a sweater down his chest when we made it through the living room to the door.

Standing outside were Dad, Aidan and Marcus.

Crap!

“Hey,” I said.

Dad and Marcus shuffled on their feet, looking away with amused but uncomfortable faces. Aidan didn’t look away, he looked closely at me then at Ash then his mouth got tight.

I knew why, I didn’t look all just-woke-up sleepy. I looked post-nearly-Big-O turned on (a look he would know because he’d seen before, like, a lot).

Great, caught in the almost-act by my dad, my boyfriend’s dad and my other boyfriend.

How sucky was this?

Off-the-charts sucky was the answer.

“What’s up?” I asked, trying to cover.

They all shoved in. I moved out of the way and the living room of the Cottage was filled with uncomfortable silence.

“Well?” I pressed.

“Where should we start?” Marcus asked, looking at my dad.

Oh hell.

“Do I need coffee?” I had a feeling I seriously needed coffee.

“That’s not a bad idea,” Dad said.

I made coffee. Then I made French toast with a loaf of bread that I’d baked the day before (what can I say, I bake, I’m good at it and it gives me focus).

When Dad and Marcus were sitting at two stools at the island in the middle of the kitchen, Ash was on one side of me, hip against the counter, Aidan on the other side, his hip against the counter too, me in the middle (per usual) and all of us forking up French toast, I spoke.

“So?”

“We’ve been called to Washington,” Dad said.

Syrup dribbled on my pink thermal top that had tiny blue polka dots.

“Called to Washington?” I asked.

“Yes, we have a meeting with a few gentlemen in the government and some representatives from the Federal Witches Agency.”

I did not take this as a good sign.

“What kind of meeting?”

“They want to set up peace talks,” Dad told me.

Holy Diplomacy, Batman!

That was a good idea!

Why hadn’t I thought of that?

“Really?” I asked.

Dad nodded.

“The United States Government knows about me? About us? About the war?”

I found this surprising.

“Of course. The US government knows everything,” Dad said.

“As does Parliament,” Marcus said.

I should have probably known that, or at least guessed it, but I didn’t.

I was not a very good Head Cheese.

“The meeting is tomorrow,” Dad went on.

Holy crap.

What was I going to wear to a meeting with government officials?

I needed to inventory my wardrobe and fast.

“That’s not it,” Marcus cut in.

Uh-oh.

“What else?” I asked.

“There have been rumblings in Le Société. There are members who were against the Elders’ decision to side with The Modernists. The rumblings grew to dissension. Dissension grew to conflict. Le Société has splintered,” Marcus explained.

I looked at Marcus then at Dad then at Ash, all members of Le Société.

None of them showed any reaction to this, such was their training, but I was shocked.

Again, I should have seen this coming.

Le Société had always been stalwart to the cause of protecting witches.

Problem was, Le Société was made up of the husbands, sons and partners of witches. It would stand to reason that the husbands, sons and partners of The Traditionalist witches would want to cast their lot with their kind.

I put down my plate, not hungry anymore (I wasn’t a big fan of French toast anyway, but a) it’s easier than pancakes and b) both Aidan and Ash love my French toast).

“What does that mean?” I asked Marcus.

“It means we have fewer allies than we thought, and we’ve lost a number of good men and women who are highly trained, have significant skills and know a great deal about the rest of us.”

Eek!

“We have the same, don’t we?” I asked. “I mean, how many did we lose?”

“Not many, we just don’t have the numbers we had before,” Marcus answered.

Then it hit me. “You’re surprised by this.”

Marcus’s gaze flickered over his son then came back to me. “The Prophesies intimated that Le Société would ally with you, in total. It was our assumption, because The Prophesies stated it, that Le Société would be your army, totally loyal and at your command.”

I was dealing with the new shock (and kind of happy, giddy feeling) of having a bunch of kickass secret society dudes “at my command” when Aidan made a noise that sounded like a low grunt.

“What?” I asked Aidan.

“There’s more,” Aidan told me.

Great.

Just what I needed.

More.

“What?” I asked.

Aidan grinned.

“What?” My voice was rising.

“Yesterday, the Directors of The Institute called all the members in for a meeting to explain the situation and the fact that they swore allegiance to The Modernists. Dr. Bennett read out the new manifesto for The Institute, shattering its old mission of watching and recording the supernatural world. The members were all asked to pledge their energies toward bringing the magical world and normal world together.”

I was holding my breath.

This was huge.

The Institute was Switzerland, as in neutral. They never got involved. Not even during The Burning Times when witches (and innocents) were hunted, tortured, “tried,” drowned and burned. The Institute never broke custom, not even to save the lives of the innocents (not that the witches that were tortured and killed during The Burning Times weren’t innocent too, they totes were).

Just like wildlife researchers, the members of The Institute observed the supernatural and took notes. They never got involved with their subjects (except some renegade ones, of course, but they were usually banished, though, not Aidan because he was prophesied to be with or die for The Chosen One, it’s all kinda confusing, just go with me here).

“What did they decide?” I asked.

“Without hesitation, every member swore his allegiance to you,” Aidan told me on a smile.

“Oh my Goddess,” I breathed.

Cool!

Man, I am so glad I baked them all those cookies.

Aidan got closer. “It would seem, darling, that the army prophesied to be at your command would be The Institute not Le Société.”

Aidan was enjoying this. I could tell. Le Société had a long-standing hatred of The Institute, mainly because what happened during The Burning Times. This was another thing that stood between Ash and Aidan, giving Ash the higher ground when it came to me.

Now, the coin had flipped.

I should have taken this as good news—at least someone had sworn allegiance to me.

Problem was, as far as I could tell, with the likes of my dad, Ash and Marcus, the members of Le Société were kickass hot dudes. The average age of a member of The Institute (Aidan not withstanding) was nine hundred and eighty-two (slight exaggeration). They could barely walk due to osteoporosis and hardening arteries. They were in no shape to fight a war.

“I’ve been called back to give a briefing,” Aidan told me.

What?

“No!” I cried (I couldn’t stop myself).

Aidan got even closer.

“I won’t be long, Matty. Maybe a week.”

Aidan had barely left my side since the Battle of The Tor. Aidan was my boyfriend (or, one of them). Aidan was my bodyguard during the day. Aidan was maybe prophesied to die for me and how could I look after him when he wasn’t close? And, again, I will remind you, Aidan was hot.

I didn’t want him to be gone for a week.

“But –”

“Wilding has recovered, he can look after you and this is important.”

I could tell Aidan didn’t like the first part of that and wasn’t real fond of the second part either.

I could also sense something else about him I couldn’t put my finger on.

But…priorities.

“I can’t protect you when there’s most of a continent and an entire ocean between us,” I told him.

His smiled changed to the kind where I could tell he thought the idea of my protecting him was amusing.

“I’ll be all right.”

“I swear to the Goddess, something happens to you, you get shot, poisoned, captured, tortured, I’m gonna kill you.”

Aidan slide his arm around my shoulders and he brought me close. “Nothing’s going to happen to me,” he said softly.

“It better not,” I mumbled into his shirt because my face was pressed into his shoulder.

I heard someone clearing their throat. I looked toward the sound and saw my dad, eyes on me then they moved to something behind my back and I remembered Ash was there.

Yeesh.

I pulled a little away from Aidan and looked up at him.

“When do you leave?”

“This evening.”

Crap!

“I need to brief you on my plan. I have the whole war organized. I need to go over it with you so you can tell the old dudes I’ve got things under control.”

This was a lie, of course.

I had a bunch of Post-its and had convinced myself I had a plan and knew what I was doing but, mostly, I was totally clueless.

Aidan knew this but he nodded anyway.

Jeez, I loved this guy.
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Aidan and I stood outside the security area at Denver International Airport, his arms loose around my waist, my hands at his shoulders.

Ash had driven Aidan and I to DIA so he could play bodyguard but had (being totally cool, if you ask me) disappeared so I could say good-bye to Aidan.

I had briefed Aidan and given him some vials with protection potions in them (all, of course, under the liquids limit for TSA—it wouldn’t do for those to get confiscated). It wasn’t a lot, but it was something and that made me feel a wee bit better.

“I don’t like you off my radar,” I told him.

“Funny that, I’m thinking the same thing,” he told me.

Uh-oh.

Felt an emotional breakdown coming over me.
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See, the thing is, I had a bad feeling about this.

And again, I was clairvoyant.

But, outside of the witch that tried to zap me at Target, nothing bad had happened in a long time.

I knew that wasn’t going to last. Things didn’t stay calm around me for very long.

I knew something was going to happen. Soon. I knew it because I felt it. I had a witch’s intuition and that meant something, believe you me.
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“Please be careful,” I said to Aidan.

“Matty, don’t worry.”

“Just promise you’ll be careful.”

“I’ll be careful.”

“Use those protection potions if you need them.”

“I will.”

“Call me if something happens. I’ll come and take care of it.”

He smiled like I was funny, and he was about to laugh.

I slapped his shoulder.

“I’m being serious!”

The smile faded.

“I know you are, darling,” he said softly.

“I have a bad feeling about this.”

He kissed my nose.

“I’ll be fine.”

“I love you.”

Holy shit!

Did I just say that?

I stared at Aidan’s face which had gone still along with his body.

Yes, I just said it.

“God, Matty—”

Before he could say more, I wrapped my arms around his neck, went up on my toes, and I kissed him.

Hard.

“Come back to me safe,” I whispered against his mouth when I was done kissing him.

He nodded, slid the back of his knuckles across my cheekbone, kissed my nose again then he let me go and walked into the security line.

I waited for him to look back and wave.

He didn’t.

But then, when I was about to lose sight of him, when he was about to go down the escalators to get on the underground train, he turned back and looked right into my eyes.

And it felt like my heart exploded.

And let me tell you, that hurt.

A lot.

Because that look on his face the night Ash returned was back, with a vengeance.

And I could not only get it this time, I could actually read it.

He was going to let me go.

He was going to end my suffering.

He was going to let Ash win.

And to do that, he’d have to die for me.

No!

When he was out of sight, I realized I’d stopped breathing when I felt a hand slide along my waist.

I started breathing again and looked up as Ash pulled me into his side.

“He didn’t look back,” I told Ash, sounding just as pained as I felt, but before I could add, And then he did, Ash spoke.

“Never look back,” he said, and for the first time, I heard respect in his voice when he was referring to Aidan.

Fucking men.

 

I decided not to share what I read on Aidan’s face.

No.

Incorrect.

I decided to completely deny what I read on Aidan’s face and try to figure out a way these two alpha, possessive dudes would become brother-husbands to me.

Yeah.

That was what I decided.

 

Again, it’s not news.

I’m an idiot.

 

15 December

 

Lucy’s here!

Yay!

Yay!

Yay!

Am happy because a) Lucy’s my friend and I love her, b) Lucy agrees with my “Nantucket Getaway” vision for our Bewitched store, c) Lucy likes to paint and d) Lucy says BBC is still interested.

Yay!

May still be super, famous cookery program guru with own line of pretty mixing bowls and measuring cups!

Yay! Yay! Yay!

Store is coming together but we’re still trading regardless of painting and renovation happening at same time. I need money to stock my magickal larder and those shoes at Nordstrom aren’t going to walk into my closet by themselves (hmm, could use magic to…no! That would be called stealing. Bad Mathilda, bad!).
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Went with a suit to talk with government officials about peace.

Thought it best to appear professional, sober and serious.

Though, being me, I couldn’t be too professional, sober and serious as whole body, heart and soul would protest and likely spontaneously combust.

So, I wore a winter white suit (the jacket was cute, nipped in at the waist and a little flouncy around the hips and the skirt was super tight and made my ass look fantastic, à la J Lo, except taller, not Latina and, um…blonde) and a pale pink satin blouse and the sleekest pale pink sling back shoes.

Sorry, but my outfit kicked ass.

Think I surprised the conservative government guys and the ultra-conservative Federal Witches Agency women (all wearing charcoal gray or navy suits, lots of red ties, lots of shiny wing tips – even on the witches!).

Let’s just say, this was not a fashion-forward group.

When we walked into the meeting, Dad looked around and his face got kinda mad, Ash looked kinda scary, but it was Marcus who surprised me.

“We’re leaving.” Marcus said upon entry.

“What?” I asked.

I hadn’t even sat down, got myself a coffee, let everyone check out the full effect of my kickass suit.

“Let’s go, Mathilda.” Ash took my elbow and started leading me out of the room (somebody’s conference room, or, more accurately, somebody-who-needed-a-new-decorator’s conference room).

“Mr. Wilding.” One of the government guys tried to waylay us.

“That would be Sir Sebastian,” Marcus barked at the government guy.

Erm.

’Scuse please?

Sir Sebastian?

“We don’t hold with those titles here,” one of the witches snapped back.

“We do.” Dad entered the fray, sounding as mad as he looked.

I was still back at “Sir” Sebastian.

Then we were gone, out of the room, down the hall and into the limo Dad had waiting for us.
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Just a note, vampires can’t walk around in sunlight, just like you’ve heard.

My brother Gabe, who was only half-vampire, could.

My dad, who was full vampire, could too, but only because of a special lotion Mom made for him that was like magical, mystical ultra-potent sunscreen.

In fact, most vampires had some kind of magic that let them walk around in sunlight.

If not…toast.

Literally.

The burned, icky kind of toast.

Anyhoo.
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“What was that all about?” I asked no one particular when we were in the car.

Gabe was waiting for us in the limo and he and Dad exchanged glances.

“Second string,” Dad said to Gabe.

“More like third,” Marcus muttered.

“You’re joking.” Gabe said, sounding pissed.

“Hello?” I called.

“Mathilda, they aren’t taking this seriously,” Ash told me. “They sent lackeys.”

“Lackeys speak English. Peace talks are—” I started.

“You’re The Mathilda,” Dad broke in.

“Yes,” I agreed because I was, indeed, The Mathilda. No one knew that better than me.

“The Mathilda doesn’t sit down and talk with lackeys,” Dad said and even though I’d only known my dad for a short period of time, I knew he was being super, double, extra serious.

I looked at Ash again.

“Isn’t peace good?” I asked.

“Peace is good,” Ash agreed.

“Well, anything for peace is good, right?”

He shook his head.

“I don’t get it.”

“You’re The Mathilda. You’re important. There are certain protocols,” Ash told me.

There were?

Oh shit, I missed that particular book.

More reading.

Great.

“What protocols?” I asked.

“Protocols that say my daughter, The Chosen One, The Mathilda, does not sit down with second string,” Dad said.

“Third,” Marcus repeated.

Yikes!

All right, whatever.

Time to get to the serious stuff.

I looked back at Ash.

“Sir Sebastian?”

“He’s knighted,” Marcus told me.

Knighted!

Oh…my…Goddess!

“By, like, the Queen?” I asked.

Ash nodded.

“The Queen of England?”

Ash nodded again but the corners of his lips were moving in a way that made me think he was fighting a smile.

“Awesome!” I shouted. “How’d you do that?”

“You don’t want to know,” Gabe said and now he was looking serious, scary serious.

Serious enough that I decided I didn’t want to know.
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So, in the end, flew all the way to Washington, dragged out my kickass suit and all that came of it was finding out Ash was Sir Sebastian Wilding.

Guess that was worth it.

 

16 December

 

Get this.

Got call this morning from Aidan, first call since he left.

This was the conversation:

Ring a ding-ding (middle of the flipping night).

“Hello.” (Me, sounding sleepy, because I was, because it’s the middle of the flipping night)

“Matty.” (Aidan)

“Aidan!” (Me)

(Ash moves beside me on the bed, and I can tell he’s up on his elbow, listening.)

“Is Wilding there?” (Aidan)

“Why haven’t you called me in six days?” (Me, avoiding the question)

Pause, then, “You’re counting the days?” (Aidan)

“Damn straight. When are you coming home?” (Me)

Pause, then, “That’s why I’m calling.” (Aidan)

Trust me, I didn’t forget the look on his face the last time I saw him.

In other words…

Me…no…likey!

“Why don’t I like the sound of this?” (Me)

“I’m stuck here, another week, maybe two.” (Aidan)

Two more weeks!

“Why?” (Me)

“I can’t say.” (Aidan)

“Oh no you don’t, we’re not starting this again. No more secrets. What’s going on?” (Me)

“Matty…you’ve got to—” (Aidan)

Then phone plucked out of my hand by Ash.

“Seymour.” (Ash)

I lay in bed, staring at hulking Ash shadow up on his elbow, thinking maybe I had entered an alternate universe where it was okay for one of your boyfriends to pluck the phone out of your hand in the middle of the night while you were talking to your other boyfriend for the first time in six days.

Then I lunged for the phone.

“Yes…yes, fine. I’ll tell her.” (Ash, while wrestling me while I tried to get phone, and winning, by the way).

Beep!

Ash disconnected.

“He’s got some business.” (Ash)

I stared at Ash’s shadow for a second, waiting for fire to shoot out of my eyes.

It didn’t.

“That’s it. I want two other A-named men who’re destined to die for me…or not. You two are out.” (Me, rolling over and turning my back to Ash)

“Mathilda.” (Ash)

“Nope. Done talking.” (Me)

His arm slid around my waist, his mouth came to the back of my neck. “Sweetheart.”

Ha!

The “sweetheart” gig wasn’t going to work this time!

I kept my silence.

“Mathilda, he has something he needs to do,” Ash explained.

I remained silent.

Okay, seriously, I have tons of powerful magic, am prophesied to save the world, am sleeping with (but not getting laid by) a knight of the realm, and my other boyfriend is a bona fide genius with a doctorate, and still, do you want to be me?

No?

I thought not.

He sighed and settled behind me, close behind me, cocking his knees into mine until we were spooning.

This felt nice.

It always felt nice when Ash went into The Spoon.

He was, overall, a really good cuddler.

Even so.

I still kept my silence.

He kept his.

For a while.

Then he broke it.

“Mathilda, you have to trust us.”

Silent. (Me)

“Do you remember, not too long ago, you didn’t trust us? You thought we’d betrayed you.” (Ash)

Now uncomfortable silence (because this was true, I’d never really processed it with Ash or Aidan, I didn’t intend to (ever) and I still felt badly about it).

“And we had your back the whole time.” (Ash)

This was true too.

I still kept silent.

Ash fell silent too.

After a long time of this, even though I knew he wasn’t asleep (so doing what I was going to do would be safe, since he wouldn’t hear it), I admitted, “I’m worried about him.”

“Don’t be.”

Yeah.

Right.

“Do you remember, not too long ago, you didn’t have my back, you had my front, throwing yourself in front of a bullet for me?”

“Mathilda.”

“I saw you get shot.”

His lips came back to my neck and he muttered, “Matty.”

“Then you died in my arms.”

His arm around my waist went tight.

This time, he was silent.

“That freaked me out so much I can’t sleep alone at night.” I reminded him.

He gave me another squeeze and another lips-to-neck nuzzle.

“Hate to say it but I take that as a good thing,” he told me.

“I don’t think this is funny,” I whispered.

He shifted deeper into The Spoon, his other arm coming around my upper chest and holding on tight.

“I’m asking you to trust us,” he said into my hair.

“Ash…”

“Trust us.”

I tried to turn but his arms locked.

“Ash!”

“Sweetheart. Please.”

Holy crap!

He said “please.”

I’d known him for over a year and he’d never said please!

He was bossy.

He was broody.

He was macho.

Truth be told, he usually didn’t say much at all (though, he had been slightly more verbose after getting shot, however I would have preferred some other tactic to get Ash to be more communicative).

“I don’t like it,” I declared then I gave in, “But I’ll do it.”

His arm at my waist became a hand that travelled down my belly toward my flannel pajama bottoms.

“That deserves a reward,” he murmured to the back of my head as his fingers slid inside my bottoms.

Then he gave me one.

And it was a good one.

In fact, after all the hanky panky of the last few weeks with Ash and Aidan, I was set up for it to be the best one I’d ever had (and it was).

Aidan was going to be pissed.

As I lay panting, my head tilted forward, Ash’s hand still in my bottoms cupping me gently, his breath on my neck, his body spooning mine, he said, “I know what I want for Christmas.”

“What?” I asked, all breathy.

His hand came out of my pants, his arm wrapped around my hips, his head came up and, in my ear, he whispered what he wanted for Christmas.

I started panting again.

“Don’t you want that now?” I asked.

“You in any shape to give it to me now?”

I surveyed my systems.

I was pretty sated.

It had been a big orgasm.

“Not with any gusto,” I admitted.

He settled behind me.

“I’ll wait.”

Fucking Ash.
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4 January

 

Yes, I know it’s been a long time since I journaled.

Yes, a lot has happened.

So much, I haven’t had time to journal.

Yes, I’m gonna share.

Buckle up, because it has not been pretty.

Here we go.
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The morning after Aidan called and Ash took the call, told me my other boyfriend was going to be absent for a (longer) while, talked me into trusting them, and gave me the Big O, Ash was out for a run and I was curled on the sofa in the living room of the Cottage, glaring at my Post-its all over the walls, worried about Aidan, war, and a pimple that seemed to be forming on my chin that heralded my period coming.

This was when a knock came on the door.

It was Dad.

Alone.

No Mom.

No Marcus.

No Gabe.

Just Dad.

It was then it struck me that my father and I had not once in our lives spent time alone together.

I felt suddenly shy.

It was whacked but give me a break.

I was thirty-four years old, and this was the first time I was alone with my father.

“Hey,” I muttered, sounding as shy as I was feeling.

“Good morning, honey,” he said softly.
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Okay, I might not have mentioned this, but my dad is super good-looking.

He also looked ten years younger than my mom, which meant he looked about ten years older than Gabe, which meant he looked about ten years older than me.

Yeah.

This felt weird.

That said, even though Gabe looked my age, Gabe himself was ten years older than me.

He was Mom and Dad’s firstborn.

Which pissed Viv off because it meant she could still be bossy big sister, but she couldn’t be bossy firstborn with all the rights and privileges that Viv thought she should have in that role.

That said, she pointed out (frequently) that she was still firstborn sister, which continued to afford her said rights and privileges.

Su and I just didn’t agree.

Then again, we never did.
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“You want coffee?” I asked my dad.

He shook his head. “Can I sit?”

I nodded my head.

He sat.

Okay, I mean…

Well, hell.

This was weird.

“I received another call,” he shared. “They’re sending in the A Team.”

“Well, you know, I do have other things to do,” I reminded him. “A war to plan. Yule presents to buy. Christmas parties to attend. Broomstick maneuvers to master. I can’t be flying back and forth to Washington at the whim of the powers that be. And I shouldn’t have to, considering I am the power that is.”

All right.

So I was being snippy and diva-esque.

Sue me.

Did I want peace?

Yes. I absolutely wanted peace.

Everyone wants peace.

But money didn’t grow on trees.

Without Bewitched in full swing, how was I going to afford another killer professional-but-still-chic-and-hot business suit and Yule presents and get my magickal larder up to snuff?

It took me a whole year to do that last back in England.

And speaking of England, I missed it.

And that was just the way, and I was learning I didn’t like a lot of ways in life, including that way.

When I was in England, I missed America.

Now that I was in America, I missed England.

Bah!

“I know,” Dad said. “I told them if they wanted to meet, they would have to come here.”

“Fine,” I muttered.

Dad hesitated a second before he asked, “Do you have something on your mind?”

I looked right in his eyes. “Which of the seven thousand, six hundred and twenty-three priority somethings would you like me to talk about? And, mind, those are the priority somethings. I have another eighteen thousand, two hundred and ninety-four secondary somethings up there too.”

“Whatever you want to talk about,” he offered.

I looked out the window and took a sip of coffee.

“Matty—”

“You love each other,” I said to the window.

“Sorry?” he asked me.

I looked to him again. “You and Mom. You love each other. Like a lot.”

“Yes,” he agreed.

“How did you do it?”

“My sweet girl,” he whispered.

 

Here’s the thing.

I tried to swear off crying.

Life was super-freaking-crazy and there were a lot of times when I could lose it.

But it didn’t do anything but exhaust me, and as you know, I have no room to get exhausted.

I had shit to do!

But my dad calling me “my sweet girl.”

The dad I always wanted (okay, so maybe I’d want him to be a silver fox instead of looking like someone I could date, but still, it had not been lost on me in the last few months that I knew he was my dad, and even before, when I just thought he was Senator Addison and he’d always acted like he was super honored to be in my presence, that he loved me…a whole lot) calling me “my sweet girl.”

Damn.

 

He said that.

I started crying.

Then my coffee mug was on a table and I was in his arms.

Man, oh man.

My dad holding me.

My dad was holding me!

Wow.

That felt so freaking nice.

So much so, to keep feeling it and not get lost in other emotion, it was quiet weeping, not the loud and snotty sobs I usually dissolved into (thank Goddess), so Dad talked to me through them.

“It wasn’t easy.”

“I bet.”

“We found our times to be together.”

“Good.”

“We talked to each other every day.”

“How sweet.”

“She sent me thousands of pictures of you girls.”

I hiccupped and put more effort into not getting loud and snotty.

“And she spent as much time with Gabriel as she could.”

I believed this because Mom and Gabe seemed cool with each other, totally tight.

“I’m glad.”

“You’re worried that will happen to you and Ash,” he surmised.

Hmm.

“I’m also worried about Aidan,” I told him.

“Why?” he asked.

Uh…

Wha’?

I pulled away from him and looked up at his face.

 

You see, this was the thing.

Dad and Gabe were Le Société, so I knew they were on Ash’s side.

But still, he was my dad, so even though I didn’t have a lot of experience having a dad (huh), I did have a lot of experience thinking if I had one, he should treat me like his little princess, so thought he should be on my side.

 

One could say he noted my disappointment in him and he wasn’t a big fan.

“I can imagine that the change in circumstances would be confusing, and I think everyone involved is handling you with a great deal of patience, but Matty, my beautiful girl, you’re eventually going to have to come to terms with how it is,” he said.

“How what is?”

“How…?”

He stopped.

He stared at me.

I didn’t say anything, just stared at him.

Then he said, “Matty, Ash died for you.”

I absolutely one hundred percent did not need that reminder.

“Yeah, I was there.”

“Matty. The prophesy said that the man who loves you will wed you and give you three children and he will die for you. Ash already did that last part. He died for you.”

“The prophesy said one would wed me and one would die for me.”

“Yes, we, all of us misinterpreted it as that considering a man who dies is not a man who can go on to wed you and build a family with you. But no one could foresee your faerie bringing him back to life as the Elfin Lament has not been performed for centuries. Now, we see it as it is. Sebastian sees it as it is.” I bet he did. “Aidan sees it as it is.” He did?! “You’re the only one who hasn’t put it together.”

Say…

What?!

“But they’ve been—”

“Waiting for you to put it together,” Dad cut me off to say. “They both know you care deeply for them and neither of them wanted you hurt. What they did want was you protected, even when Ash was not at his best. However, now that Ash has returned, and he’s fit, Aidan shared that he felt his continued presence here was confusing you and he was not at one with keeping up the charade. Most especially after you said something that concerned him greatly prior to his departure.”

Yeah.

That something I said was that I loved him.

“He doesn’t need to be in England, Matty,” Dad went on. “He’s staying away so you’ll move on.”

Right, I’d been crying.

Now I was pretty certain I was going to throw up.

Or throw a temper tantrum.

Or both.

(Though, temper tantrum was winning.)

“Are you serious?” I whispered.

“Sadly, if I’m reading your reaction correctly, yes,” he answered.

“You’re not just saying that because you want Ash to win?” I pressed.

“No, because, if you think about it, honey, he already has.”

Ash had.

I loved him.

He died for me.

I was sleeping by his side every night.

I’d seen Aidan’s face when Ash came to Denver and again when Aidan left.

Aidan wasn’t giving up.

He just wasn’t “the one.”

And he knew it.

In fact, he knew it—they both knew it—since BecBec had brought Ash back to life.

And they kept up the charade, pulling me back and forth, evening things out, and…

A…

Bloody…

Gain...

NOT BEING HONEST WITH ME!

(I mean, seriously, if there was a shouty-caps moment, this was it.)

“You know, they could have just fucking said something,” I snapped.

“If you cared for a woman, and lived your whole life thinking you’d spend your life with her, or die to protect her, and then you found out that was true, but it also wasn’t, but you knew she’d fallen in love with you, not to mention she had twenty-five thousand, nine hundred and seventeen priority and secondary things on her mind, what would you do?”

Yeesh.

He was good at math.

“You know, I act like a ditz but I’m not really a ditz,” I declared.

“I know that,” he said sharply.

I could not get bogged down in how affronted he sounded that I’d think that he’d think I was a ditz, like any dad who thought his daughter was his little princess should.

“Well, they obviously don’t. I don’t think I’ll share with my dad the games they’ve been playing to keep up this charade,” I announced. “But we’ll just say they were not cool.”

He took a beat before he suggested, “Maybe I should leave you to work things through.”

That was so totally not a good idea considering, if I had a moment with my thoughts, it would be figuring out how I could murder a couple hot guys and get away with it.

“That’d be awesome,” I replied.

He appeared amused (I was noting that vampires tend to be in good moods a lot of the time—but, see, if you arrested at an age when you looked awesome, you never aged another day, remained healthy with a spring in your step until you eventually just turned to dust 250 to 300 years after becoming a vampire, you would too).

Then he kissed my temple and got out of the couch.

At the door, though, he turned to me and said, “Remember, Matty. They both fell in love with you too. So what you just learned did not make you happy. Consider how it felt for Aidan this past month. Not to mention Ash.”

Grr.

“More reason for them just to tell me.”

“Aidan was a man who watched the woman he loved hold the man she loved in her arms while he was dying. And then he died. A woman who has the onus of the peace and stability of the world on her shoulders. I know you have a big heart, honey. Listen to it.”

With that, he left.

And so wenteth my first one-on-one with Dad.

Ack.
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Not long after that, Ash came home from his run.

As the bathroom was through the bedroom, he found me, seeing as I had retreated to my princess fortress in order to focus on strategy to find some way to buy a new kickass outfit to sit down and negotiate peace between the supernatural world and the normal world and not form strategy to commit hot-guy-icide (x2).
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As a reminder, my princess fortress was what I made up when I was a child where I lay on my back in my bed on pillows behind my head with pillows down either side on which to rest my precious princess arms.

I retreated to my princess fortress when things got super intense.

Including now.

When I was no longer a child.

No one in the world knew about my princess fortress.

Except Sir Sebastian Quincy Wilding.
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Thus, when he returned after his run, I saw him standing at the foot of the bed, sweaty (mm) with lips twitching (gluh), staring down at me.

“You’re moving back to the big house,” I shared.

“I am?” he asked.

“Abso-fucking-lutely,” I said.

“What happened between me leaving you sleeping off the orgasm I gave you and coming back after a run?”

“The jig went up,” I shared. “The thing is, you died for me, so you won. But then you and Aidan played me, and you played me the way you played me, so I don’t want either of you anymore.”

He did not give me his clotted-cream look that said he was the victor and he intended to enjoy his spoils by devouring me in fantabulous ways.

He did not give me his determined look that said he was going to get what he wanted regardless of how I felt about it.

And he did not give me one of his cross or impatient looks that said I was working his nerves.

He didn’t even give me one of his broody looks that gave nothing away about his thoughts at all (except the fact he was broody).

He gave me a look I’d never seen on him before.

A remorseful one.

He then did what he did the last time I retreated to my princess fortress.

He breached the fortress.

This time he did it by pulling the pillow out from under one of my arms, tossing it to the end of the bed, sitting on the bed by my hip, and then leaning over me, weight in one hand he’d put in the bed on the other side of my body.

I wanted to stare at the ceiling, but since Ash’s face was in mine, I didn’t have that choice.

I wasn’t going to appear weak by closing my eyes.

So I glared at him.

“He’s in love with you too, you know,” he said softly.

Ouch x7.


	Aidan was in love with me.



	I was in love with Aidan.



	I was also in love with Ash.



	Ash had not shared he was in love with me (to be fair, I hadn’t told him I was in love with him either…and now I thank the Goddess I had not).



	Aidan told Ash I told him that.



	Ash and Aidan had played me.



	I had been in some rather significant (understatement) mental stress about this whole two-loves-of-my-life, one-to-be-husband, one-to-be-sacrifice for months and months and months, and now that it was over, I wasn’t a victor enjoying her spoils. I was furious at both of them and wanted nothing to do with either of them anymore.





“More reason not to use my body and play with my mind,” I retorted.

His eyes roamed my face before he murmured, “Christ, you don’t remember.”

“I remember everything.”

I saw his hand come toward me in my peripheral vision as he began, “Matty—”

“Do not fucking touch me.”

The remorse came back, it pricked me deep, but the determined was behind it and his hand dropped away.

“Sweetheart, you came undone in the hospital,” he whispered.

I stared up at him.

“Minerva had to spell you. You were doing harm to humans.”

I blinked up at him.

“It tore Seymour apart.”

I swallowed.

“It was his idea. I agreed. We decided we would keep things as we were until you figured it out and then you could be the one to let him down.”

Holy crap!

That had to…

To…

Well, kill.

And Aidan did that…

For me?

“He just…” Ash did a short shake of his head. “He was in love with you and it was too much. So we figured out a way to get him home so it could be done for him and then you and I could work it out and it would just be done. For all of us. Because, I think it goes without saying, this hasn’t been all that fun for me either.”

Okay…

Um…

Well…

Boo fucking hoo.

Because, yeah, that had to be hard, for both of them.

And yeah, in a messed-up, totally man way, it seemed logical, the decision they made on their course of action.

Also yeah, I do not remember coming undone in the hospital.

Truth be told, I hadn’t thought about it (because, duh! I didn’t want to, Ash died in my arms after taking a bullet for me).

But I didn’t remember anything between BecBec singing her song with the gossamer coming off her wings floating all around me and the dead body of Ash in my arms in the back of Aidan’s Mercedes and then waking up the next morning in my bed with my head in my mother’s lap and Mom sharing Ash had made it. He was going to be alright.

Though, thinking about it right then, I remember snippets of having my wand, being in a hospital ward, and a lot of my electric blue magic flashing about with people screaming.

And one of those people was me.

So I quit thinking about it.

But the bottom line was, they made a decision that involved me without me involved in the decision-making part of that scenario.

They decided what was good for me.

And what they decided was what they’d decided Hallowe’en night when they kept the big plot from me, and it all happened to me, not with me being a part of the process, the planning, as well as the undertaking.

In other words, they decided that I was weak.

I needed to be lied to and manipulated into a situation where I thought I was the one who was making my own decisions.

So, in the end, they made it harder on themselves and me.

Just like Hallowe’en night.

“You know, things are going to get worse,” I told him.

“Pardon?” he asked.

“With all that’s going down. It’s only going to get worse.”

“Mathilda—”

“And somewhere along that line, you’re going to have to learn to trust me.”

Ash’s face went broody.

“Last night, you made me promise to trust you and Aidan when you were lying to me,” I carried on. “Now, although you made it very clear you believed in me, if you look at your own behaviors, you so do not.”

I almost couldn’t credit it, but I could swear he appeared startled.

I didn’t linger on that.

I kept talking. “Ash, you’re going to have to trust me to be mature, to be an adult, to be strong, to have my shit together, because no matter what you think, I actually do. I might not be perfect, but I’m no ignoramus either—”

“Of course you’re not,” he growled.

I again ignored how affronted Ash sounded at the thought that I thought he thought I was an ignoramus.

“And, you know, I made this huge-ass speech to the gathering about being with me or against me and I never would have thought in my wildest imaginings that I’d have to tell the people closest to me that they needed to sort their own shit and make that same decision.”

“Mathilda, I have lived my entire life knowing I’d stand by your side, walk by your side, parent by your side, live by your side and fight by your side,” he rumbled, no longer remorseful or broody and definitely not startled.

He was pissed.

“And that I also might die at your side,” he concluded.

“Well, bud, now you’ve made it so you’re going to have to earn your place by my side,” I returned.

He scowled down at me.

I glared up at him.

He broke our staring contest by reminding me, “I took a bullet for you, sweetheart.”

“Yeah, and then you betrayed me, baby.”

He looked like he’d happily strangle me.

I hoped I kinda looked the same, but I figured I didn’t because I wasn’t quite at one with my inner badass.

Not yet.

But I was going to get there.

(Though, one could say to get there, I’d have to climb out of my princess fortress…but whatever.)

“And my suggestion is you meditate on how you do that somewhere else,” I went on. “If you want me to help you pack, I’ll take care of that chore while you shower.”

“You’re not here by yourself at night.”

“It’s protected.”

“You’re not here by yourself at night.”

“I can handle myself.”

“You’re not here by yourself at night.”

Gah!

I switched tactics.

“You’re not sleeping in my bed.”

“Then I’ll be on the couch. That is, until you beg me to come back to your bed.”

“Don’t hold your breath for that, Sir Sebastian.”

He dipped so his face was a breath from mine.

“It won’t be me holding my breath, darling,” he said silkily.

Then he pushed away, got off the bed, stalked to the bathroom and slammed the door.

I sat up, grabbed my pillow, and restored my princess fortress.

Seriously.

Seriously!

Men!

 

By the by, Ash didn’t delay in sharing the jig was up with Aidan.

Fortunately, Aidan was four thousand, six hundred and sixty-two (give or take a few, and yes, I looked it up) miles away from me.

So it was easy to decline his phone calls.

Well, not easy emotionally.

But at least physically, it was only a press on a touch screen.
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Since there’s so much that happened the rest of December, I’ll sum up:

 

In full Chosen One, Prophesied to Save the World Snit, I informed Dad that I would not be sitting down to peace talks with the A Team until the New Year.

I had things to do.

Holidays to celebrate.

Grudges to hold.

Shops to refurbish.

Killer outfits to find.

Dad did not hide he found this amusing.
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My financial worries disappeared when the people that had approached Lucy and me about our cookbook and our cookery program pushed it, we found an agent, and they offered a staggering advance that blew both Lucy and my minds.

We accepted.

That deal included a marketing plan that heralded world (cookery) domination which included more cookbooks (we contracted for three of them), the aforementioned cookery program filmed at The Witches Dozen back in Clevedon and bakeware, cookware, stoneware and utensil lines.

For starters.

We immediately holed up with Mack (who I didn’t make a general of anything (yet), except general in charge of designing our “brand” seeing as he was an artist, the classes he taught at his school were graphic design, including three about using design and art in advertising, promotion, marketing and branding) and Su and some geeky friend of Su’s who programmed websites.

And after a forty-eight-hour marathon session, we launched it and all our social media platforms in a haze of Cheetos dust (created by Su and her geek friend) and piles of dirty coffee mugs (created by Lucy and me).

I returned from this session to the Cottage only to find Ash standing in the middle of the living room.

When I closed the door, four (more) Post-its fell off the wall.

Hmm.

“You forget something?” he asked, gesturing with a sweep of his hand to my Post-it strategy that was now mostly bits of paper lying on the floor.

I rolled my eyes and stomped to my bedroom.
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My magickal larder issue was eradicated when, for Yule, I received five very large (and insanely expensive to ship) boxes that contained what appeared to be every bit and bob from my magic room in England, save the furniture.

It was Aidan who sent them.

In them, however, was something that was not in my magic room.

A framed photo of Clevedon Pier, the site where Aidan had asked me out on our first date, on the back of which, it said,

 

You’ll always be my first love. Aidan

 

This infuriated me because a) I didn’t know I was his first love (and I didn’t need that guilt trip) and b) I hadn’t forgiven him yet (so I didn’t need that guilt trip either) and c) I hadn’t gotten him anything for Yule (and I didn’t need that guilt trip) and last d) I was telling myself I was feeling one doozy of a guilt trip when in reality my heart was bleeding.
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Ash, by the way, for Yule left a small, beautifully wrapped box on my pillow.

Of course, I opened it.

In it was a Cartier box and in that Cartier box was an exquisite diamond bracelet.

We were mind-melded, of course (mental note: find time to continue research on how to break magical mind-meld Mavis saddled me with), so it was no surprise that, even though I had been alone when I’d arrived in my bedroom to find the box, after I opened it, he spoke from the doorway.

“Wilding women wear their men’s regard.”

Oh boy.

He kept going. “A great deal of it.”

I was getting that, considering I was holding a small fortune of diamonds in my hand.

“And I mean quality and quantity,” he finished.

Yikes.

“I didn’t get you anything,” I sniffed, hoping to give him the impression that was because I was still magnificently pissed at him, because it was.

“You never have to give me anything, Mathilda.”

“Well, that’s good, considering the last gift I gave you, you wore when you fake-betrayed me, that being before you real-betrayed me.”

“Which was after it got ruined when I took a bullet for you, but I wore it so you’d clue the fuck in that I actually wasn’t betraying you and you could relax and trust that I had your safety in hand. Something you did not do.”

So that was why he wore that shirt that night.

Okay, maybe I was part ignoramus.

I wasn’t going to admit that to Ash.

I also wasn’t going to share that the best way for me to know he wasn’t betraying me was to tell me the plan that made it seem like he was going to betray me.

“And you replaced it with three more shirts the minute I hit Denver,” he reminded me.

I forgot about that.

I just rolled my eyes again.

“You know you do that when you come,” he stated conversationally. “Roll your eyes like that.”

Argh!

I dangled the bracelet at him and said words that very nearly killed me.

“You can take this back.”

“Sweetheart, no way in fuck I’m taking that back. You’re wearing that when you walk down the aisle on your way to marrying me.”

“I’m never marrying you.”

“We’ll see.”

He then left.

He, obviously, didn’t take the bracelet back.

I, regrettably, didn’t wear it.

Okay, so maybe I tried it on a time or two (or twelve).

But I didn’t wear it out of my bedroom.
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Bewitched slowly but surely got put to rights.

My Nantucket vision of whitewashed walls and floors and big Edison bulbs covered with massive globes coming from the ceiling and cream or blond-wood tables cabinets and display shelves that looked beachy and weather-beaten (but awesome!) came into being in the perfect season where I could (as self-proclaimed Head Buyer) fill it with glittery, silvery, delicious Christmas wares that walked out the door almost faster than we could put them on shelves.

It wasn’t that I was just really good at this owning-your-own-small-business thing.

I mean, I had worked in retail for years.

This time, I’d done the training.
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Mom, Dad, Viv, Su, Gabe, Josie, Rory, Lucy and Mack all wanted to hold a big New Year’s Eve party.

So they did.

I abstained, holed in my bedroom (with the door locked and with my familiar Daphne curled into me), reading Karen Marie Moning’s Darkfever (and perving on Jericho Barrons), doing this wearing Ash’s bracelet, because, like I said, I only allowed myself to wear it while I was alone in my bedroom.

I might be ringing in the New Year with MacKayla, Jericho and a fictional Dublin that was lousy with Faeries (how close to the truth that was made me wonder if Moning had a little magic herself) alone in my bed.

But I was doing it wearing diamonds.

 

I woke hearing fireworks and feeling something soft sweeping along my wrist.

I opened my eyes about a nanosecond before Ash started kissing me.

I would have pulled away, but I couldn’t because my wrist was seized, pressed to the headboard above my head, and my mouth was seized, pressed into compliance by his demanding, talented tongue.

He let my mouth go, swept his thumb along the platinum and diamonds at my wrist, and whispered, “Happy New Year, Matty.”

Then he walked out of my room.
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So yeah.

The holidays are over.

It hadn’t been a lot of fun.

Now I had a shop to run, recipes to decide on for Lucy and my cookbook, snappy introductions to write for them that included witty repartee with Lucy (when I was feeling far from witty), a social media empire to build which included copious postings and photos and me learning how to be a decent photographer (which was not my thing), a new dad I was getting to know, a new brother I was getting to know, but now only one love of my life, and he slept on my couch.

And war was on the horizon.

Yeah.

Happy Fucking New Year.

Huh.

 

January 13

 

Peace talks sucked.

I had new respect for my dad.

Sadly, he was now back in Washington because he had a job to do, being a Senator and all, and since Gabe was his top aide, my brother was gone too.

No more getting-to-know-you family dinners which were only slightly (okay, hugely) uncomfortable because Mom always sat Ash beside me (he wasn’t family!).

And Ash, having a penis (not that I’d ever seen it, and okay, so he was also a big guy, so what?), needed to invade as much space as possible which meant he spent a good deal of time with his arm draped on the back of my chair (gah!).

No more Sunday brunches (which were mostly the same, but we didn’t eat in the dining room, we ate in the kitchen).

No more watching a happy mom and dad, basking in the glow of their family united for the first time ever.

And no more drunken nights of a game we called “You Go.”

 

Just to say, the only people allowed to play You Go were Viv, Su, Gabe and me, and that wasn’t me wishing to exclude Ash.

That was how it was supposed to be.

We each had our own bottle (me: vodka, Viv: gin, Su: tequila, Gabe: whiskey) and when one of us was done talking, we took a shot, randomly looked at another one and said, “You Go.”

That person then had to tell a story about their life before they drank and told someone else to go.

We got shitfaced, which of course meant the stories got deeper, or more hilarious, or longer, or whatever.

I learned a lot about my brother, who I did not know at all, but now I did.

And my sisters, who I realized I didn’t know as well as I thought.

 

This was, by the by, the only fun I had since finding out The Big Betrayal after Aidan left.

And I fell in love again.

Because my brother had been a lot of places, seen a lot of things, met a lot of people, and was uber interesting.

He was also funny.

Last, he was mega sweet.

And one of the first things he shared when it was His Go was that he knew of our existence from the time each one of us was born, and he’d been waiting thirty-six years to sit at a table with us and drink.

Thus he’d never been happier in all his life.

So…totally…in love with Gabriel Addison.
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But before they left for the Capitol, Dad, Marcus, Ash and I all sat down with a variety of factions who had a stake in the future of the supernatural and natural worlds to try to hammer out some way to live in harmony that everyone could live with—the Modernists, the Traditionalists and the humans.
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I’ll tell you right now, I thought this would be easy.

I mean, you live your life your way, I’ll live my life mine.

You don’t interfere with how I live my life, all’s good.

I won’t interfere with how you live yours, awesome.

Simple.

Done.

 

It does not work like that.

 

First, the people who think they can tell you how to live your life are not easily dissuaded from the idea that how you live your life has not one fucking thing to do with them.

Wait that wasn’t “first.”

That was first, last and the end.

 

Okay, so I’m dancing around the fact that the first peace talks didn’t start because Marcus, Dad and Ash were angry they dissed me by sending their second string.

And the second peace talks broke down because I lost my temper, got up when some white dude who had been the senator of some state for the last seven thousand years (exaggeration) was telling me how all witches, warlocks, sorcerers, sorceresses, vampires (etcetera) would behave in “his country” (like it wasn’t mine too, asshole), and I walked out.

Totally a waste of the money I spent on another chic, awesome business suit (this one a pantsuit, red, and I wore purple pumps with it and a pink blouse, it was rad).

Marcus, Dad and Ash had no choice but to walk out with me.

In the back of the limo, after we were on our way, Dad muttered, “No worries. It usually takes a few tries, boundaries established, philosophies explained, histories understood, personalities presented, to get things going.”

I looked right at my dad who was sitting in front of me in the limo (Ash and I were riding backwards—yes, of course, as usual, the man was right by my side, bah!).

“That man did not care about my history or philosophy. He’d already made his decision like men like him have made their decisions for millennia. Out of fear of what he doesn’t understand, greed for power, and the only religion he holds devout, making sure he doesn’t lose any of that power.”

Dad’s eyes twinkled with pride.

One could say I seriously liked making my dad proud, but a little advice wouldn’t be remiss.

It was not forthcoming.

The rest of the ride back to The Acre was silent.

However, Ash followed me to my room.

He didn’t enter it.

He stopped at the door and leaned against the jamb.

In fact, except for kissing me happy New Year, he had not walked into my room at all when I was in it.

I knew he used the shower (because he hung his towel beside mine, something I ignored, not only because of the intimacy it invoked, but due to the freakishness of having a boyfriend/not boyfriend who did something as awesome as hanging his own damned towel instead of throwing it, wet, on the floor, counter or bed).

But if I was around, the closest he came was to stand in the door.

“You have something to say?” I asked.

“Yes,” he answered.

“Well, if you wish to share that you think I shouldn’t have walked out in a snit, save it. That farce didn’t deserve more of my time.”

“I, personally, wouldn’t have walked in and given that man my time in the first place.”

I blinked at him. “What?”

“Mathilda, you don’t negotiate with your inferiors.”

My mouth fell open.

I closed it and told him, “Thinking humans are our inferiors is not going to get us harmony amongst peoples, Ash.”

“I didn’t say humans are. I said that man was. The rest,” he shrugged, “it remains to be seen.”

And as Ash was getting in the habit of doing, he left me standing alone in my bedroom.

 

January 16

 

It’s official.

Year not starting great.

Only good thing happening is Lucy and I are totally simpatico about the recipes we want in our cookbook.

But our editor is not of the same mind and keeps insinuating himself into the process.

The man has never even been to the Witches Dozen!

I mean, he’s American!

He’s never even been to England!!!!!

One of his notes was, “Americans don’t know what custard is unless it’s frozen. Include recipe for frozen custard, not some syrup you pour on cake.”

Unbelievable!

Syrup you pour on cake?

Blasphemy!

How is this man a cookbook editor?
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Then, last night, when we were all settling in, waiting for Chinese delivery in order to start movie night (double bill of Guardians of the Galaxy, which meant a double bill of Chris Pratt and Dave Bautista’s chest), Josie walks in and she’s all, “Why aren’t you talking to Aidan?”

I was surprised because she knew why I wasn’t talking to Aidan.

They all knew.

So I was all, “Do I really have to answer that question?”

Then she was all, “You know, you were totally flipped out at the hospital. I wasn’t there, but I heard about it.”

“And that gives him the right to pretend to be my boyfriend?”

Josie looked to Viv, Su and Lucy.

I looked to Viv, Su and Lucy.

“Don’t look at me, mate,” Lucy said. “I wasn’t there either.”

So I looked to Viv and Su.

“Okay, so, yeah. You were in a bit of a state,” Viv mumbled.

Su actually snorted before she said, “You were totally unhinged, man.”

More repressed memories assailed me, and they were not the catatonic elegance of Jaqueline Kennedy in her blood-spattered pink Chanel on November 22, 1963.

They were of a madwoman on a rampage, shouting about fate, prophesies, her regret at never sharing her love verbally or physically with the man of her dreams, that woman also covered in blood and flinging a wand around on October 31 of last year.

That woman being me.

I quickly re-repressed the memories but did it while Su was saying, “Mom and Mavis had to zap about fifty hospital staff and civilians’ memories.”

Eek!

“Though, fortunately, you didn’t do any lasting damage, to anyone or the hospital,” Viv added.

Well, that was good.

“However, cleanup was still a bitch,” Su muttered.

“So, all right, maybe Aidan and Sebastian took extreme measures to shore up your sanity after that incident, considering it wasn’t only the fact that Ash died that you were reacting to. It was a tough night all around for you,” Josie allowed. “But, Matty, you were a mess. And Aidan was there for you before and after all that. Really there for you. Now you’ve cut him out and he’s really hurt.”

ACK!

Killer guilt trip!

The worst!

I got up, announcing, “I’m not feeling like watching a movie anymore.”

And that was a big sacrifice because Chris Pratt and Dave Bautista’s chest.

Before anyone could say anything (or the delights of CP’s or DB’s chest could entice me to change my mind), I flounced out.

I did not go to the Cottage (Ash was probably there).

I did not go to my mother (she would probably tell me to forgive Aidan, she was the forgiving kind).

I did not go to my grandmother (because she’d taken off again when she got a lead on the whereabouts of my arch-nemesis, Agatha Darling).

I went to Rory.

He was playing a videogame.

I stretched out on his bed and zoned out watching as he raced graphic streets in Monaco (or somewhere).

After a while, he asked, “Do you want to play?”

“No.”

“Okay, so why are you in here?”

“You’re the only boy I like being around.”

He sniggered.

Then he asked, “Are you gonna marry Ash soon?”

Hell no.

“No.”

“Is that why he didn’t buy you a ring for Christmas? Everyone thought he’d get you a ring for Christmas.”

Huh.

“I don’t know why he didn’t get me a ring for Christmas. I don’t know how men’s minds work.”

“I get that. I don’t know how girls’ minds work either. They’re, like, a total mystery. They act one way and you think they like you and then stuff comes out of their mouths that’s totally crazy.”

Hmm.

He paused the game and looked over his shoulder from where he was in a bean bag in front of his telly which was at the foot of the bed, aiming his eyes at me.

“When you get married, I don’t want to be a ring bearer. I’m way too old to be a ring bearer. I wanna be a proper usher.”

“I’ll tell my future husband that, whoever he might be.”

Rory sniggered again then unpaused the game and kept racing the streets of Monaco.

After a while, Rory’s dog Cosmo got sick of watching Rory race the streets of Monaco and he did this with good-dog timing, which meant around the time I got sick of it.

So Cosmo jumped up on the bed and I cuddled up with the only male I wanted in bed with me.

And we both fell asleep.
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I woke to Rory whispering, “You can tell she’s a witch because she sleeps with her mouth open, but she doesn’t drool.”

Then I heard Ash chuckle at the same time I felt him pick me up off the bed.

I faked continuing to sleep.

We were down the stairs and heading toward the back door when he said, “I know you’re faking.”

Quandary.

Keep faking to try to convince him he was wrong or give it up and then maybe he’d put me down when I was way too tired to walk on my own two feet back to the Cottage?

I lifted my head off his shoulder and demanded, “Put me down.”

Apparently, there was another choice.

Me telling Ash to put me down and him ignoring me until he was in my room, setting me on my feet beside my bed.

I immediately tried to step away from him.

Ash immediately stopped this by putting his hands to my hips.

I looked up at him.

“How long are you going to milk this grudge?” he asked.

Well!

“We have babies to make, Matty, three of them, and you aren’t getting any younger.”

Well!

“It’s my understanding I can change the prophesies however I see fit by doing whatever I want,” I said. “And I’m kinda fancying Mack.”

“You touch another man, I’ll chain you to the bed first before I find him and break his neck.”

This was said matter-of-factly.

“You’re like a throwback to another age.”

“No, I’m not. I’m flesh and blood, right here, right now, you want me as much as I want you and I’m very much tiring of the couch.”

“You should have thought of that before you tinkered with my heart.”

“Trust me, Mathilda,” he said in a chilly voice. “Seymour and I thought about nothing but your heart when we decided to tinker with it.”

And yep.

You guessed it.

With that, he strolled out.

 

January 20

 

It came today.

The summons from the Imperial Order of the Elves to go to BecBec’s trial.

And get this:

It was being held on Valentine’s Day, and not only was Ash also summoned, so was Aidan.

Terrific.

So yeah.

Totally.

It was official.

So far, this year sucked.

And it didn’t seem like it was going to get any better.

 

January 29

 

There has never, in my life, been a more dramatic wardrobe crisis than I had in packing to go back to England in order to meet with the BBC about my cookery program, meet with the Institute to take charge of my army, meet with Le Société to try to convince them to go Modernist, and hit the Faerie Realm for the trial of BecBec’s life.

Gah!
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8 February

 

The Good:

J’adore the producers of “The War of the Wooden Spoons” cookery program.

(Yes, entertainment types like me sprinkle French words and phrases into our language because we’re just that cool).

They wandered around the Witches Dozen oo’ing and ah’ing and “Oh, this camera angle is perfect,” and “Oh, right here, great lighting, no filter,” and “Dark! (Lucy) Light! (Me) These two will be a dream on film in this locale!”

Now we just need to convince our cookbook editor that Americans will steam sponge (gluh).

 

The Bad:

Although it felt great to be with my coven again, great to be in England again, great to eat Junior Poon’s Peking duck and decent Indian again, seriously great to go to my sacred tree (where I got my wand) and say hi, give its bark a pat and commune again, I was jittery.

I’d left my Spellbounds behind.

There were the protection spells and Fay was there, not to mention Octavia, Beatrice and Pandora had all left England and gone to Denver to cover for me, looking after Josie and Rory, but I was still nervous.

It was more dangerous for them in England than it was in Denver.

But still.

 

The More Bad:

I was going to see Aidan soon.

He knew I was in the UK.

And I knew this because I was still avoiding his calls.

 

The Worst:

I was back at The Gables, and although it also felt great being back at The Gables, Ash was with me and he was back down in The Dungeons.

I didn’t go to The Dungeons (yes, I was prophesied Savior of World, but The Dungeons scared the bejeezus out of me).

So far, he hadn’t come up to the Tower Room.

In fact, after the whole Tinker with My Heart Discussion, he’d barely spoken to me.

Even though I felt I had every right to (continue to) be mad.

This bummed me out.

Totally.

I missed him, all right?

Ugh.

 

11 February

 

Well, I’d done it.

I was lying on the chaise lounge in my Magic Room at The Gables, feeling all sorry for myself because that room was no longer alive and filled with all the precious junk I bought to be an awesome witch and save the world.

Instead it was all empty (save the furniture) and desolate and uncared for.

In fact, the whole of The Gables felt wrong because no one was in it except me, and far, far away from me, Ash.

And I was remembering the last year. How a lot of it had been unfun (electrocution, getting shot at, losing Althea, almost losing Ash, etcetera, etcetera).

But most of it had been awesome.

I was a witch.

I was powerful.

I met Lucy and Josie and Rory and had the best coven in the world.

I fell in love (twice).

I had a dad.

I had a brother.

And the year had also been filled with food and fun and movie nights and girlie chats and magical lessons and comings and goings and excitement and sisterhood and now…

There I was…

Alone.

In the shell of what once was one of the many hubs of my busy existence, and although I had demanded to be treated like an adult, with respect, and be given my due…

I was acting like a child.

Because what was in all of that above?

A lot of I’s.

In other words, I was being totally self-involved.

In two days, we’d be heading down to the Faerie Realm. Some very real shit was going to go down for BecBec. I was going to see Aidan. Aidan was going to see me (and me with Ash, even though we were barely talking).

And I had not allowed myself to process what had gone before so I could step forward with any true purpose into what was coming.

I was clinging to my anger at Aidan rather than realizing I had lost what he might have been in my life, he had lost it too, and I wasn’t moving on from that, for him and for me.

I was clinging to my denial about what happened that night rather than processing that Althea had lost her life so I could do the work I needed to do. She’d done it of her own free will, she’d lived her life knowing that would be her end, she felt it was an honor.

But it was mega upsetting.

Bottom line, I was alone when I didn’t want to be and I didn’t have to be.

On this thought, I straightened from the lounge, went to my bedroom, changed for bed, lay down in the dark with the covers up to my neck and then I did it.

I thought about my black dragon.

Ash’s mind-meld call sign.

I did it just once.

I’d extend the branch (okay, weakly, but I was doing it).

He had to grab hold.

No way I was going to beg (or at least, I wasn’t going to start with begging).

I lay in the dark, with my back to the door, and the time ticked by.

All righty then.

He was pissed and now he was going to hold a grudge.

My stomach started hurting right before I felt him enter the room.

I waited for him to say something.

He didn’t say something.

He didn’t do anything either.

Until he did.

The covers shifted. The bed shifted.

And he fitted himself to my back.

Okay, so somehow after years of picking dickheads, I got a guy who hung up his towel, took a bullet for me, knew when I needed him to be there and then he was there.

And that wasn’t (totally) about our mind-meld.

When he slid his arm around my waist, I asked, “What’s the queen like?”

“She has kind eyes.”

I totally knew it.

Everyone thought she was distant and uppity, but all she looked like to me was a sweet, jolly Granny.

“I haven’t processed Hallowe’en,” I admitted.

“No.”

“I should probably do that.”

“Yes.”

“Althea was kind of annoying, but she was the best wardrobe advisor I ever had and I’m uncertain about all my selections for the Faerie Realm. I could use her about now.”

He had no response. He just tucked me tighter to his body.

Okay, time for the tough stuff.

Or at least the stuff I thought would be tough for Ash.

Ack!

“I miss Aidan,” I whispered.

Ash shoved his face in the back of my hair.

“Sorry,” I said.

“Don’t be.”

“I, uh, kinda remember what I did at the hospital after you died.”

“Mm?”

OhGoddessOhGoddessOhGoddess.

Okay, well.

Whatever.

I had to say it.

So I did.

“It was always, um…you.”

He turned me then, and I thought (hoped) he’d kiss me, but he didn’t.

He dug his other arm under me and wrapped both around me so tight, my head tucked under his chin, I was having difficulty breathing.

Weird.

That was so better than a kiss.

Still…

“Ash,” I wheezed.

He released some pressure.

“I…uh, well, Aidan, er…saw that and…”

“Knows it was always me.”

I shoved my face hard into his throat.

“He understands.” (Ash, whispering in my hair—right, then: hangs towels, throws himself in front of bullets, and whispers sweetly in my hair, how did I get this lucky?)

“You sure?”

“Yes.”

“I’m scared for BecBec.”

“You should be. There are grave punishments for doing what’s Forbidden.”

Oh boy.

I tipped my head back to look at his shadowed face.

“Like what?”

“You’re vulnerable right now, Matty.”

“Like what?”

“And you’re stubborn all the time.” (Ash muttering)

“Like what?” (Me proving him right)

“She could lose her charge, you, which would be a big loss as you are who you are, and it was a grave honor bestowed on her to be assigned to you.”

I had to admit, I really didn’t know anything about this faerie assignment business, but I didn’t ask after that right then because, well, what Ash was saying would suck and I would miss her (more) if I couldn’t be around her.

I mean, we’d never truly spoken words to each other because I didn’t understand a thing she said.

But I knew two things:

She was mine. And I was hers.

You didn’t need language for that.

Okay, I knew three things:

The last and most important, she’d saved Ash.

So Ash was alive, and if we weren’t talking elfin capital punishment (which was impossible, as they were immortal), at least I could live with that and hopefully BecBec could too.

“Or they could clip her wings.”

I shot straight up in bed and shouted, “Say what?”

Ash sat up too. “Matty—”

“That…that’s heinous.”

“Mathilda—”

“We can’t allow that.”

“If that’s the sentence, we’ll have no choice.”

Oh yes we would.

If they didn’t let her off and they laid that sentence down on her, we were totally breaking her out.

“You know, I can actually feel you scheming,” Ash noted.

“I’m not scheming,” I lied.

“And I can get in your head so I know when you’re lying.”

I said nothing.

Ash pulled me back down in his arms, dragged the covers high to my shoulder and settled us in a way he’d never settled us before.

Him on his back.

Me tucked tight to his side.

It wasn’t The Spoon.

But it was all kinds of awesome.

See?

He was a Master Cuddler.

“Go to sleep.” (Ash being bossy)

“Okay, now that we’ve come to an understanding, we need to come to another understanding. That being you understanding you can’t boss me.” (Me being me)

“We’ve come to an understanding?”

Uh…

Was he missing how mature I was being?

I gave him a squeeze as my answer.

“We have a long way to go, Mathilda.”

I pushed up to look down at him. “What’s that mean?”

“The fact you have to ask that means we have longer to go than I thought.”

“Okay then, what’s that mean?”

“Go to sleep.”

“Don’t wanna.”

Okay, all maturity was gone. Now I sounded like Rory.

“Right, then. I’m tired. I’m going to sleep.”

“Ash—”

“Goodnight, Mathilda.”

“Ash!”

He rolled into me, which meant onto me, and I shut up.

He was asleep in approximately five seconds.

Fucking Ash.

 

13 February

 

Seriously, every time I thought my life couldn’t get more bizarre…

It does.

 

I’ll take it from the top.
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In the summons from the Imperial Order, we were instructed to meet Prunella, the Hag of the British Witches Council (and although she fought on the side of the Modernists in the Battle of The Tor, I had no idea where she truly stood) at a Faerie Mound in the Forest of Dean.

I was a) wary because I didn’t know if Prunella was friend or foe and b) nervous to see Aidan again.

One good thing, Ash seemed chipper (for Ash, which meant his eyes got lazy when he saw it, “it” being me wearing his bracelet).

But me = Basket Case.

Ash and I were first to the Faerie Mound and I could tell right off the bat when Prunella arrived that she and I were of like mind as to what to make of each other.

This didn’t start off great when she looked right at Ash when she showed and demanded, “She knows to behave with the utmost respect in the Realm, I trust.”

To which I pointed out the very obvious, “I have ears, Prunella. You can talk directly to me.”

She also had obvious stuff to share. “You also have a mouth.”

“BecBec did the right thing.”

“The Fae don’t see it that way.”

“Well, they’d be wrong.”
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As an aside, while Ash was sleeping and I was semi-fuming, semi-enjoying being tucked under his warm, hard body, I’d figured this out.

I totally had her defense down pat.

But that would come later.
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“So in other words,” Prunella said to Ash, “she is not aware she behaves with the utmost respect in the Realm.”

“Take a chill pill, Pru,” I said. “I can disagree and be respectful.”

“You will understand I have my doubts about your ability to do that after you advise me to take a chill pill.”

She sounded so grossed out at having to say these words, I couldn’t stop myself from bursting into laughter.

Though I managed that feat when I felt him.

I turned and watched through the moonlight sifting through the trees as Aidan approached.

Although in the ensuing time between me coming to an understanding with Ash, Ash not doing the same with me (huh), and I’d come up with a defense for BecBec, I had not figured out what I would do to apologize for being so uncool with Aidan after he left.

Though, it turned out, I didn’t have to decide.

When he got close, I took off running and body slammed him with a hug.

Without hesitation, his arms curled around me.

That hurt like hell.

And felt great.

“I’ve been a child.” (Me)

“It wasn’t a good situation for anybody.” (Aidan)

“Seymour.” (Ash, right there, up close—of course, he’d won but it was impossible for him not to piss on his patch)

“Wilding.”

Having made his point, Ash moved away.

I pulled my face out of Aidan’s neck and looked up at him.

“I missed you.”

“I missed you too.”

“Do you think we can be friends?”

He looked sad.

But he still smiled.

“Absolutely.”

We broke apart and Aidan held my hand as he walked us back to the Faerie Mound.

When he stopped us, he let me go.

(Wretched)

When he let me go, Ash claimed me by wrapping an arm around my waist.

(Nice)

(Yes, it appeared my conflicting feelings hadn’t evaporated with the resolution to the two-boyfriends issue, and I was beginning to understand what Ash meant about having a long way to go.)

It was then Aidan asked, “I thought we were only going to be in the Realm for a few days.”

“That’s what we were told,” Ash replied.

“Then why do you have four suitcases?”

I bit my lip.

Aidan shot a genuinely amused grin at me.

All of a sudden, I felt tons better.
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There’s a lot to get into about opening a Faerie Mound to be escorted to the Realm, and I can dig you might be interested in how one would go about doing that, but for the sake of time, I’ll just go through the basics.

One, Prunella and me had to shroud that area of the forest because when the Mound is open, a shaft of light will come out that’s so intense, it would be seen from space, governments would freak out, soldiers would probably be deployed, and explanations would have to be made.

And I didn’t have a real great batting average with governments of any persuasion so far.

So we were certain to perform the ritual that sealed that area tight.

And as said light was so intense, Ash made me stand still while he stuck two, thick, black pads to my eyes that were taped to my skin (please hold up Urban Decay All Nighter, please hold up) and then tied a thick scarf around my eyes and then set some googles over all that.

I know, overkill.

But also, I kinda liked my sight so I was down with triple protection in order not to have my retinas burned to a cinder by Faerie Light.

I suspected in the time nothing happened between that and Prunella and I calling to the Guardians of the Realm to open the Mound, Ash and Aidan were taking the same safeguards, because suddenly Ash grunted and that was when I heard Prunella say, “It’s time.”

We chanted the elfin chant she’d emailed and told me to memorize.

And it happened.

I had pads, scarf, goggles and my eyes were closed and still…

After a loud rumble that not only assaulted my ears, but shook my entire body, I had to turn away because the light still burned my eyes.

Yikes!

 

The illumination muted and I heard the Mound close behind us, then a deep, silken, authoritative voice stated, “You can remove those.”

I was a little confused as faeries were wee things with wings that zing, zang, zoomed around and talked in high-pitched, mile-a-minute voices.

So it goes without saying that I was flipped right the fuck out when I pulled off my goggles, the scarf and the eye patches to see the two most beautiful creatures I’d ever laid eyes on in my life.

And that’s saying something because Sir Sebastian Quincy Wilding was my boyfriend.

And Dr. Aidan Knightly Seymour was my kind of ex-boyfriend.

They were both six-five if they were an inch.

Their bodies—and I could see almost all of them as they were on display—were pure, brutal, compacted muscle.

Their hair was long, golden, thick and flowing.

Their ears had points at the top backs, though these points were not pronounced. They were just awesome.

One had eyes the color of glowing amethysts.

One had eyes the color of radiant citrine.

They each had large, beautifully formed wings that were not feathered, they were translucent, but they were beautifully shaded (in yellows, greens and blues—elf with amethyst eyes; oranges, reds and yellows—elf with citrine eyes).

They each also had bands of tattoos that looked like studies in runes around their beefy biceps (amethyst elf had tattoos in black, citrine had them in henna).

They were wearing kinda loincloths with longish fronts that had a slant that left one sinewy thigh mostly exposed, came down to the point at the other knee and the material was pearlescent. And on their feet were sandals with thin gold straps that crisscrossed all the way up almost to their groins.

And although their skin was a golden tan, their bodies looked like they’d been smacked with gigantic powder puffs dredged in varying nuances (gold, rose gold, pearl—elf with amethyst eyes; champagne, gilt, geode—elf with citrine eyes) of the shimmer dust women used to highlight their cleavage and cheekbones.

And they were such they could totally pull off shimmers and those loincloths.

Yowza!

“Your female is very beautiful. We have heard this about The Mathilda in our Realm. You will need to guard her,” Amethyst Hottie said to Ash and Aidan.

Wow.

He thought I was beautiful.

I felt Ash’s fingers curl into the back waistband of my cords, and he used them to pull me his way.

“I’m just with him.” I jerked my thumb at Ash. “But we’re like, really, super close friends.” I jerked my thumb at Aidan.

“Super close friends who engage in coitus?” Citrine Hottie asked.

Nosy!

“Um, no,” I answered.

Citrine Hottie looked to Ash.

“I request the honor of engaging in coitus with your female.”

Holy crap!

“Me, as well,” Amethyst Hottie added.

Oh my Goddess!

“Fucking hell,” Ash muttered.

“If you have concerns we will steal her heart with our superb lovemaking skills, you can watch, we will do it together, and if you wish, you can participate.”

Holy Threesome/Possible Foursome, Batman!

I made a strangled sound.

“With respect, no,” Ash said (super low).

They both nodded immediately, apparently no harm, no foul.

Well!

Aidan chuckled.

I shot him a look.

He didn’t stop chuckling.

“Can I see BecBec?” I asked the elves.

They both tipped their heads to the side in confusion.

“You know, my friend. The one on trial,” I explained.

“Bellabeccabec?” Amethyst Hottie asked.

Was that her full name?

Wow, that was a mouthful.

And very pretty.

“Yeah, her.”

“We will show you to your quarters and then we will make this request for you, attractive human female.”

“I’m Mathilda.”

“I know. You are also an attractive human female.”

I couldn’t help it.

I dipped my chin, looked under my lashes at him and smiled.

He smiled back.

I felt my breasts swell.

Ash pulled me closer to his body.

Hmm.

“We’re ready to be shown our quarters now,” Ash stated.

Both elves looked to him, nodded and then they turned and faced the wall.

Really, their wings were amazing.

It was then I noticed that we were in a small room in a cave that was lit by no apparent light source and the dark walls that closely surrounded us had a kind of glitter to them. Prunella wasn’t with us (she was only there for added power and to make this visit official).

And that was it.

We were standing there and then…

It happened.

The glitter turned to streaks and the room was no longer a room.

It was a tunnel and we were moving through it but doing so without seeming to actually move.

“This…is…so…cool,” I breathed.

Citrine Hottie turned to look over his broad shoulder at me.

“We have much in the Realm that will delight you, beautiful human female.”

“I already know you’re right,” I agreed.

He smiled at me…huge.

I smiled back.

Aidan got closer and muttered to Ash, “I take it you didn’t warn her of the seductive powers of elves.”

“I didn’t think I had to,” Ash grunted.

Aidan chuckled again.

Citrine Hottie started to stare at my chest.

Ash reached around me, grabbed my forearm and lifted it up in front of me, around about the area of my breasticles.

“She’s bonded,” he growled, showing Citrine Hottie my diamond bracelet.

Citrine Hottie looked disgruntled and turned forward.

Ash left his hand where it was even as he curled my arm around my belly and his mouth came to my ear.

“Focus. BecBec,” he ordered.

“Right,” I mumbled.

And we speeded to the Realm.
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So, I flipped through my last Book o’ Shadows and saw that I was remiss in explaining some things and just plain old didn’t know other things.

I’ll rectify that now.

Faeries and elves are the same thing.

The way they can be the same thing is that, on earth, not in it, as in, in the Realm, they’re faeries.

Think Tinkerbell.

The instant they hit the Realm, they come into their true form.

The form of the elf.

This being what met us just inside the Faerie Mound.

They could, of course, take their true forms on earth, but only if they wanted to be put in Elf Gaol as that was also a Forbidden.

Mostly because this was known to cause havoc amongst the humans because, well…they were just that gorgeous.

But also, “coitus,” with whoever they wanted to engage in it, was not Forbidden, but impregnating a human female was, or getting impregnated by a human male was, as there were severe strictures on race mixing.

This was not about superiority/inferiority or anything icky and bigoted like that.

It was because it was very rare (to almost nonexistent) a human female would survive giving birth to a hybrid human/elf. Further, the child (in the unlikely event it survived) would be deformed and have a significantly limited, but most important, seriously painful lifespan.

Ditto with a female elf having a human male’s baby. Although she survived childbirth, it was uncommon for the child to do it, and if it did, it tended to be sickly or diseased and did not survive very long.

In other words, heartbreak all around that was best avoided.

So it was unlawful.

Furthering all this, elves were immortal, humans weren’t (the reason why progeny was impossible to achieve), so there’d been some rather dramatic episodes à la the movie Highlander, because loving an immortal wasn’t all it was cracked up to be.

Witches lived long.

Vampires lived long.

There was magic that would extend a human lifespan.

But immortal was just plain immortal.

And when you lived, like, a million years, finding the love of your life who lived, at best, two, maybe three hundred of them seriously blew.
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I had not been let in the know about how coitus could happen with elves and humans (they were allowed to take their normal shapes? magical condoms?) to ward against pregnancy because, when I quizzed Ash on all this, he only said, “There is utterly no reason you need to know.”

Ahem.
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I would find in short order I didn’t have to worry about my wardrobe.

The Elfin King and Queen had provided one for me.

They provided Ash one too.

He just refused to wear it.

I could see this as it was a variety of different shades of pearlescent loincloths.

I still was disappointed.
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General observations about the Realm:

It was impossible to describe the Realm.

Once our cave-tunnel stopped, we were on a ledge that had what seemed like hundreds of glittery-stone steps hanging in midair that led down into an impossibly deep, humongous glittery-stone cavern out of which homes and entire buildings were carved, unusual, insanely colorful, ridiculously beautiful and amazingly bountiful flora sprouted, and ridiculously beautiful elves flew about, and essentially it was a feast for the eyes.

I had no idea why an elf would go to the human world and zing around when this was their home.

At first sight of it, I honestly wondered if I’d ever want to leave.
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Unexpected boon caused by the Realm (or more likely, hottie elves who wanted to have coitus with me):

We were not granted access to BecBec after being shown our quarters (which were essentially one huge room with a huge (round!) bed covered in a snowy iridescent coverlet (think sleeping under a sheet of liquid snow crystals that was actually solid), big, circular windows with glorious views of the Realm, a bevy of funky furniture (all made of circles or curves, there weren’t a lot of corners in the Realm, even on the buildings) and a luxurious attached bathroom that seemed the entirety of it was carved out of one, gigantic opal).

We were to dine with the King and Queen.

It was late earth time but…

Seriously?

Awesome!

I had just donned one of my gifts from the Big Kahunas (think sorta ballerina tutu, in ivory, strapless, gathered vertically from bodice to three-layered short skirt, with a thin, silken cord binding the midriff and platinum sandals that crisscross laced up to my thighs).

Obviously, I’d left on the bracelet.

(Didn’t want to give any of the males any ideas.)

I was coming out of the bathroom to see Ash wearing what he wore there, sans his peacoat seeing as it wasn’t deathly cold with a double hit of moisture which made it ghastly cold like it was outside the Mound in February in England. It was quite warm and pleasant.

He was wearing a pair of attractive, dark wash jeans, a black cashmere sweater and boots (it was no loincloth, but I wasn’t complaining, he wore clothes well).

And I was worried for BecBec, I was nervous about giving testimony.

But I was excited as all hell about meeting the King and Queen of the Elves, seeing their palace and, of course, more elves.

“We should go,” I said to Ash.

“Come here,” Ash, standing at the foot of the bed, said to me.

I stopped at the (round) door.

“We need to go.”

“Come here, Mathilda.”

This was my guy and it wasn’t like I didn’t know him.

So I blew out a breath and went there.

I barely got there before I was on my back on the bed and my little elfin panties were being scraped down my legs.

“Uh…” I said to the sparkly ceiling.

Ash’s face appeared above mine.

“We’re about to understand each other better, darling,” he purred.

Someone was staking his claim.

Yippee!

His face disappeared from my vision, but it went somewhere else, and I was never going to experience firsthand the true depths of the seductive powers of elves.

But I didn’t need to.

My knight in cashmere and denim gave phenomenal head.

And by the time he was done with me, I understood that completely.
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I walked between Aidan and Ash into the massive palace dining room (Aidan was dressed like Ash, except his jeans weren’t as dark a wash and his sweater was blue).

Aidan was not in a good mood and I had a feeling this was because I couldn’t quite hide the fact that I was a girl who just got me some, and got it good.

I wanted to touch his hand or say something to make it better, but I didn’t want to hurt him more, and I didn’t think there was anything I could say to make it better.

And anyway, two mega-gorgeous female elves were leading our way to a podium (leading the way, I should share, by flying in front of us, I mean, how cool was that?).

There were elves off to the sides, quite a number of them, but I couldn’t take my eyes off the two beings sitting their thrones.

The Queen of the Elves (Ash had shared her name, Queen Maithieliel—pronounced May-thee-elle-ee-elle) had a mane of white-blond hair, eyes that shone of pearl (that might seem weird, but she worked it) and a St. Tropez tan.

The King of the Elves (King Cystiennien—pronounced Siss-tee-en-ee-en) was the only being I’d seen in all the Realm who had dark hair, as in black as ebony (and it gleamed) and his eyes shone oddly, but attractively, of the bluish-green muddled with red of a bloodstone.

Their thrones were carved of stark white marble (as was the entire room, it was nearly as blinding as the Mound opening) and the table before them was created by a dazzlingly stunning mosaic of the same.

“The Mathilda and her Protectors,” the king boomed magnanimously as he stood. “An honor indeed!”

The Queen sat serenely.

Our elfin escorts flew off to the sides and hovered in the air.

I dropped into a deep curtsy, because I’d likely never meet Liz, so I wasn’t going to let this brush with royalty go to waste.

“And she bows to the elves!” the king shouted jubilantly.

I rose and looked between them. “It’s our honor to be invited to your beautiful Realm.”

“It is under grave and terrible circumstances you stand before us,” the queen rained on my parade.

I focused on her.

“My dear,” the king murmured, resuming his seat.

“Do you know the last time the Lament was sung?” she asked me.

“Well…”

I drew that out because I wasn’t sure my answer of “a super long time ago” was what she wanted to hear.

“You stand before me, the blush of climax still on your cheeks, given to you by the mouth of a man whose feet should not stride earth or Realm or any land.”

Now, hang on a second.

First, I might not be a prude, but I wasn’t big on someone announcing to all and sundry that my boyfriend had just gone down on me, and second, Aidan didn’t need to know how I got me some, and third, Ash could stride anywhere he wanted as was his destiny.

Both Ash and Aidan closed in on my sides.

“Do you have, like, cameras in our quarters or something?” I asked.

“He does not have the stain of climax on his cheeks,” she explained.

Good Goddess and all things stony and thorny.

“Your Majesty—” I started.

“We eat!” the king announced.

And boom!

I jumped as behind us, three gilt chairs with alabaster velvet cushions appeared and another mosaic marble table popped up in front of us.

Before we even rested our asses on velvet, gold chalices formed on the table with gold chargers and snowy linens topped with gilded silverware sprung up on the table in front of each of our seats.

“Sit, sit,” the king bid.

We sat, sat, and sat.

A bacchanalia in the form of food and wine suddenly covered the table.

I mean, I hadn’t even reached for anything and half a dozen of the most scrumptious, juicy, thickly coated chocolate-covered strawberries I’d ever seen rolled off the edge of the table along with a tumble of what appeared to be de-shelled lobster tails.

I was a girl who liked her food, so I was all up for this kind of orgy.

But sadly, Maithieliel wasn’t done with me.

“It was without our permission that the Fae charged to your side at the Battle of The Tor,” she announced, drifting an elegant Barbie hand toward Cystiennien as an explanation of “our.” “The fate of those bound to earth holds no interest to us. In future, we will not continue to be involved.”

“Mai,” the king bit.

I looked at her as it occurred to me that I had a war to win, Aidan was being forced to sit with Ash and me, I’d left my Spellbounds in good hands, but they weren’t my hands, and it was coming clear nothing Ash, Aidan or I said was going to alleviate BecBec’s plight.

Suddenly, the Realm didn’t seem all it was cracked up to be.

“As three of those bound to the earth—” I started.

“Mathilda,” Ash said low.

“—with respect, I’m sensing you care very little, and I understand that, in this glorious, opulent Realm—”

“Matty,” Aidan growled.

“—but these two men at my sides mean something to me. One has recently had his heart broken, by me, a happenstance I could not avoid. One shared something incredibly intimate, for the first time ever, with me, and you announced it to everyone in this room. They may have figured it out, but it was special, and you made an ugly point of it that wasn’t nice. Now, if our being here is not going to help BecBec, I ask only an audience with her so I can share my profound gratitude that she gave me a gift as precious as the one she gave me. And my profound sorrow that she’ll have to pay dearly for this selfless act. And then we three have things to do.”

Maithieliel glared at me.

I took it.

She kept glaring at me.

I kept taking it.

“BecBec?” she spat.

“Bellabeccabec,” I said.

She said not a word

Then abruptly, she zoomed up in the air and flew out an open window.

Cystiennien sighed.

“She had a human lover,” he said. “She was smitten but forbidden to sing the Lament when he was at his end.”

Apparently, open marriage was practiced amongst the elves.

I could see that.

A million years with one dude might get a bit trying.

Not to mention, being married to Maithieliel didn’t seem like it was all rainbows and moonbeams.

“That sucks, but I’m assuming he was not destined consort to a witch who would save the world?”

Cystiennien’s lips twitched before he said, “You assume correctly.”

“Well then,” I said smartly.

He smiled.

Then he gestured with a big hand. “Eat, eat.”

I reached for a lobster tail even though I’d sworn off lobster (repeatedly) like I’d sworn off bacon and pork chops (repeatedly) because their road to my belly wasn’t a fun one.

But, you know, willpower wasn’t my strong suit.

I was commandeering a ramekin of drawn butter when I felt Ash’s lips at my ear.

“I’m your consort?”

I turned to look into his dancing eyes. “Quiet, or you’ll never have the stain of climax on your cheeks.”

“An effective threat,” he muttered, sitting back in his chair, his lips curved, his eyes still dancing.

Fucking Ash.

I turned to Aidan. “I’m sorry. This is—”

“Matty?”

“Yeah.”

“I’ll live.”

I studied him closely, found he spoke truth, and smiled.

 

14 February

 

Today is the day for BecBec and I am fah-ree-king out.

Wait, Ash is waking up.
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Okay, um…

Whoa.

Ash was now in the shower.

I was in our liquid snow bed with the blush of climax on my cheeks.

Ash had the stain of the same on his.

I knew this and I couldn’t see him because I also had a delicate fall of diamond earrings in my ears seeing as it was Valentine’s Day, I was a “Wilding Woman” and that was his present.

Ash had a band of gold made of Celtic knots on his left ring finger that I’d found between us coming to a semi-understanding a few days ago and us very, very recently coming to a firmer understanding seeing as I shared that it was a promise ring, but mostly he was just too hot to be walking around without my mark on him somewhere.

Ash liked this understanding a lot and intended to communicate how much with his mouth, though not using it to form words.

I liked his intention, but had my own, so in the midst of him giving me his, I introduced myself to a part of Ash that had been withheld from me for far too long.

In short order, I found it was as impressive (if not more) as the rest of him.

I went about getting intimately acquainted with it and my favorite number used to be three.

Now it’s totally 69.

Nice.

Happy Valentine’s Day to me!
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Much later:

Things are dire.

Way more dire than I thought they would be.

The first day of the trial was over.

BecBec looked like hell.

She wasn’t glowing with health and vitality.

She wasn’t shimmering and glittery.

Her hair that was light-brown in my world, but had a butterscotch sheen here, seemed lank, her wings of pink and yellow and coral seemed dull.

And she hadn’t been blasted with shimmer dust like everyone else in the room (save Ash, Aidan and me).

Even gray and shadowed and clearly sinking into herself mentally as well as physically, in her true elfin form, she was amazing.

But she was losing hope.

I could see it.

And she had reason.

They were going to clip her beautiful wings.

So something had to be done.

And I was sensing the someone who had to do something was going to be me.

 

15 February

 

Ash, Aidan and myself testified today.

An elfin trial, maybe not surprisingly, was not like a human one.

There was no jury, for one.

Just three male elves who sat in a triangle at the front of the room and watched the proceedings, looking kinda bored.

I recognized one of them. He’d come to the Gathering I’d been summoned to all those months ago.
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This was, by the by, officially the “Imperial Order.”

The collective of the race of the elves was known as The Imperial Order like Americans were known as Americans. But these three males were like a super abbreviated version of Congress.

The King and Queen were the Big Kahunas.

The Imperial Order were their mouthpieces and made most of the minor and some of the major decisions based on their interactions with their people, unless, of course, the King and/or Queen vetoed it as they had the final decision in everything.
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Both the King and Queen were there, but they didn’t say anything.

In fact, the only person who spoke was the prosecutor-type elf (BecBec had no defense attorney, no one spoke for her at all, not even herself).

And this male could pontificate at length, which he did.

I mean, I did not know you could say so much about performing the Forbidden and how wrong it was, and how long it had been since someone had done it, and the ramifications to the human and Fae world when it was done.

I was pretty sure his intent was to bore the triumvirate into a guilty verdict.

So even though I normally had the attention span of a gnat, I also had bruises all over my thighs under my ecru and sparkle-sequined tutu where I pinched myself so I wouldn’t lose concentration.

Ash (of course) noted what I was doing and tried to take my hand.

But I sent him a look and he quit doing that.

Aidan testified first and I think he said about five words, all of them interrupted, before he was dismissed from the stand.

He looked infuriated as he resumed his seat beside me.

Ash didn’t fare much better.

So he looked enraged when he took his seat at my side.

In other words…

This was a waste of time.

And a total farce!

I was last.

And I was ready.

I let the prosecutor male interrupt me and I sat and listened as he preached and preened and pointed balefully at a visibly terrified and alternately hopeless-looking BecBec while I sat the stand and he didn’t ask any questions of me at all.

And then when I was dismissed, I stood.

But I did not go back to take my seat.

I turned to the triumvirate.

“The human Mathilda, you are dismissed from your testimony,” the prosecutor-type male announced behind me.

“This is your world and this is how things are done,” I said to the triumvirate, feeling the keen attention of them, and the King and Queen.

“The human Mathilda! You are dismissed!” the prosecutor-type male’s voice was rising.

“And please, I beg you, do not take this as disrespect that I speak directly to you.”

“The human Mathilda! You are dismissed!”

“Rules are important. Laws more so. I get that.”

“Remove her to her seat!”

“Touch her and every Faerie Mound will be destroyed,” I heard Ash growl.

There were gasps.

I ignored all this.

“And everything this gentle Fae has said about how important it is not to break them is true. But Sebastian Wilding is my destiny and Bellabeccabec played her part. Your world is so beautiful, my world must seem insignificant. But it isn’t to me. And I’m fated to save the woman who will make great and amazing and important change in my world. And he is fated not only to keep me safe in doing that but also make me happy. Bellabeccabec played her part. Maybe it wasn’t right, but it was her destiny. So please, please, please, do not clip her beautiful wings for simply meeting her destiny.”

With that, I walked from the witness stand (which was just a chair on the floor in the center of the round room) and moved back to my seat.

Though, I was pretty proud of myself that I didn’t flip the bird at the prosecutor as I went.

“You will disregard that disrespect!” the prosecutor demanded pompously of the triumvirate.

“You make a meal of this, Golinienien,” the king sighed. “Move on.”

After I sat between Ash and Aidan, I glanced up at BecBec in her box situated ten feet up on the wall and saw her staring blankly at nothing.

“We totally have to break her out,” I muttered as Golinienien resumed holding forth.

Aidan made a noise like a grunt.

“Hush,” Ash shushed me.

I ground my teeth.

The torture of that day (for Ash, Aidan and me, not BecBec) ended about half an hour later with the announcement the prosecution rests, and the verdict would be shared in the morning.
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The boys and me trudged back to our quarters and had a very lifeless dinner of delicious food that tasted like sawdust (at least to me).

None of us was looking forward to tomorrow.

The writing was on the wall.
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By the way, Faerie Mounds were important not only as they gave the elves entry into my world, but because that gave them entry into alternate dimensions, the only gates to which could be found on my world.

Wrap your mind around that.

Alternate dimensions!

And Ash’s threat was a big one because, if these immortal beings were stuck in their Realm without various other worlds to explore, they’d wish they could die because they’d perpetually be dying of boredom.

They needed those Mounds, and more, they needed the witches and Le Société, who guarded them.

So…there.

 

20 February

 

Right, so, well, not a surprise.

I was in big trouble.

Because my pleas fell on deaf ears and BecBec was sentenced to having her wings clipped.

I had a strong suspicion Maithieliel was behind that because, when the verdict came down, Cystiennien looked fit to be tied.

Which meant BecBec would not only be flightless as they severed then cauterized the muscle that moved the wings, they also mutilated the wings so those glorious appendages would be reduced to little stubs on her back.

A great shame to any elf.

One to be borne for eternity.

And obviously, I couldn’t let that happen.

And Sarionion (pronounced Sar-ee-oh-nee-on, or Amethyst Hottie) and Traeneanean (pronounced Trey-nee-ah-nee-an, or Citrine Hottie) wanted to bed me.

And apparently elves were super horny, and even though they’d seemed cool that Ash had laid down the law that wasn’t going to happen, they tended to get fixed on things they wanted.

They were also Guardians of the Realm so they pretty much had carte blanche to go anywhere they wanted and thus had access to everywhere I needed.

Ash had shared all of this with me not really thinking I’d take things so far.

I knew him.

But I guess he was still learning about me.

One thing he knew about me, but didn’t know I would use it, was that I had serious magic.

And I had my wand with me.

So…um…

Gaolbreak!

Eek!
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10 March

 

Okay, obviously a lot going on. So I’ll just get right to it.
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Since we suddenly found ourselves fugitives (or, uh, I’d suddenly made us all fugitives) and we had to get out of the country and away from any Faerie Mounds ASAP (the USA didn’t have any Faerie Mounds, FYI—in fact, it was rare the Fae crossed the pond), I did not meet with the guys at the Institute to give them a pep talk, thank them for their allegiance and encourage them to gird their loins and eat their fiber.

Ditto with not being able to meet with Le Société to talk them into casting their lot with the Modernists.

Last, I had to miss the second meeting in London with our producers and the people at the BBC to discuss our cookery program (which sucked on a variety of levels, one of which was that I had a killer outfit for that meeting, another was that I loved London, and a third was that I wondered, since Ash was a Sir, if we might be able to stop for tea at Buckingham Palace).

No.

Instead, Ash commissioned a private plane.

By the by, this was awesome, because it was the-lap-of-luxury posh, as well as terrible, because everyone knows, once you go posh, you can never go back.

But we couldn’t fly commercial, obviously.

Non-magical people couldn’t see the elves, but they still existed so they needed to sit their asses somewhere. And although the elves had a way to fold and tuck their wings so they could pass as humans or they could reduce themselves to fit in my purse, Sar and Trae flatly refused to do either.

And BecBec wasn’t responding to anything at all and seemed to be acting solely on autopilot.

So, as such, we flew back to Denver.

That “we” being me, Ash, BecBec, Sar (rhymes with “far”) and Trae (said like “Trey”).

And Aidan.

That was Ash and Aidan’s decision, as Ash explained (irritably, and this not because Aidan was with us, but because I’d freed BecBec against his wishes and with his (and Aidan’s) forced participation since I was going to do it with or without them, and, as Ash had been demonstrating when it came to me, there was no without him), “You need as much protection as you can get. Seymour is the Mathilda Scholar, but he’s also the foremost specialist on the Fae.”

Aidan, so totally a genius.
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Needless to say, my decision to break BecBec out of prison was not a popular one even with my posse.

Dad was furious.

Gabe was disappointed.

Mom was beside herself.

Even Su thought I’d lost my mind. (“You don’t force your ideals on other peoples!” yadda, yadda, yadda.)

Dad and Gabe flew home from Washington and there was a lot of drama, lectures, shouting and demands that I make overtures to the Imperial Order as well the King and Queen personally, apologizing for my grave mistake, explaining my emotions got the better of me, extending offerings of recompense and promising to return BecBec, Sar and Trae to them to do with as they will.

 

Just to say…

No fucking way.
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About three days into this, when Dad was sharing that he himself begged Prunella to act as an intermediary on our behalf to negotiate the return of the elves, and she reluctantly agreed, and I was sitting in Mom’s living room, fuming (I mean, did no one respect the SuperWitch, in other words, ME!?), with Ash and Aidan standing to one side of me, Sar and Trae to the other, I looked to BecBec curled in a club chair.

Her wings were tucked tight to her body like she was protecting them.

She was eating.

But she was not talking.

And she had not come out of herself even a little bit.

I cut my father off in mid-bluster and called, “My lovely, you need to go up to your room and have a bit of a rest. You don’t need to be here for this.”

She was staying in my old room.

Marcus had flown back to England to deal with this issue within Le Société (they weren’t real thrilled we’d done it either) so Sar and Trae were staying in the Carriage House.

Aidan was back in his old room.

It was all a bustle again at The Acre.

BecBec didn’t even look at me.

“Matty, are you listening to me?” Dad snapped.

I looked at Dad.

“I’m not returning her. If need be, we’ll go on the lam.”

“Fucking hell,” Ash muttered.

“Are you unaware that everything about the existence of a number of races is hanging in the balance of what started Hallowe’en night and every member of all those races is looking to you as the means, whether they think it will be good, or bad, of how we will go forward?” Dad demanded.

“They can sort themselves out. BecBec saved Ash’s life. Hers will not be forfeit because of it and I’ll do whatever I have to do to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

Dad flung an arm at BecBec. “She’s immortal!”

I stood and shouted, “Yes, Dad! And as much as I hate to point this out, some time in the future, Ash will be no longer. I will be no longer. The children we’ll have will be no longer. Our children’s children will be no longer. But BecBec will endure her punishment until the entire universe blinks out of existence! In other words, the punishment does not fit the crime!”

Dad shut up.

“This is true,” Josie said softly. “In fact, it’s debatable a crime has even been committed.”

“Word!” I snapped.

God, I loved Josie.

“Okay, so, sure,” I carried on when no one said anything. “She did wrong as pertains to their laws, and she knew she did wrong, and if she has to endure some sentence for that, she does. But not that. Absolutely not that.”

Still, no one said anything.

Then someone did.

“Maithieliel had a great love.”

Everyone looked to Sar seeing as he was the one who was speaking.

“He was human,” Sar kept going. “She tried, in vain, and with much obsession, to bear his child. Wee babe after wee babe after wee babe perished in her womb or the moment it left or within days or weeks of mewling pain after it was born. It drove her mad. It drove her human male mad. It drove Cystiennien mad.”

As it would.

Yikes!

“Years passed and her human grew old and frail. But she saw no gray or wrinkles. She saw only the handsome, virile man he once was. And when it was his time to leave the earth, she went to Cystiennien and wept and pled and tore at her hair in demand that he give permission, as it had always been solely his wont to do, that she could sing the Lament, again and again and again, to make her human stay with her for eternity. Cystiennien was not mad with love and grief. He knew this was no existence for this male. To be kept in a state of aging, then decaying, so Maitheiliel would not lose her love. So he forbid it.”

All righty then.

Things about the Fae were coming clear.

Things about Maitheiliel were becoming clearer.

Being forced to live while your body decayed just so your lover didn’t have to let go?

I mean, fixate much?

“And when this male died, Maitheiliel lost what little was left of her sanity. For centuries, her sorrow manifested itself on her people. She was once greatly loved, but she grew greatly feared. It was she who made the faerie when she forbid all Fae from moving about the earth in our true forms so that humans could not fall in love with us and we were not of a size and stature to share relations with them. She forbid the Lament for any and all purposes. But that was not all she did. She rained great terror on her people in a wrath that was fueled by the depths of her mourning. Eventually, her grief waned, and she was no longer feared, but with what she had done, she was reviled, and finally, simply tolerated. And her sorrow came again with the realization that she lost the love of her people. But she did not remind them why she once held their love. Instead, she became bitter, and as such, they continued to withhold their regard from her.”

He took a long breath.

And kept going.

“Cystiennien has love and regard from the Fae. But, once the strongest ruler in any realm, he is now considered weak, for his love of his wife allowed her these sulks and rages at the expense of their people. Of course, the love you have for the one who owns your heart is the most important love of all. But he did her no favors not getting her in hand. And his people suffered for it.”

This was all very fascinating.

But I wasn’t all that sure why he was telling this tale.

“You do not follow bitter or weak leaders,” he stated. “At least, you do not do it for long, for if you do, you become a bitter and weak people. And Fae are not bitter, nor are we weak.”

Okay.

Well.

That would explain why he was telling us this tale.

“If The Mathilda did not free Bellabeccabec and the sentence was carried out, there would have been a great revolt,” Sar informed us. “There are many who had been whispering of it for centuries. Whispers that changed, after The Mathilda came to be known as walking the earth, and then the Battle of The Tor happened. Whispers of hope that our time had come that we did not have to debase ourselves and become diminutive creatures looked on as endearing or feeble by races that are physically and magically our inferiors. Shackle ourselves and our urges and not do as we wished with our bodies and our time.”

He stood straight(er) and kept going.

“I am most proud to have played a part in freeing Bellabeccabec and serving alongside The Mathilda. Bellabeccabec is known and revered in the Realm as the Fae who knew her own will and took charge of it. What she did is considered very brave and is also looked upon as the end to all of our suffering under the tyranny of our leaders. And as such, I will not return to my Realm with her or on my own until the King and Queen rescind the sentence levied on Bellabeccabec and remove the strictures that were enforced at the whim and madness of only one of our race.”

Sar looked to Dad.

“It is heartening how deeply you respect the Realm and its leaders. However, in doing so, you inadvertently go against the will of its people.”

Well, there you go then.

“We are Guardians of the Realm,” Trae spoke up. “We are not Guardians of the Arbitrary Rule of Cystiennien and Maithieliel.”

I fought smiling.

Burn.

“And if the beautiful, desirable Mathilda wishes to go find a sacred lamb,” Trae kept talking, “Sarionion and I will accompany her to her destination.”

“And if her Protectors do not agree with her course of action, we will act as her Protectors.” (Sar)

“And her lovers.” (Trae)

“Yes, and her lovers.” (Sar)

“Fucking hell.” (Ash)

“And if it is inclement or the journey is long, we will keep her warm with our lovemaking and entertained with endless stories of the fascinating history of the Fae.” (Trae)

“And we will battle any demon to the death who bars The Mathilda’s path to the sacred lamb.” (Sar)

“Uh, boys.” (Me) “I said go on the lam not go find a lamb. On the lam means, like, run and hide and keep doing it so no one will find you.”

“Although it offends my very nature to consider running and hiding, if it is your wish to do so, we will accompany you doing that as well.” (Trae)

“And we will keep you warm and fed and pleasured while we do it.” (Sar)

“Mathilda.” (Ash, growly)

“As you know, I already have a boyfriend.” (Me)

“We do know this, but we would greatly enjoy if you bestowed the honor on us to share with you the way of the Fae where you could have as many boyfriends as you wish and not limit yourself to the odd human number of only one at a time.” (Trae)

“Hmm.” (Me)

Chuckling. (Aidan)

Wordless growling. (Ash)

“My lifespan is one speck of yours.” (Me) “So during it, finding one true love is our way.”

“Indeed, your lifespan is one speck of ours.” (Sar) “So we cannot comprehend why you would not experience as much as you can while you have it.”

“Hmm.” (Me)

“Sweetheart.” (Ash, sinisterly)

“Why don’t we table this discussion while I go back to Prunella and share this turn of events and see what we face next.” (Dad butting in)

“Good idea, my love.” (Mom)

 

So that was how it was decided that BecBec was staying with me.

Though, you’ll note, in all that, she didn’t say a thing.
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Sar’s Faerie Tale got me to thinking.

So the next morning, I was sitting cross-legged in the middle of the living room of the Cottage, staring at what was left of the Post-it notes on the walls.

I did this a long time.

People came.

People went.

“What’s she doing?” I heard Su whisper.

“Figuring it out,” I heard Josie answer.

“You want a brownie?” I heard Rory not whisper.

(Rory was the only one I answered, and obviously the answer was yes.)

Eventually, my concentration was broken when Mack drifted down in front of me and sat, cross-legged too, our knees touching.

He stared in my eyes and said, “You need a sweat.”

Uh.

No.

Do as you wish with your life, time and body, but I was one of those gals who never needed to sweat.

Before I could share this with Mack, he said, “You need purification. You need to reach out to your grandmothers. You need guidance. I know some Lakota. I’ll see if they will allow you to join a sweat.”

“Oh, you mean a sweat,” I said.

He smiled. “A sweat.”

“I think appropriating someone’s culture is the last thing I should do. In fact, I think something like that might be the problem.”

“It is not appropriation if it’s by invitation.”

“That’s sweet. But what I mean is, not even Aidan, who’s the foremost specialist in Fae, knew how the elves thought about their monarchs. I got mad at some white dude senator because he was sharing what was important to him, and I didn’t care. So I wasn’t willing to listen. To wit, the problem is, no one is listening.”

“White dude senators aren’t willing to listen either.”

“That’s their sin. It won’t be mine.”

His brown eyes twinkled with wisdom and merriment. “Maybe you’re right and you don’t need a sweat.”

“You’re also right. I need my grandmothers. But I’ll call to them our way.”

Dancing naked under the moon, not sweating my ass off in a lodge.

No offense.

But I didn’t want any new-agers convincing themselves of their soul’s inner depths because they danced naked under the moon without any real clue why they were doing it and the millennia of history of the ceremony around it.

“I see why you don’t make me a general,” he said.

Whoa.

He so totally got me.

“The hawk flies in your eyes and he carries the spear in his talons,” I told him something he probably already knew.

“He always did. And he will be your warrior should you call.”

Yup.

He knew it.

Windspear, indeed.
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I was back in my princess fortress when Ash returned from wherever Ash was hanging out.

He stood at the foot of the bed staring down at me.

“I don’t get a good feeling about this,” he announced.

“This isn’t about brooding. I’ve had a long day. This is comfortable. It’s about resting.”

“Everyone’s been saying you’ve been sitting on the floor in the lounge for hours.”

I shrugged against my princess fortress.

“Though, someone threw away all the Post-its. That was quite a job.”

Not all of them.

The Get Donuts one was still up.

“I’ve decided against planning a war. I’ve decided you and me are going on holiday so we can learn about each other prior to you giving me a five-carat diamond engagement ring from Harry Winston. Cushion cut.”

His brows shot up.

“I’ll accept Van Cleef and Arpels.”

His mouth ticked.

“Don’t make me slum it with Tiffany’s.”

He burst out laughing.

I gawked.

Man, oh man, my man was G-O-R-E-G-O-U-S gorgeous when he laughed.

He got more gorgeous when he bent forward, and this time, invaded my princess fortress rather than breaching it.

He did this crawling up my body.

I had a mini-o watching the show.

He settled his lower half on me, his weight in his forearm beside me, and the fingers of his other hand around the side of my neck, his thumb stroking my throat.

“Where are we going on holiday?”

“I don’t care. As long as it has a beach.”

“Why are you giving up on the war?”

“I’m not. I’ve emailed everyone’s instructions to them. They have a month to see them through, and when we get back, they can report.”

“We’re going on holiday for a month?”

“You think six weeks would be better?”

“I think a lot is happening, and as much as I’d like to be on a beach somewhere, getting to know you better for a month to six weeks, it might be more wise we do a mini-break.”

Why did the way he said “getting to know you better” a) make me shiver and b) make me think he had no interest in asking how I survived the junior high mean girls?

“I don’t know anything about anybody, Ash. I didn’t even know I was a witch sixteen months ago. How did I become the leader? And if I truly am, how am I to lead peoples I don’t know?”

“Mm.”

“I need to know what they want. I can’t just decide it’s us and them when there is no us and them. It’s just an us. It’s always been an us. We all share this planet. I get tribes and boundaries and cultures and histories and traditions. I just don’t get how all that can’t coexist.”

“It never has, Matty,” he said gently.

“Well, I’m not going down in the history books as being one of those people who forced how I wanted things on people just because I am stronger and more powerful. Fuck that.”

Now Ash’s eyes were twinkling with wisdom and merriment.

“So once I get things set up, I’m not going to sit down to peace talks. I’m just going to sit down and listen. This isn’t going to be guns, germs and steel. This also isn’t going to be peace, love and understanding. I don’t know yet what it’s going to be because I don’t know yet what it is. But once I have more knowledge, I feel light will illuminate the path that needs to be taken.”

“My witch is wise.”

“Uh, duh.”

He started laughing again.

Then he asked, “Did I get an email?”

“Yes.”

At this point, he shifted to dig out his phone, his thumb moved on it and he read aloud, “Guard the Savior of the World and have real sex with penetration of genitalia using genitalia, doing this repeatedly in order to keep her stress levels low.”

“Are you up for that challenge?”

As answer, he dipped his head and started some hanky-panky.

It was so good, I thought we might get to the penetration part (finally!), but eventually, Ash broke away and said, “I’m hungry. Let’s go find some kebabs.”

Then he tugged me from my princess fortress and off we went to Pete’s for Greek.
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The next morning, my phone ringing woke us up, and upon consciousness, I decided Ash was the best mattress ever.

“Are we ignoring that?” Ash asked in a sleepy/sexy voice.

That sleepy/sexy voice?

There was only one answer.

“Yeah.”

Ash rolled so I was his mattress (hmm) and I was pretty sure I was going to get morning penetration (yay!) when a hammering came at the door that could not be ignored.

“Bloody hell,” Ash muttered.

We got up.

I put on the nightie Ash had taken off, he retied the drawstring on his pajama bottoms I’d untied, and we stomped to the door (okay, Ash didn’t stomp, he prowled, I stomped).

Ash pulled me out of the way so he could open it and I saw Agent Elizabeth Perry standing there with another woman wearing a no-nonsense, dark-colored pantsuit, button-down shirt and sensible shoes.

Great.

The Feds.

“Sir,” she said to Ash.

“Dios mio,” the other agent said, staring up at Ash with her eyes big (then staring at his chest and then six-pack with her eyes growing bigger).

Oh boy.

Bruja.

She was Hispanic, and as there was a large Mexican population in Denver, I took that leap, and I might not know a lot, but I did know brujas mexicanas had some serious magical mojo.

“We’re sorry to interrupt,” Perry stated. “But it’s been reported to us that you’re harboring three Fae fugitives.”

“We are not,” I spoke up.

She looked to me with a lot less respect than she looked at Ash.

Humph.

Obviously, my SuperWitch/Savior of the World status had still not been fully communicated to her.

“It’s against the law to lie to a federal agent,” she informed me.

I knew this.

I didn’t have a lot of time to keep up my witch-world reading (especially when Moning’s Fever series had a lot of books in it, but I digress).

Still, I’d gotten halfway (okay, a third of the way) through the Federal Witches Agency Laws and Regulations as Pertains to the Comportment of American Witches and Other Magical and Supernatural Beings.

And yeah, in that third of the way it said about five thousand times (slight exaggeration) that you didn’t lie to an agent.

“So, again, is it your contention you are not providing safe harbor to three fugitive elves?” she pressed.

“Well, yes and no, since they’re not fugitives. As far as they’re concerned, they’re free Fae who can do what they wish, but sadly feel they need to seek political asylum, which I’ve granted.”

Agent Perry blinked at me.

“Political asylum?” the other agent asked.

I looked to her. “Hi, I’m Mathilda.”

“I’m Agent Anita Ramirez.”

“Cool to meet you.”

She smiled.

Perry edged her out by shouldering closer to the door and stating, “It’s not your remit to provide asylum to anyone.”

“I disagree.”

“This needs to go through the proper channels,” Perry declared.

“Uh, Lizzie,” Ramirez said low. “Are there proper channels? I’ve never heard of this.”

Perry turned only her head to Ramirez. “There are proper channels. There are always proper channels.”

“Okeydoke,” Ramirez muttered, giving me big eyes.

Well then, this partnership didn’t seem to be working all that great.

Then again, Perry’s “Just the Facts, Ma’am” and “It Seems We Have a Failure to Communicate” shtick would get on my nerves in about three seconds.

I knew this because it did.

Perry turned back to me. “You need to go through the proper channels. While you do that, we’ll take custody of the Fae and share with the Imperial Order we’ll be holding them until this matter is sorted.”

Holding them?

BecBec had been “held” long enough, thank you very much.

Though I’d like to see her try to hold Sar and Trae.

Still…

“Uh, I think not,” I denied.

“Uh, I think so,” she retorted.

“Not.”

“So.”

“Not.”

“So.”

“Those Fae aren’t leaving Mathilda’s protection.”

Ash said this, so of course, Perry backed down.

Kind of.

“Mr. Wilding, this is a matter for the Agency.”

“Hardly. As I’m certain you’re aware, there’s a staunchly held agreement that peoples of supernatural persuasion may enter American borders and remain as long as they wish, permitted they adhere to natural and supernatural laws while they’re here. However, as Fae rarely fly over American soil, this situation is unprecedented. But regardless, in their time here, the Fae under our protection have not broken any natural or supernatural laws. With what you’re now saying, are you contending the Agency has the right to arbitrarily detain free Fae?”

Perry shifted uncomfortably.

I smirked.

Seriously, my man was hawt when he was being all logical, knowledgeable and authoritative.

“The Imperial Order have communicated—” she began.

“The Order handed down a sentence that was unjust and prejudicial,” Ash interrupted her. “At present, you don’t have many Fae flying over your soil. If you detain, or deport, the Fae under our protection, I can assure you, whatever diplomatic issues you’re dealing with in regard to the Order will pale in comparison to the reaction of a nation of angry Fae.”

Perry said nothing.

Ramirez said nothing.

Ash said something.

“It has been three millennia since humans angered Fae enough for elfin retaliation. If you don’t know of that occurrence, I suggest you look up the lore. And when you do, I feel you, and the Agency, will rethink inviting this kind of Fae attention.”

“Maybe we should look into this issue and come back,” Ramirez suggested.

“You do that,” Ash replied.

He then shut the door in their faces.

He looked down at me and he appeared annoyed.

I looked up at him and announced, “Okay, I was totally hoping for penetration of the dual genitalia variety this morning, but I’m so totally giving you a blowjob right now.”

Ash was no longer annoyed.

And twenty minutes later, he was so far from annoyed, it wasn’t funny.

Ha!
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Just a note: Faerie Mounds?

Those used to be forts.

Iron Age forts.

Iron Age forts, mostly in Ireland, but there were some (as you know) in England with a few in Scotland and Wales.

Iron Age forts that humans built in exaltation to the Fae who they lived and cavorted with in great harmony for a while.

Until they didn’t (though, it was so long ago, no one knew why they didn’t).

This pissed off the Fae and then…wham!

A lot of dead humans and deserted forts that eventually were beaten down by the elements, grown over by vegetation and forgotten.

Except as what they’d been built as in the first place.

Portals to the surface for the elves.
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A couple of days later, I’d had enough.

So I headed to the Turret Room where BecBec was staying.

She’d been through an ordeal.

I’d given her space.

Now, we needed to have a chat because it was time for her to get back to the land of the living.

She’d done nothing wrong.

She’d saved the life of a good man.

Things got out of hand afterward, and they might not be in hand now (as such), but at least she was safe.

It was time to start healing and move on.

I just hoped, in her true form, she didn’t talk a-mile-a-minute like she did when she was wee, because if she did, our chat would last two seconds because I wouldn’t understand a word she said.

As I made the Turret Room, I saw Trae outside it.

“Cool,” I said. “You’re guarding her. That’s sweet, but you don’t—”

“I am not guarding her,” he replied. “She has just demanded I leave her presence after I made the attempt to draw her out of her shell by offering to provide her great pleasure.”

Yeesh.

Total sex on the brain.

I slapped his biceps what I thought was playfully, doing this prior to admonishing him (gently) about offering to pleasure anybody when they clearly were in no mood.

I didn’t get to the gentle admonishment part.

I didn’t even see him move before I was against the wall, my wrist circled by his fingers held against the wall above my head, my body imprisoned by the close proximity of his.

“You struck me,” he stated, not appearing happy about this.

Mental note: do not strike an elf.

“It was playful,” I replied, also not happy about this because he was freaking me out.

Instantly, he appeared happy about this.

“I can strike playfully too,” he purred.

Jeez.

“Trae, like I’ve said repeatedly, I’m taken.”

“I can take you too.”

I sighed.

“Okay, I mean, you’re hot. Hotter than hot. You’re crazy hot. But it’s just not going to happen. I’m in love with Ash.”

“Hot?”

“Handsome. Gorgeous. Good-looking. Insanely attractive. Ridiculously beautiful. Alluring. Appealing. Stunning. Etcetera, etcetera.”

“You say all this and yet you have not seen me naked and fully aroused. When you do, there will be new meaning to all these words for you.”

Good Goddess and all things fluffy and feathery.

“Honey,” I said softly, “my heart belongs to Ash.”

He let me go and took a step back, now appearing adorably pouty.

“I need coitus,” he explained.

I was getting that.

“Okay, um, non-magical people can’t see you so—”

I was trying to figure out how I could find some witches or sorceresses or something so he and Sar could get laid.

“Only when we don’t wish to be seen.”

“Really?” I asked.

“Of course,” he answered.

That made it easier.

“We’ll go to a bar,” I decided. ‘Do you mind putting your wings away so it won’t freak out the humans?”

“Will I be able to release my seed inside a female or more than one of them and do this repeatedly?”

He’d walk into any bar and totally pull in about two seconds.

I nodded.

“I will inform Sarionion that tonight we hunt.”

Hunt?

He smiled at me so happily, it radiated light and warmth into the marrow of my bones, and before I could ask about hunting, he was off.

I knocked on BecBec’s door.

She didn’t answer.

I turned the knob to go inside.

I got the door an inch open before it slammed shut and then the entire door disappeared and became a wall.

I took that as BecBec not wanting any company.

“I’m here when you need me!” I shouted to the new wall.

There was no reply.
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By the by, we decided to make a night of it.

This meant Lucy, Josie, Aidan as well as Ash and I went out with Sar and Trae to help them score.

Su showed later with one of her dudes.

Viv showed even later, with Mack (Mack!! What was that about???!!!).

And yeah.

I was right.

Wearing faded jeans and sweaters and boots with their wings folded and tucked away, from arrival to departure (with a party of five women who were clearly on a girls’ night out that turned into a girl-and-hot-guy/elf orgy) Trae and Sar were in the bar for about fifteen minutes.

For the next week they were a lot happier seeing as the Carriage House had turned into a Sex Palace.

I heard two of the girls lost their jobs because they didn’t even bother to phone in fake-sick.

I saw a few of the women when they left.

They looked dreamy and like they’d been hit a hundred times with gigantic powder puffs packed with every shade of shimmer Becca cosmetics produced.

So I don’t think they minded.
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Also by the by, the Imperial Order demanded my return to the Realm to discuss the situation of BecBec and their Guardians.

With BecBec and their Guardians returning with me.

I refused.

They then requested my return.

But with BecBec, Trae and Sar.

I again refused.

Then Cystiennien sent me a handwritten note, inviting me to sit down with him personally as his honored guest in the Realm to come to an agreement about this matter.

BecBec, Sar and Trae were not required to be with me.

I accepted.
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16 March

 

On mini-break with Ash!

He found this secluded cabin in the mountains, no one around for miles, so high up, the snow was still deep and fluffy and the cabin was all cozy and wa

 

Later:

Sooooooo...

Ah...

Yum.

 

Still later:

I totally love Jacuzzis.

 

Still later:

Right, so I was sharing with my journal when Ash pulled it out of my hands so we cou

 

And later:

Mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm…

So haaaaaaappppppyyyy.

 

18 March

 

I thought I was in love with Sir Sebastian Quincy Wilding.

Now I know how incredibly in love with Sir Sebastian Quincy Wilding I actually am.

I would level the entire world if anyone ever tried to hurt him again.

 

22 March

 

We’re back, but my mind is still in the mountains.

Though my heart is with me. In Denver.

That heart being Ash.

We had to get packed to return to the UK to go back to the Realm to sort this business with BecBec once and for all.

I didn’t want to go.

I didn’t want to do anything but head back up to the cabin with Ash and spend days, weeks, months, years in bed (or in the Jacuzzi), just him and me.
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We did it.

Ash made love to me.

Not just fingers or mouths (though there were fingers and mouths involved…copiously).

The whole enchilada.

And what I said was true.

The first time we did it, he made love to me.

I didn’t make love to him, he did it to me.

 

I’ll tell you something, my man knows what he was doing.

In all ways that entails.

It wasn’t about delayed gratification.

It was about him taking us to a place where there was nothing else, but us.

No Mom, Dad, Gabe, Viv and Su.

No Josie and Rory and Aidan and Lucy.

No BecBec and Trae and Sar.

No British Witches Council or Federal Witches Agency.

No Agatha Darling or Endora Eccles or impending war.

No cookbooks and coffee houses and boutique shops.

Just him.

And me.

Just him moving inside…

Me.

His eyes holding mine.

His hand holding mine.

His lips whispering, “Fuck, I love you, Matty.”

His eyes getting melty when I whispered back, “I love you too, Ash.”

It was ours.

Only ours.

(And the four thousand, six hundred and seventeen other times we did it, or parts of it, were just ours too.)

 

I got to return the gesture.

The making-love-to-him gesture.

I hoped it was as profound as what he gave me.

Then again, it seemed like it was.

And Ash wouldn’t lie to me.

(Well, not about that.)

 

And in the warmth of our cocoon of covers, or the bubble of hot tub waters, while kissing or touching or feeding bits of cheese or squares of chocolate or fat grapes to each other, I learned a lot about him.

Including the fact his mom died when he was seven.

She did this while protecting him because he was one of my prophesied, and even back then someone wanted to take him out.

And although until then it had not occurred to me that he was as in danger as I was, it did when he shared all this with me.

Especially watching his face, hearing the heaviness of his words, feeling the need from his hands on me as it was made perfectly clear that, losing her at seven, he had amassed plenty of memories of his mom.

And they were good ones.

Because she was a great mom.

He adored her.

He missed her.

And he was equal parts sad and proud that his mother was the kind of person who would care so deeply for her son, she’d sacrifice her life for his future.

 

So yeah.

Mark this.

If anyone tried to harm him again.

They would answer to me.
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1 April

 

So.

Yeah.

We were screwed.

Because BecBec was no longer in Elf Gaol.

But Ash and I were.

 

2 April

 

Just got back from another sit down with Maithieliel.

Update: Maithieliel is not my biggest fan.

Another update: Maybe this listening idea I came up with isn’t all I thought it was cracked up to be seeing as listening to the rantings of a spoilt elfin queen isn’t much fun.

Another update: I do not like this bitch at all.

Only good thing about this current situation is that I’m incarcerated with Ash.

We hadn’t been separated.

Though another bad part of this situation was that Ash was by far way more pissed about this situation than I was.

My man had a thing about being powerless.

I was with him on that.
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Here’s what happened:

 

We went to the Realm.

We were shown to our quarters.

They were the same quarters as before, with all the accoutrement, including cute Realm outfits for me and loincloths that Ash ignored.

Ash and I made love on the snowy coverlet this time before we went to have dinner with Cystieniennien.

We did not go to the big palace dining room like before.

We went to his private quarters and he was just as magnanimous as he had been during our last visit.

I was getting the idea that all of this would be fine, BecBec’s sentence would be commuted, she’d be free to live her life as she wished, not as an eternal refugee (literally), and I decided I really liked Cystien (as he asked me to call him).

Then the doors busted open, there were about five hundred flying elves all around us, all of them males, and although Ash kicked ass (I mean, even against flying Fae, with no weapon, my man was a machine, it was so cool and totally unreal) and my wand was a blur of magical goodness, Maithieliel showed, got her hands—and a dagger—to my throat and that was it.

Cystien was blustering his fury, but he’d also been tied by some rope that looked like it came right off Wonder Woman’s belt seeing as it glowed gold and was clearly something he could not break free from.

Ash and I also got some of that rope tied to us so I could then confirm it was impossible to get free from.

We were then escorted to and thrown in Elf Gaol, my wand was confiscated, and I exhausted myself by hurling magic straight from my hand at the glowing green bars that made up the (circular) door to our cell before Ash urged me to conserve my strength, because he’d think of something.

 

The thing was…

We’d been there awhile and he hadn’t thought of anything yet.

And when I was taken to have a chat with Maithieliel, they didn’t take him with me.

But we were mind-melded so he could sit in, as it were.

So one thing we both knew for certain:

Maithieliel had not yet departed the crazy train.

 

Thus last night, while Ash and I lay together on the slim pallet in our cell under the thin blanket we were given, he stared at the ceiling and I stared at his chest.

(No worries, it wasn’t cold there, so we were good. And they might not serve chocolate-covered strawberries as prison fare, but the food didn’t suck—and by the by, the suitcases I’d had to leave behind in our mad escape were delivered to the cell, along with the new ones we’d brought, including my Journal and Ash’s stuff, so it wasn’t like we were being tortured (as I would consider it if I had to wear an orange jumpsuit—I looked good in orange, but jumpsuits were not my thing), but we still were not having a lot of fun.)

“We should have returned home by now,” I muttered.

“Yes.”

“They’re going to come after us.”

“Yes.”

“The Fae have some serious magic.”

“Yes.”

“Ash—”

My voice was trembling because I loved my mom and dad and Gabe and Su and Viv and Gran, and I knew Mavis and the UK coven would show and who knew who else that had a place in my heart (Aidan, who wasn’t magical at all!!!).

Also Trae and Sar and maybe even BecBec, all of whom Maithieliel had pronounced Traitors of the Realm, and thus all of them were going to have their wings clipped if she got her hands on them and…and…

GAH!

If they came down here trying to bust us out, who knew what would be lost.

Ash turned into me and held me close as he shushed, “Shh.”

I pressed even closer and told him what he knew not only from the mind-meld, but also since I told him with my mouth because I had to spit out what entered my brain through my ears.

“She’s going to clip Cystiennien’s wings tomorrow.”

“Matty, hold yourself together.”

“She’s going to make us watch.”

“Matty, it’s going to be okay.”

“Not for Cystien!” my voice was rising.

Ash kissed me.

A be-quiet kiss.

I got quiet.

He stopped kissing me.

“I’m SuperWitch but I’m not SuperWitch-slash-Warrior. Those mofos are fast and they—”

“Darling?”

“Yeah?”

“We’re going to survive this.”

I felt hope. “Do you know that from the Mathilda Prophesies?”

“No. I know that because, if it comes down to it, however I have to do it, I’m going to make it so we survive this.”

You know, he said those words, and call me crazy in our current predicament, I totally believed him.

 

4 April

 

Okay.

Well…fuck.

And…

Shoo.
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I was a big fan of that Vikings TV show.

I mean, that shit could get real, but Rollo was all kinds of hot.

That said, there was this one scene where Ragnar (also hot, though not Rollo-hot, imo) did this thing to one of his enemies where he made wings out of the dude’s lungs.

His lungs!

It’s a real thing, or it was, in ancient Viking times.

The Blood Eagle.

Yeah.

Serious gross.

Well, you know, the Vikings got that idea from somewhere.

And now I know where.

Except backward.

Not making wings.

Taking them.
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Right, we’ll start with reminding you of the fact that the golden ropes not only could hold Cystien, they could hold me.

And although Ash could wield small amounts of magic, he was no vampire, no werewolf, no sorcerer and definitely no SuperWitch.

So it went without saying the ropes could hold him.

Truth be told, I was never a front-row-seat type o’ gal.

You couldn’t see it all when you were up that close.

And I was a girl who wanted it all.

But front row to this, you could see everything.

And I didn’t want that.

I didn’t have a choice.

ACK!

There before us on a wide, white podium (as with everything royal it seemed in the Realm, this whole gig was white), Cystien hung, wearing only a (yeah, white) loincloth, which did not have the long drape in front.

His feet were shackled with gold-glowing chains to the floor. His arms spread wide and held tight to posts with the same.

There was one bright spot to all of this and that was that BecBec would never endure this.

Never, never, never.

Now, this was happening in an amphitheater. Not exactly Hollywood Bowl. More like a smaller Colorado Shakespeare Festival.

And there weren’t a lot of attendees.

I was glad of that for Cystien.

I mean, seeing him hanging up there, it wasn’t the first time I noticed he was bigger and more imposing than any of the other elves. There was an obvious reason he was king, and sure, it might have something to do with the fact that he was the only one with black hair, but in his case, it also had to be about the physical.

As such, not only his body, but his wings were resplendent.

Seriously.

They were kinda spiky, edged with fluttery-feathery black. They had this amazing seafoam-tinted platinum color where they met his back, shifting out into hues of purple at the top, blue at the bottom, then drifting into steel gray toward the black at the ends.

They were also huge, taller than him by at least a foot, and the male himself had to be six-seven at least.

They were delicate yet denoted strength and power.

I didn’t understand it.

But that was what they were.

His handsome face that had always been kind and welcoming was now, no surprise, a mask of rage.

And Maithieliel, not wearing an elfin tutu but instead a tight piece of colorless material around her breasts, a female-style loincloth hiding her sex, wandered about him, caressing his wings like the lover she had been to him.

It was wrong to hate.

But I hated her.

I so, so, so, so fucking hated her.

But when I tore my eyes from her to look at Cystien, I saw, also unsurprisingly, what love he had for her had turned to the same.

Hate.

No.

Loathing.

This whole thing was hideous.

But somehow, knowing these two once loved each other, and it had come to this due to unhealthy obsession, that made it a million times worse.

So much so, tears filled my eyes.

That was when a couple of weird things happened.

First, I felt Ash shift.

I was tied pretty tight, no way I could shift.

But Ash was shifting.

Second, as he held my gaze, the rage drained from Cystien’s face and his expression seemed soothing.

Like (I know, crazy! right?) he was trying to calm me.

“You should have left him to me,” Maithieliel said, turning Cystien’s attention.

“I did. Far too long. My love for you blinded me. You caused me great pain, how thoroughly you offered your heart to that human,” Cystien replied.

“When you wed me and created the Realm for me you promised you’d give me everything,” she returned then yanked viciously at one of his wings. “You lied.”

“I believed it went without saying, I would never give you,” he retorted.

“I am not yours to give.”

“You are.”

“I am not.”

“You are and as such, your madness will no longer be borne.”

“I am not mad.”

Cystien suddenly looked sad. “You are lost to it. The poison has become a sickness I will no longer attempt to treat, an ailment I will no longer endeavor to hide.”

Maithieliel suddenly looked (more) cray-cray. “I am not mad! I am in grief for my lost love!”

“He died three thousand years ago!” Cystien boomed impatiently.

Whoa!

Three thousand years?

Yowza.

That must have been some human dude.

“He is naught but dust now,” Cystien said. “As he would be no matter how often you sang the Lament. This is my penance. I spoiled you. It is my penance. I gave you everything you wished. It is my penance. As the centuries slid by, I guided you to the understanding your every whim would be assuaged. Three thousand years of penance for what I wrought in you through my love, and now I am done.”

“You are not,” she hissed into his ear. “I am done and I am making you done.”

He turned his head to her.

“My love, you should fly.”

This sounded like advice.

And I had the strange feeling, even though he was the one strung up, she should take it.

It was then my heart started beating really, really hard.

“The last act of love I will share with you is to have my feet on the ground like yours will be for the rest of time while I take your wings,” she bit at him. “You encourage me to show mercy to a young Fae who takes it upon herself to give some insignificant human Our Gift? You implore me to understand how important was this act for the human race? You insult me this way? You betray me this way? Our love is dead. It has been long since when you took my beloved from me, and as ever it will be. And your severed wings will be the symbol of that. And my solitary reign will be the message to my people that it is only I who decide if they fly free or walk tethered to their shame.”

“So be it,” Cystien whispered.

And then Ash was out of his chair, I was out of mine because Ash had pulled me out, and Cystien was somehow free and had his hand around the back of Maithieliel’s neck.

He smashed her with no small amount of savagery, cheek to the podium, and all around us, the amphitheater flashed in a variety of colors as it filled with flying elves who had what looked like steel arrows threaded to bows and aimed at the elves that Maithieliel had invited to the de-winging.

Okay.

Seriously.

Holy Deadly Cupids, Batman!

I got the sense those arrows could do some damage, even to immortals, because not a single Fae who’d come to bear witness to this slaughter moved a muscle.

Ash wasn’t feeling like hanging.

While he tried to drag me out, I watched as, without anyone touching her, Maithieliel’s body moved in a sickening way, like she was a ragdoll.

And then she was in the same position Cystien had been in but not held with golden chains.

Hers were shining steel.

I turned and shoved my face in Ash’s chest and covered my ears as she shrieked her fury.

The sound was everywhere. It felt physical.

And it tore at my skin.

“It is done, Mai,” I heard Cystien say. “And it shreds my soul.”

And you had to hand it to him. It sounded like it shredded his soul.

I looked back toward the podium and Ash started pulling at me again.

“No!” Maithieliel screeched.

Out of thin air, Cystien had a long wicked knife with a blade so sharp, I could see its edge gleam from where we stood thirty feet away.

“Let’s go,” Ash urged.

As if he heard Ash (which he probably did), Cystien turned his head our way.

His eyes on me.

I was rooted to the spot.

Not by his magic.

By his message.

The Mathilda needed to see this.

He had a point to make.

He had a kingdom to rule.

And he was going to rule it.

Starting with this.

“Don’t do it,” I whispered.

A noise so hideous, it should never have been born, and took way too long to die, came from Maithieliel’s throat and scraped the very air all around us, and then with revolting thuds, her wings flopped to the ground.

Garish bluish-red blood flooded the white all around her, and the only good part about all of that was that Cystien moved so fucking fast, it was over in less than a second.

Her wings had been graceful. Almost entirely blue (a translucent ultramarine), they were less long than others, more compact, but spanned wider and were delineated by what looked like graceful, sweeping lashes of pure black.

“Mount them,” Cystien grunted as Maithieliel hung limply from the chains, her head bowed, her glorious white hair hanging down, some of it spattered with blood.

Two elves flapped down and took up a wing each.

“You were correct about one thing, Mai,” he said, towering over her, looking down at her. “Our love is dead. And a reign has ended. Yours.”

He could say that again.
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Ash and I were not returned to the gaol nor were we taken back to our quarters.

We were given rooms in the palace.

Now, our other quarters were far from shabby.

But one thing I knew, I no longer needed to have tea with the queen.

No way Buckingham Palace could compete with this.

If I wasn’t so heartsick by what I’d witnessed, I’d have been in awe.

We were given time to have baths, don clothes, sip wine and nibble at a platter of beautifully presented hors d’oeuvres and I took that opportunity to have more than a few cases of the shivers and Ash took it to get more and more broody before we were summoned to an audience with the king.

And when we were brought to him, we found that someone had no problem moving forward, considering, as we walked into the gleaming throne room, we saw Cystien sitting his massive throne, and he did this with stunning female Fae lounging at his feet and flitting in the air about his throne.

And Grosser than Gross Alert:

Maithieliel’s wings were already mounted on the wall behind him, the dripping blood not even fully dried yet.

Those beautiful wings, stark against the white marble?

Yeah.

Gross.

And also…

Heart-wrenching.

Ash and I stopped before him.

Ash had my hand tight in his.

I had my free hand tight around the wand that had been returned to me.

“You wished me to show her mercy,” Cystien noted, apropos of a greeting, sounding all kinds of intrigued.

“Can we go home now?” I asked, apropos of answer.

“She was negotiating trading your lives for Bellabeccabec’s, Sarionion’s and Traeneanean’s wings. If she had her way, your Protector,” Cystien tipped his head to Ash, “would have been sent lifeless to them on the morrow as indication of her intent. If they continued to refuse, you, The Mathilda, would have followed, equally lifeless.”

Obviously, I would not have wanted that to happen.

Still.

“You could have imprisoned her,” I pointed out.

He inclined his head. “I could have. But she weakened my reign. A statement needed to be made.”

“Well, you made it,” Ash clipped.

Cystien tipped his head as if he was amused by Ash’s words, and then he lifted a hand and swept it before him. “Come, come, sit. We have much to talk about.”

Comfy wing-backed chairs had appeared behind us.

“I’d really like to go home,” I repeated.

“This has been trying,” Cystien said sympathetically.

“Uh, yeah,” I agreed, my voice dripping with how much of an understatement that was.

He pinned me with a look.

“We have things to discuss.”

Well.

Heck.

See, I was supposed to be all about listening and learning about the different peoples and there I was, with the King of the Fae, and he was inviting me to sit down and hear him talk.

I looked to Ash.

His mouth was tight.

Yeah.

Heck.

We sat.

“In days past,” Cystien started, “more often than not, a clipped Fae would leave the Realm and go to the surface, pass as human, never to return to their home.”

Great.

Just what humankind needed.

Loony-tunes, and now angry(er), still loony-tunes and last, holding magic Maithieliel, de-winged, wandering the earth.

“I will keep her sequestered here,” Cystien said.

Finally, good news.

I nodded.

“I also extend my apologies. This was in hand, that being my hands, from the beginning.”

I blinked.

Was he saying…?

“I felt I’d been patient enough. It was time. It was time to test our bond. Test our love. Test our future. I am not unaware of the Mathilda Prophesies. Thus, it is I who assigned Bellabeccabec to you. It is I who gave her permission to sing the Lament when the time we knew would come, came.”

Say…

What?

“You played her?” I asked, rather than asking You played us? because I’d already figured that part out.

The king shrugged.

“Did BecBec know that? Did she know that the queen would lose her ever-lovin’ mind and shit would go south for her?”

I knew the answer to that considering BecBec’s condition.

She had no clue.

“She is a young elf. Only a few hundred years old. Trained to attach herself to a magical being, if she so wished, but untried. She did not have the skills to play her part as I needed her to do so if I shared it all.”

“So she thinks her king betrayed her. Threw her to the wolves,” I noted.

No wonder she was so out of it!

“I would request that you ask her to return to her home so I can shower upon her the reward she has earned for her part in this matter,” Cystien said.

That better be one serious reward.

“Is this why she wasn’t allowed to speak in her own defense at the trial?” I asked.

Cystien nodded. “At my, erm…former queen’s request, Mai was in charge of her trial. I have never sat an elfin trial where the elf accused was disallowed a defense, either offering it him or herself, or through an intermediary. That, too, was part of the test. As you know, Mai failed on…well,” another shrug, “a number of levels.”

Yeah.

I knew that.

“Elves loyal to me infiltrated the males loyal to Mai,” he shared. “I knew all of her intents, and so it was designed from the beginning to make it as easy on you both as it could be at the same time keep Mai unaware. Therefore, to be certain you could play your parts in this matter, it was necessary also to keep you both unaware. However, it’s my understanding you were treated well during your stay with us. Though, Mai knew nothing about that.”

I wasn’t going to thank him for letting me have my own clean underwear.

Or, uh…give myself a couple gaol-cell facials.

“And the strictures will be lifted,” he continued. “Fae can do as they wish on the surface, and although permission to sing the Lament will continue to be required from me, it is no longer Forbidden.”

I didn’t know what to make of this.

The only thing I knew was that I thought I’d done pretty well with listening, but now I just wanted Ash and I out of there.

“This makes you happy, no? This is what you wish, no?” Cystien asked.

“I want all peoples to be happy. To be themselves. My wishes don’t factor. If that is the wish of the Fae, then humans will have to get used to it,” I answered.

He leered. “Many years ago, humans liked Fae very much.”

Eek!

It was then it hit me.

The Faerie Mounds.

Three thousand years.

“When he died, she massacred the humans in the forts,” I said. “They didn’t do something to anger the elves. Her love was one of those who worshiped the Fae. She slaughtered all of them when he was lost.”

Cystien drew in a very heavy breath through his nose and let it out his mouth while saying, “Her grief…knew no bounds.”

“Your Majesty, it’s not up to me to tell you how to rule and what your people do, but it’d be good if you made it in future so none of you wiped out entire communities because you’re in a snit.”

His lips twitched and he replied, “I will see this doesn’t happen.” He touched his chest. “I, personally, like humans. But in seeing to Mai, I have not been to the surface for some time. I’ll enjoy reacquainting myself with it and those who inhabit it.”

Terrific.

At this point, Ash shared he was done listening too.

“With respect, if we’re finished here, we wish to depart the Realm without further delay,” he gritted out.

Cystien nodded but said, “Please know, you are welcome back any time.”

Sex on the snowy coverlet had been its usual awesome, but one could say Ash and I were not going to take our next mini-break anywhere near there.

“Thanks,” I muttered.

We got up and started to leave, but Cystien called my name.

We didn’t turn back, but we stopped and looked back.

“You showed me mercy,” he said.

“Well, yeah,” I said.

“And you showed her mercy,” he said.

“Well, yeah,” I repeated.

He looked at me a long time.

So long, I got squirmy and Ash got palpably edgy.

Finally, Cystien spoke.

“The last act of love I will give to my Mai will be to offer my allegiance to the woman who, even with all Maithieliel’s offenses, would still see her fly. You have my armies, Mathilda, at your call, should that be your need.”

Okay, well, all that had sucked.

But elfin warriors were some serious shit.

So at least it ended in good news.
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Before we left the Realm, Ash was called away.

I did not like this.

Ash didn’t like this.

He wasn’t gone long and he was even more broody when he returned.

I asked what was up.

He muttered, “Later, Matty,” in a way that, very unusually, I let it go.

But first, he’d called me Matty, which he did when he was being sweet.

Second, he’d said “later,” and as I’d mentioned, I trusted my man.

So if he said “later,” I knew he’d tell me later.
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Just to say, all the elves who took Cystien prisoner who were not his undercover agents and the ones who were there to witness his mutilation who weren’t there at Cystien’s behest had been mutilated themselves.

Yeah.

De-winged.

Hundreds of them.

And word was, those wings had their own hall to grace.

No one would forget you didn’t fuck with Cystien, I’d wager.

Gag!

 

In short order, after we made the surface, we learned that, as Cystien had never really been prisoner, my posse had been informed not to attempt a rescue.

He assured them he had it in hand.

And you could not argue that.

He absolutely had it in hand.
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So, now we were in Ash’s Indiana-Jones-at-Home-Esque flat in London.

His dad was coming over to take us to dinner and get a debrief.

So I’d just been sprung from Elf Gaol and witnessed a quick but brutal torture…

But what seemed worse than that was that I was about to sit down to dinner with my boyfriend’s dad.

Ack!
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Later:

Well, apparently, luck has run out with me finally finding boyfriend who hangs up his own wet towels and never fails at providing orgasms.

I’d spent time with Marcus, and he’d shown he was on my side (as it were).

But I’d never done it in a family-type way with me being a new member of their family.

I’d also never done well with my boyfriends’ parents and it appeared like my batting average on this front was going to remain in the toilet.

I mean, Marcus didn’t actively hate me (they never did).

He just clearly didn’t know what to make of me (they always did that).

Though, I kinda had an idea of why this was and it wasn’t just because I had a strong personality and I was the kind of chick who figured you could take me as I came because you (nor I) had a choice in that matter.

No, I figured it was something else.

And when Ash excused himself from the table to take a call, I thought about getting into it, but I didn’t think it was the right time or place.

Then again, what I’d have to get into never would have a right place or time.

Marcus disagreed.

“Sebastian told me he shared about what happened to Bella.”

Oh, wow.

He called his wife Bella (her name was Isabella).

How sweet.

“Well, uh…yeah,” I muttered.

“You were born to be who you are, Mathilda,” he stated matter-of-factly. “You had no choice in the matter. Sebastian was born to be who he is, he had no choice either. Bella and I both knew that from the very beginning.”

This was all true.

“What those would do to prevent the Prophesies is not your responsibility. It would be good you remember that. Always,” he advised.

It was nice he was letting me off the hook for existing, and as such, indirectly being responsible for the untimely murder of his wife.

It was still sucky.

(Whopper understatement.)

 

5 April

 

Curled up in Ash’s club chair in Ash’s bedroom after Ash nipped out to go find us some breakfast.

Have found new meaning for my love for Sebastian Wilding as may not have unreserved blessing of his father, but totally have Ash.

And new meaning was not (all) about my guy nipping out to go get me some breakfast.

Though, that was totally awesome too.
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This is what just (well, about ten minutes ago) happened:

 

I was on top and really into it (as usual) but also timing it (as usual) because, although Ash was okay with me taking myself there while he watched, he never let me take him there while I was on top.

So, before he got close to there and thus took over, and I had him where I wanted him (watching how much he liked watching me, and other things I was doing), it swept over me.

I couldn’t control it so bent to him, cradled his jaw in my hand and begged, “Promise me we’ll never become that.”

“Matty,” he murmured, his hands at my hips digging in.

“Promise me, baby.”

I knew he got me when, of course, he flipped me, laced his fingers tight in mine, pressed them to the bed and totally took over.

“Ash.”

“That is not us,” he growled.

He was referring to what I was referring to.

Cystiennien and Maithieliel’s love going so wrong.

Okay, and yeah, Ash could make love.

But, uh, I have not shared yet that Ash could also fuck.

I mean, seriously.

And this was major real, what we were doing, and where I’d taken it, so if I’d have called it, I would have thought he’d go about communicating through lovemaking.

He was not going to do that.

He was going to communicate through fucking me.

Thoroughly.

“We understand what we have,” he bit out.

“Yes,” I panted.

“I died for it and you watched me.”

“Yes,” I puffed.

“Our time is not infinite. We know how precious it is.”

“Yes,” I breathed.

“I would have found you even if you weren’t destined for me, Matty.”

Oh.

My.

Goddess.

“Really?” Now I was trying not to cry (or come, or both).

He ground in deep and grunted, “Really.”

I then succeeded in not crying.

Because I started coming.

Yeah, oh-so-seriously.

My man could fuck.

And he so totally loved me.

Mm…

Yippee.

 

12 April

 

Obviously, since we were in England, it was time to get down to some business.

So we did.
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First up, I phoned home, and since BecBec still wasn’t engaging, I talked to Sar and filled him in with all that went down in the Realm.

He was elated at the “show of steel” (those were his words) of his king, promised me that he’d share things with BecBec and let me know what came of that.

 

So, onward.
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Ash and I went to Cambridge to go to The Royal Institute of Psychical Research so I could share my new strategy.

Was good to see the old dudes again.

Was good to give Dr. Bennett (Ambrose Bennett, the Executive Director of the Institute) a hug.

Was shocking to sit in front of all the watchers of the Institute, every last one, this for the first time, and see that the average age was not as I suspected, two hundred and fifty-three, but there were a ton of young dudes there too.

Aidan had come back to England as well, and sat at the head table with me, Ash and Dr. Bennett, and he explained this was news to me because, “during last year’s shenanigans, they were all in the field.”

Shenanigans.

Huh.
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Sat down with a number of members to hear what they had to say.

 

Sat down with Aidan to share what happened in the Realm.

He was keen to know, as he would be, having a particular interest in the Fae.

After gave him the lowdown, he looked contemplative.

“Did you know all of that? About Maithieliel wiping out the fort people?” I asked him.

“No,” he answered.

“Do you think Cystien will keep her sequestered?” Ash asked.

“I don’t know,” Aidan answered.

Fantastic.

Aidan sat back.

Then he shared.

“The Fae are so ancient, their origin story is unknown, even in lore. But there is much said about the Dark Fae.”

Dark Fae?

Oh boy.

“No, Matty.” Aidan saw my reaction. “The Dark weren’t bad and the Light good. It was only a way to describe their appearance. Dark elves had black hair and earthstone eyes. Light elves have lighter-colored hair and gemstone eyes. Many think the Dark were even more ancient than the Light. That the Light progressed from the Dark as we humans progressed from Neanderthal man, though they were not a subspecies, just the originals. That the Dark went out of existence because they found a way to make that so because they’d been around so long, they tired of living. There’s much conjecture about the two different races within the elfin race, and it’s difficult to know much about the Dark because, until I saw Cystiennien, I was under the impression there were no Dark left.”

Hmm.

“Some say the Dark had even more heightened magic than the Light,” Aidan carried on. “And as you know, elfin magic is extreme, so that would be quite something. Others say they were the warrior caste, the protectors of the whole race, and back then, there were other beings and war was constant. But when the elves wiped out all their enemies, the warrior caste had lost its purpose and they found an alternate universe and left en masse, never to return.”

I had enough trouble with the current universe, I didn’t even want to think of the alternate ones.

Aidan kept talking. “Though, the part about the creation of the Realm isn’t a surprise. It’s known that the King of the Elves love for his Queen was so great, and his magic so immense, he created the Realm as a testimony of the depth of his love for her.”

Stupid Maithieliel.

“So Cystien is one of these warrior elves,” I deduced.

“If that’s what they were.”

“That’s what they are.”

Aidan and I both looked to Ash.

Okay, I could tell by the look on his face it was “later.”

“You know something?” Aidan queried when Ash didn’t say more.

Ash looked to me, to Aidan, to me, then shifted in his seat, not like he was uncomfortable, as such.

It was something else.

I braced.

“The reason why Cystiennien is the only one who gives permission for an elf to sing the Lament is because Cystiennien is the only Fae with the power to bestow this magic on another elf to give.”

“That makes sense,” Aidan murmured.

“There’s more,” Ash stated.

Aidan and I kept staring at Ash, but I had a feeling I was the only one holding my breath.

“I’m turning Fae.”
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Right, so, I don’t think I’ve ever in my life fainted.

I was in danger of doing it then.
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To stop myself from passing out, I shouted, “What!?!”

Ash looked to me. “This is why the Queen so desperately wanted to sing the Lament to her lover.”

“But…but…everyone said he’d turn to dust and all that,” I protested.

“There’s a Lament that will give back life. That’s the one that is most often bestowed. However, the Lament Cystiennien gave BecBec to use when I needed it was a different kind.”

Holy crap!

No wonder the Evil Queen was so pissed.

“It is very rare that’s on offer,” Ash said on a sigh. “But, apparently, Cystiennien felt I’d need some additional power in order to protect you.”

“So…you’re immortal?!?”

Yup.

Again shouting.

“No.”

Oh.

“But—” I began.

“Your life will be long, as you’re a witch,” Ash reminded me. “My life would be longer, because you can give me elixirs to make it so. Now, not only do you not have to do that, I’ll gain strength, and I might gain height as well as muscle mass.”

“Wings?” I squeaked.

Ash looked gloomy.

“OhmyGoddess, you’re going to grow wings” I whispered.

“Apparently.”

OhmyGoddess!

Wings are so rad!

“But you won’t be immortal,” Aidan put in.

Ash shook his head. “I’m still human. But now I’m also Fae.”

“And that was what Maithieliel wanted. Her lover to be turned Fae, so she’d have him longer, if not forever,” Aiden surmised.

“Yes and no, she wanted him for as long as she could have him, but she’s barking, so even though that magic doesn’t exist, to turn human full Fae, in other words, immortal, she didn’t care.”

I was so done talking about Maithieliel.

Especially now!

“Are you noticing any changes?” I asked, though I hadn’t noticed any.

“I’ve had to buy some new shirts and trousers. I just didn’t know why, until Cystiennien took me aside and explained things to me.”

Right.

Now I was ticked.

“You went shopping without me?” I snapped.

There was only one good thing about that.

It made Ash look amused.

I couldn’t remain mad.

I was bopping up and down in my chair.

“So how long are the wings going to take to form?” I asked.

“I don’t know. He said they’d appear ‘when I needed them.’”

“That’ll be one hell of a surprise,” Aidan muttered.

Ash looked gloomy again.

“That was why the elfin rope didn’t hold you,” I guessed. “Because Cystien gave you some of his mojo.”

“It held. It just wasn’t going to keep hold. If given enough time, I would have been able to get free. I felt the same with the magic bars of our cell. I couldn’t get through, but I sensed, if I had long enough, I’d find a way. I just didn’t, at the time, understand why I thought that. Now I know that it’s because what I have is from Cystien, and nothing will hold Cystien. He’s that powerful. Maithieliel either forgot that or thought he’d weakened over the millennia.”

“Do you have any other kind of magic?” Aidan asked.

“Cystien said things would manifest ‘how they manifested,’” Ash answered. “Though, he’s conjecturing, that since I’m the son of a witch and can already hold magic, the results of this will be, as he put it, ‘interesting.’”

“This is so cool,” I breathed.

Ash didn’t look like he agreed.

Aidan was watching Ash like Aidan was what he was, a watcher at The Royal Institute for Psychical Research and Ash was a fascinating subject.

Ash was always fascinating to me.

But I could not wait for him to get wings!
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Next up was a visit with the men from Le Société, and I can sum that up super quick seeing as not many of them sat down with me.

Those with partners who were Traditionalists were keeping their distance, though I was told that my new bent of finding out what people wanted before I imposed what I wanted on everybody had been looked on favorably.

The others were just in my camp.

Period.

Dot.

Where The Mathilda went, they followed.

So…there you go.

 

PS on that: Some okay news with Le Société is that Marcus impressed on them we would have never known about the sitch in the Realm if I hadn’t done what I’d done with BecBec and the guys.

And as it was super important all that happened, Marcus pressed it that it was super good that I intervened with the whole BecBec thing “as Cystiennien always wished.”

So they might not all be down with me.

They were no longer pissed at me about that.

Hurrah!
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Now, get this, Ash and Aidan and I were off because I had my first scheduled meeting to have a sit down to listen to what some supernaturals had to say.

And, maybe not surprisingly, they were my father’s people.

I was going to hang with the Vampyre Dominion.

In Transylvania.

(Okay, it’s actually Romania, but it’s also Transylvania!)

Eep!
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21 May

 

I know, I know.

It’s been a long time since I journaled.

But I was hanging with my father’s people.

(That’s my excuse, and I’m sticking with it.)
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This is how it went when I first clapped eyes on Castle Noapte (the seat of the Vampyre Dominion):

“Shut up!” (Me)

Deep sigh. (Ash)

“We are so totally never leaving here.” (Me)

Deeper sigh. (Ash)

Low chuckle. (Aidan)

 

Yeah, it was just…that…gorgeous.

Topping a dark mountain, the stone walls were black, the roofs blood red, the trees about it dense, the roads to it misty, the foundation of it rocky.

It was huge.

It was towering.

It was formidable.

It was terrifying.

I adored it.
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We arrived in the day so, since the head honchos that lived at Castle Noapte were purists (as in devout, as in, to be considered head honchos and leaders of the Dominion, they’d vowed while in service to practice the ancient ways of the vampyre, so they didn’t take any potions or slather on any lotions so they could walk in the sun and were completely nocturnal), we couldn’t meet them upon arrival.
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As an aside, I did not think I could be a nocturnal type of gal.

I could do a binge watch into the wee hours and murder a girls’ night out, wringing it for all it was worth, even if the end of the fun came with the rise of the sun.

But mostly, I liked sleep so I tried to be in bed by ten.

 

I had vampire blood though, so I’d find it didn’t take long for me to fit right in.


[image: ]



We had some gals who settled us in our rooms and then some head gal (I knew this because the chicks who settled us in wore virgin-sacrifice white and the head chick wore blood red) came and shared that they were delighted that we were there, but they had their monthly orgy planned that night, and although we were welcome to attend, they were afraid they couldn’t delay it as it had never been delayed for five hundred years.

I was kinda interested, not in participating, in watching.

Before I could ask, Ash flatly refused.

Humph.

How was I going to get to know all the supernaturals if Ash played a wet blanket?

Ugh.
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Next night, red-wearing chick came to take us to the vampyre Şefs (that was what they were called, it’s Romanian for “chief”…not to mention cool).

(By the way, she had a number of puncture marks on her neck and looked a wee bit pale.)

Aidan met us in the hall.

We walked the miles and miles and miles it took to get to some double doors on the first floor.

Ash stopped us at the double doors and asked, “They’ll respect Mathilda?”

“Of course,” the chick replied.

“As in, they’ll be presentable?” Ash pressed.

“But…of course,” the chick repeated.

“The way I, as her partner, standing at her side, would expect them to be presentable?” Ash pushed.

Yeesh.

What was with him?

Her eyeballs scanned the area of her forehead before she mumbled, “One moment,” slipped through the double doors and disappeared.

“What’s that about?” I asked Ash.

He scowled at the double doors.

“What’s that about?” I asked Aidan.


[image: ]



Just in case you didn’t figure it out, Aidan was with us because he wanted to be.

I mean, we were in the seat of the vampires.

And supernatural shit was his gig.

And the Institute had lifted a centuries-long ban on its watchers interacting with subjects.

So he wasn’t going to miss this.
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“How far have you gotten in your reading about vampires?” Aidan asked.

“I got waylaid in all my research by getting kidnapped, losing a friend, my boyfriend getting shot, moving back home, starting another business, being attacked at Target, planning a war, my other boyfriend kinda-sorta breaking up with me, signing a huge-ass book deal, deciding against planning a war, starting a social media empire, then abandoning it due to busyness of life, descending into the Elfin Realm, getting thrown into gaol—”

“Your father is a vampire,” Aidan cut me off to state.

“So?”

Aidan looked to Ash.

“They’re sexual,” Ash grunted.

“So?” I asked.

Ash looked to Aidan.

“Your presentable-to-receive-company and their presentable-to-receive-company are two different things,” Aidan said.

“And?” I asked.

Aidan looked to Ash.

“Mathilda, anything could be happening down there. We could walk in and they’d all be getting sucked off or they’d carry on a conversation with you in the middle of fucking one of their women or they could be fingering one of their disciples, keeping her on the verge of orgasm without letting her—”

I waved my hand in his face. “I got it.”

We all faced the doors, but I did it feeling kind of sick.

Don’t ask me why.

(Okay, I knew why.)

“I thought they had their orgy last night,” I mumbled.

“That was the ritual blood orgy,” Aidan said.

“What?”

“They fed last night,” Aidan explained.

“And fucked,” Ash muttered.

I was discovering a common theme in supernatural personalities.

No wonder they’d been romanticized out the ying-yang.

They all seemed to have indefatigable hard-ons.

And since everyone apparently knew about this ritual, I was wondering why, in planning our little trip, they didn’t delay our departure for twenty-four hours.
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Later note to Journal: Found out they hadn’t told Ash about this either, “probably because they wanted us, that being you, to join them.”

Hmm.
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“Your father is true.”

Ash said that and I looked at him.

“Sorry?”

He looked down at me. “Vampires who take mates are nearly unfailingly faithful. There is only one sect of our community who is more loyal than vampires. And that’s members of Le Société.”

Super good to know.

I smiled up at him.

He took my hand.

I pulled away and glanced at Aidan.

“Darling, I’m over it,” Aidan said.

He was?

“I’m seeing someone.”

He was?

“I’ve known her for a while. I was just…well, consumed by you. And when I wasn’t…”

He shrugged.

“I’m so happy for you!” I cried, jumped into his arms and gave him a hug.

And I was, and not just because it got me off the guilt hook that he’d lived thinking he’d have me or die for me, and it was good he didn’t have to endure the bad part of that, but he didn’t get the good part either.

I was just happy he was moving toward his own happy.

He hugged me back.

We pulled away and I asked, “Can I meet her?”

“Let us have some time to see where we’re going, and if it’s where I think we’re going, then yes. I’ll tell you all about her.”

I smiled at him big.

Red Lady came through the doors.

“My Lords need a few minutes to get…presentable.”

“We’ll wait,” I chirped.

 

Ten minutes later we were led down six flights of stairs.

Six.

No hope of sunlight getting down there.

What I did hope was that they had an elevator to get us back up.

 

(Found out they didn’t, bluh.)
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I know what you’re thinking.

It was going to be all red and candles and alters and cobwebs and caskets.

Or flocked wallpaper and a floor covered in velvet pillows draped with mostly nude female bodies and dudes wearing snowy-white, lacy cravats.

It wasn’t like that.

Okay, so sure, the furniture provided its user a variety of…activities.

But if you were creative, all furniture did that.

Mostly, it looked like a super posh den.

So I guess that was appropriate.
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One thing I noticed right off the bat was that these dudes slithered.

Dad and Gabe didn’t slither.

They were graceful, for dudes.

But they didn’t slither…

And glide.

Like these guys.

Then again, Dad and Gabe also didn’t observe the purist ways.

 

And you bet your bippy I looked them up, and these ways included:


	Regularly consuming virgin blood before, or preferably during deflowering said virgin.



	No sunlight at all, ever.



	Copious amounts of sex or sexual-type activities.



	Copious intake of blood during sex or sexual-type activities (even not with virgins).



	Daily meditation (and yeah, this happened in sarcophaguses).



	Performing of rituals to strengthen prana (that, you guessed it, included altars, candles, incense, bloodletting, and engaging in copious amounts of sex or sexual activities).



	Regular periods of prolonged consumption of nothing but blood (and by regular periods, this meant one to however-many-they-wanted decades without any other food or beverage passing their lips).





 

So, we had Fane, Asa, Dimitri, Constantin, Wadim and Bill.

The Big Guy (as in head vamp) was Fane.

The vamp who went to the Gathering I went to was Wadim.

But, in the game of marry, fuck and kill, it would be Fane, Fane and Fane.

Though it was Ash who’d want to kill him.

 

Fane:

Three hundred years old.

Since he was sired had never (never!) seen the sun.

Since he was sired had never (never!) consumed anything but blood.

Did not look like Edward, Eric Northman, Damon Salvatore, Angel or Lestat.

Could give Sar and Trae a run for their money in height and heft, had loads of long, flowy black hair, red eyes (red!), pale skin, wore his red-velvet vampire robe with silver-on-black vampire-knot border over black trousers with bare chest as sole wardrobe attire and kept his fangs extended at all times.

Oh, and he was way into me.
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Now tell me, how had I gone thirty-three years of life being the magnet for losers and suddenly had every hot guy on planet (and in magical under-realms) wanting in my pants?

Why?
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After first meeting, sharing of names, drinking of wine (or blood) and having some getting-to-know-you time before the vamp boys clearly needed their next fix of disciple, Ash and I returned to our rooms and had our first fight (or the first one after we got together, or, okay, the first one in a while).

Ash: “You will never be alone with Fane.”

Me: “You have nothing to worry about with Fane.”

Ash: “You will never be alone with Fane.”

Me: “Seriously, why would I want someone like Fane when I have you?”

Ash: “Mathilda, you will not ever be alone with Fane.”

Me: “It’s like you don’t trust me!”

Ash: “I don’t trust Fane.”

Me: “But you can trust me.”

Ash: “This isn’t about you.”

Me: “Seems to be about me to me!”

Ash: “Just do as I say.”

Me: “You aren’t the boss of me!”

Ash: “Trust me, it’s for your own good.”

Me: “So I’m supposed to trust you when you don’t trust me?”

Ash: “Again, this isn’t about trusting you. I trust you. Him, I absolutely do not trust.”

Me: “You’re not understanding what I’m saying.”

Ash: “Darling, I know how you feel.”

 

Of course, I slammed out, and since none of the disciples had extended an offer of sisterhood so I could go gripe about my man to them, I went to Aidan.

Which was a mistake.

Because Aidan agreed with Ash.

This was what he had to say:

“For the most part, Matty, vampires are good people. That would be vampires in the wild. These are not vampires in the wild. These are males who made the conscious decision to eschew everyday life and live, breathe and eat their culture. Make no mistake, these males are intelligent, learned and want the best for their people. But they are also zealots and believe in their way of life above all others. And the way of their life is that females of their kind are rare, and there’s a reason for that. Women serve two purposes for them. Only two. And Fane made no bones about the fact he wants you in red in his bed. He wants your blood, he wants your body, and he does not give a damn you belong to Wilding. Avoid Fane. He gets what he wants, and he’ll pull out all the stops to seduce you.”

“Can they glamour you?” I asked.

“Yes.”

Oh boy.

“Though it’s difficult for anyone to glamour a witch, especially one as powerful as you.”

Well, that was good.

“That said, Fane isn’t just any vampire either. He’s the oldest and strongest of their race. So if you could be glamoured, it’d be by Fane.”

Fantastic.
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So, for the next five days, had evening (of course) appointments with Asa, Dimitri, Constantin, Wadim and Bill to get into the mind of the vampire and understand what were their hopes and desires for a world and all its peoples that lived in harmony.

Ash was with me during these meetings for reasons obvious to Ash.

Aidan was with me during these meetings so he could get to know vampires firsthand.

I learned nothing in these meetings except that vampires were seriously misogynistic.

They all spoke to Ash or Aidan, even if I asked a question.

They hardly even looked at me!

They also were riding some serious ego trips.

They thought their shit didn’t stink.

I had no idea if they engaged in that act (and I didn’t want to know), but I can’t say I was super fond of any of them after leaving our meetings.

What I did learn was that they didn’t really care about what happened in the world.

They were going to do whatever they wanted anyway.

They always did.

So what’s the big deal? (These exact words from lips of Bill, though they were said to Ash.)
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Was thinking this trip to Castle Noapte was all one big waste of time, when Red Lady (in all our days there, not a one of the women introduced herself to us by name, to the point they didn’t even give them when asked!) showed with a classy envelope sealed with a red wax button.

This on top of a big white box bound with a wide, red satin ribbon (mm, gifts, me likey).

She handed both to me.

Ash glowered over my shoulder as I read the invitation from Fane to attend him in his bedchamber.

Alone.

And wearing what was in the box.

Cue second fight with Ash.

Ash: “You’re not going.”

Me: “I am.”

Ash: “You are absolutely not going.”

Me: “I so totally am going.”

Ash: “We’re not fighting about this, Mathilda.”

Me: “I know. We’re not. ’Cause I’m going.”

Ash: “That male is unsafe.”

Me: “I know.”

Ash (voice rising): “So you aren’t going.”

Me (voice pitching higher): “How am I supposed to know about these people if I don’t talk to these people?”

Ash: “You can talk to him in the den with me sitting next to you.”

Me: “None of them are saying anything in the den. Especially to me. And this dude’s top dog.”

Ash: “He wants the blood of the SuperWitch in his veins.”

Me: “He can want what he wants. I’m not going to give it to him.”

Ash: “He’s a male who’s had everything he’s wanted since he was sired.”

Me: “Well, he hasn’t met me yet.”

Ash (kinda shouting): “For fuck’s sake, Mathilda!”

Me (grabbing my diamond bracelet and throwing it on the bed, then grabbing my wand and swirling it over said bracelet, and chanting): “Love of life, sacrificed by him, earned by me, naught to part, naught to doubt, naught but he for me, and me for he, from the roots to the skies as reached by my tree, as I will, so mote it be!”

And with that, a sharp zap of hot pink, shell pink and sizzling silver shot from my wand and the bracelet jumped on the bed.

I swept it up and put it on.

Me (shaking wrist at him): “Happy?”

Ash: “I know when I’ll gain my wings.”

Me: “When?”

Ash: “If he touches you, right before I drive a stake through his heart.”

Yeesh.
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Not incidentally, in the box was a red, gauzy dress with an off-shoulder neckline (held up solely by a thin, red ribbon), a floaty bodice, gathering at the midriff and waist with some ultra-wide satin ribbons (red), and a long, swirly skirt, all of which was, okay, I’ll admit it, a bit see through.

And yeah.

Duh.

It was awesome, so I totally wore it.

Fortunately, I was me so I was always prepared (wardrobe-wise).

So under it I wore full-coverage black panties (not granny, but no cheek exposed) and a black strapless bra.

There was also a red velvet ribbon to wear as a choker.

I wore it in my hair.

No need to invite interest to that area.

Oh yeah, and I wore Ash’s bracelet.
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Fane’s bedchamber was down eight flights of steps past those double doors (I was going to have to take a breather in the den on the way back up).

Kid you not, it seemed there was a whole town carved out down there and I don’t think any of them had anything to do with the seemingly hundreds of rooms towering above ground because I not once saw them up there (except on the roof, but that’s for later).

But, whatevs.

It wasn’t my castle.

 

Although the den was all masculine colors and leather and thick rugs, Fane had a thing for red.

Red bedclothes. Red drapes on his massive four-poster. Thick red carpets.

The tapestries, however, were dark.

Sure, there was crimson (as in the blood flowing from the naked ladies’ necks and, uh…other places).

But mostly, in lots of warm, deep colors, they depicted a lot of vamps and their chicks getting it on.

I was studying one, and marveling at the flexibility of a woman in it, wondering if this was artistic license, or stitched from memory of actual events, when it felt like someone breathed on my neck and Fane’s voice was in my ear.

“Do you like it?”

He had a deep voice and it wasn’t all, “I vant to drink your blaaaaaaahd.”

It was rough and kind of guttural and all…

That.

I whirled, but he wasn’t right behind me.

He was across the room, all velvet robes, black hair flowing around his head like we were outside in a stiff breeze, and wall of naked chest.

“Hey,” I greeted.

He drifted toward me. “I will gift it to you if you like it.”

I tended to shy away from decorating in porn.

“Thanks, that’s sweet, but you keep it.”

He stopped a few feet away, yep, hair still drifting, robes drifting too.

I mean, seriously, another world, another time, another me, I’d get lost in this guy.

But I sensed getting lost was the only way it could be with him.

I totally preferred being found with Ash.

“That gown suits you,” he noted.

“Thanks,” I said. “Listen, could you get the chicks to tell us their names? It’s a little weird, they bring us food, make our beds, exchange our towels, etcetera, and we don’t know what to call them.”

He appeared bemused. “Their names?”

“Yes, the women, your women, the ones who look after us, and I assume you. I’ve asked a few of their names, they just smile and walk away.”

“They have no names.”

Whoa.

“They don’t?”

“Why do they need names?”

Whoa!

“Uh…”

“They serve, this is their only purpose,” he shared.

“Okay, then, what do you say, like, when you need something and they’re there, but they’re doing something else, and you want their attention?”

I tell them to come to me.

 

Right.

Shit.

There you go.

Because, that was not spoken out loud.

Fane said that in my head.

 

“You should know, I have a mind-meld with Ash,” I blurted.

“You have nothing of the sort when you are in here…with me,” he returned.

 

Right.

Shit.

 

“I—”

I got no more out.

He lifted his hand.

I lifted my hand.

Though it was not me lifting my hand!

And the very sturdy clasp of my diamond bracelet released, the bracelet flew off my wrist, through the air, and Fane caught it.

 

Right.

SHIT!

 

Mental note: ListentoAsh, ListentoAidan, ListentoAshListentoAidanListentoAsh.

 

“Uh…Fane. I’d like my bracelet back.”

He smiled, lazy and hot.

Mathilda, come to me.
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Don’t panic.

Now even you’re doing it.

But remember, I’m Mathilda.

SuperWitch.


[image: ]



I so totally had the urge.

Because a) he was hot and b) he was giving me the urge.

And the power was strong with this one.

Seriously.

But I fought it.

And I did not go to him.

I walked to his bed (the only piece of furniture in the room, outside two nightstands—bed was four-poster and had crimson drapes, nightstands had candelabrum with red candles, about a gazillion of them, all lit—this dude went for the vampire gusto).

I climbed in, turned around, sat cross-legged, arranged my skirt to best cover me, folded my hands in my lap and looked to him.

“You should call them by their names,” I said.

Another lazy, sexy smile as he glided my way, murmuring, “Impressive.”

“We can do this for a while, but I’m kinda powerful, so it isn’t going to get you anywhere. It might be fun, but it’d be a waste of time. And as of this moment, Ash is trying to talk himself out of pissing me off by demonstrating he doesn’t trust me, stalking down here and staking you. We probably shouldn’t give him time to fail in talking himself out of that.”

Fane stopped at the foot of the bed and noted, “I find this intriguing. This actually holds a threat. I’m not accustomed to that. But he is Fae.”

I smiled up at him. “Yup.”

He tipped his head to the side. “The Lament?”

“Yup.”

“Formidable protection, indeed.”

“Yup.”

“I suppose with the way he looks at you, and the way you are with him, I could not convince you to dally with me?”

“Nope.”

“Pity,” he muttered, casting his red eyes all over me.

“Shit got real on Hallowe’en, Fane,” I brought the matter to hand.

“This was reported to us.”

“Dad’s reported the vampires are in. But you’re the Big Kahuna. So to make it official, I kinda need to know what your feelings are about that.”

I stiffened when he fell forward, but he only did this so he could lounge negligently across the foot of his bed in front of me, on his side, up on a forearm, ankles crossed.

Okay.

Yeah.

Another time, another me, I could so get lost in this guy.

“Your sire is loyal to you, but even he prefers shadows, Mathilda,” he said softly.

“I’m not sure that gives me anything to go on, Fane,” I replied.

“We are not a people of the light.”

“Can I read into that, that in speaking for your kind, you’d prefer to remain hidden?”

His red eyes glowed redder.

“Hidden is not the word I’d use. However, the hunt is much less exciting when the hunted know they are prey.”

“So, right, you’d like to keep things quiet about vampires. I hear you.”

“You hear well. Though, I will say, I will personally tear out the throat of anyone who would harm you.”

Yowza.

How did I earn that honor?

Nope.

No.

I didn’t care.

One could say I’d had my lifetime fill of brutality.

As such, there would be no throat tearing.

Not in my name.

“Well, uh, we can hope that’s not nec—”

“Hear that well, Mathilda. I will…personally…tear…the throat out…of anyone…who would harm you.”

I stared into his glowing eyes.

“It goes without saying,” he whispered, “that those who have already done so may be breathing, but they are still very dead.”

Uuuuuuummmmmm…

So, I heard him.

Anyone against me would answer to him.

I just needed to be sure about that second part.

“Maybe you need to be kinda specific here, Fane.”

“You…are…vampir.”

I swallowed, because the way he said that was a lot like how Ash fucked.

Very, very…

Claiming.

“Fane.” I was now whispering.

“I have a price on their heads, Mathilda. Agatha Darling. Endora Eccles. Jeremy Bligh. And that fucking faerie who’s bound to Darling. They harmed you. And they will pay with their lives. Though the faerie cannot die, so he will pay through an eternity of our kind making him wish that he could.”

“Jeremy Bligh is already dead.”

“Jeremy Bligh likely wishes he was dead, for magic can go a long way to lengthening life, but when a human’s skin is melted off, there’s no growing it back.”

Yikes!

But, um…

This was news.

“So he’s, like—?”

“They found some not-voluntary skin donors. I am told that the doctor they used and the results, however…”

He lifted a shoulder.

I made a gaggy face.

He grinned at me.

“So if you know this…?”

“They’ve been tracked. Thus far, even if we’ve gotten close, they’ve eluded capture. But from recent reports, I suspect we will have much better results soon.”

“Okay, then, uh, Fane, can I just ask that you not get overexcited in this whole vengeance for the daughter of one of your own thing and—”

I didn’t finish because he held up a large hand, palm toward me.

“You are mine, Mathilda, as sure as you are Wilding’s.”

That wasn’t exactly true.

Before I could get into the specifics of how it wasn’t, or, say, speak at all, he kept going.

“And I protect what is mine. I avenge what is mine. And I can assure you, Mathilda, there is not a single vampire breathing who doesn’t agree with me.”

“Dad?”

“Of course.”

I sounded strangled when I asked, “Gabe?”

“Absolutely.”

“They haven’t mentioned that they’re down with hunting and torturing then killing my enemies,” I told him.

“They wouldn’t. You are female. You’re to be protected from these things.”

I opened my mouth and he lifted his big hand again.

I tried not to get ticked as I shut my mouth.

“They do not want names, Mathilda,” he said so softly, when I replied, I was in his zone, and I was talking softly too.

“Who?”

“Those who serve us. I do hope you and Wilding enjoy spice in your life and play many games with each other to heighten desire and offer greater intensity when release is found. But I suspect from your response to our disciples, you are not of a certain bent. However, even if it is not your bent, I would assume, due to your purpose here, you can come to understand, it is ours. We are their Masters, Mathilda. They come to us through their wish to serve. This is our way and it is their way. They are not coerced. They are not glamoured. They offer their servitude freely because it feeds and gratifies them as much as making them serve feeds and gratifies us.”

All righty then.

Message received loud and clear.

His gaze moved to my neck and he murmured, “Though, for just a sip, I would consider serving you.”

“Fane, let’s stay focused.”

His face got lazy again and his eyes came to mine.

But his next words were serious.

“My brethren fear they’ve offended you. But Wilding nor Seymour gave them leave to speak directly to you. It is old-fashioned, but it is our way. You do not see it as respect, but it is. True, it is respect to Wilding and Seymour, specifically Wilding. But in this of all places, where the art of seduction and the act of copulation are revered, it is important to bow to the old ways. To communicate male to male that their female is safe from our proclivities, and not communicate with the female until we’re certain the male understands that. Or the other way around, we are given leave to seduce the female. Wilding needs to give them leave to look upon you and speak to you. And then all will be well.”

Well, that explained that.

“I’ll have a word with Ash. Now, Agatha and Endora—”

He shook his head. “There is no escaping their sentence.”

“But—”

“Mathilda, if they did this to a male vampire, the response would be the same. Perhaps their end would be less tortuous, but it would be the same end. However, they didn’t do it to one of ours who was male. They did it to one of ours who was female. And thus their end will be prolonged and tortuous.”

“First, I don’t think they knew I was half-vampire.”

“We do not care.”

“Second, I get you’re all BDSM up in this joint, but that’s just plain old sexist.”

“Do you know,” he said, his voice suddenly so cold, it felt like frozen fingers grazing my skin, and due to that, I shivered, “what happened in times past when the daughter of a vampir was taken by the angry hordes?”

Uh-oh.

“I can guess,” I whispered.

“I should hope not,” he bit out. “I should hope your mind is not that depraved. Our sons were vampir, they could protect themselves. Our daughters, if not born with the taste for blood, were quarry. The Vengeance of a Vampire was earned, Mathilda. We cannot falter in making certain that message remains clear. And that message is, you do not…touch…our women.”

I bit my lip and gave him big eyes.

“And for your information,” he carried on just as coldly, “if a single disciple in this castle, or any of them who have served and still live, I do not care if they’re in their second century and teetering on the edge of death, if any of them were harmed, it would earn our Vengeance.”

“I get you, Fane,” I said calmingly.

“So, you do as you wish in your war, Mathilda. We do not care. But if you are hurt, the Vampyre Dominion will fly, as one, to avenge their own. Do you understand?”

I nodded.

“Would you like wine?” he asked.

More like tequila.

I nodded again.

He slithered off the bed and offered a hand to me, hair and robes again drifting.

“We will go to the lounge,” he muttered. “I will ask Wilding be brought to us. We will enjoy the rest of the evening in each other’s company, us three.”

I took his hand and we did just that.

Well, we did, after he re-clasped my bracelet on my wrist.
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So that was the first week we spent in Castle Noapte.

Things got a little, uh…murky after that.
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This mostly had to do with the vibe of the place.

Well, that and they had really good wine, the disciple I called Bunny (because she had a cute nose) was a fantastic cook, once they were “given leave” to talk to me, I found the vamps were great company…

And Fane had put thoughts into my head.

 

So I tried out some stuff with Ash, Ash was into it, and we kinda had an ongoing orgy à deux punctuated by a lot of hanging with the vamps, oftentimes playing poker (Ash, by the by, was criminally good at poker (card sharp?)), sometimes bingeing Netflix.

Wadim taught me how to play backgammon.

Dimitri failed at teaching me how to play chess.

I sat for Asa while he did my portrait in charcoals.

I kicked Bill’s ass a dozen times at checkers.

Fane introduced me to his erotica collection, and it was impressive.

We stood on the parapet with the disciples (and Fane, he didn’t engage in such “antics”) and watched the boys dive bombing stuff as bats.

Etcetera.

(Aidan had left after my first talk with Fane. He had a life, for one, and although disciples were offered to him, he declined. But for another, the knowledge that Bligh, who used to be a watcher, and was now on the run, was alive, Aidan had to report, then the dudes at the Institute needed to figure out what to do about Bligh—and the fact they now knew he had a price on his head).
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As an aside, my birthday was during this time, and seeing as my man was awesome, he’d come prepared.

And the theme of wearing a Wilding man’s regard continued when he bestowed on me a crazy-cool set of gold hoop earrings embedded with little diamonds.

Now, just to say, this was upping the ante to what I was going to do for Ash in a few months for his birthday because I had a feeling a coupon book of blowjobs or more shirts to fit his growing body were not gonna cut it.

Hmm.
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Then Ash got a phone call and we were reminded that next up was the League of Werewolves and after that, the Banshee Nation.
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In other words, again it was time for the fun to end.

 

We left in the dark, not only because our days had become nights so we could hang with the vamps, but so they could stand with us by our car and say good-bye.

I gave them all hugs but lingered over Fane.

What could I say?

We’d all gotten close, but Fane and I had formed a bond that was part knowing he had my back, part that he was just a super-cool dude and I liked him.

“If you catch them—” I began.

“We will see to our business.”

“I was going to ask you to tell me so I can come back and talk you out of—”

“Matty.”

I shut up.

He grinned down at me, hair flowing, eyes glowing, fangs gleaming.

“I sense you learned you liked to be spanked while staying in my home,” he noted.

“Fane!” I snapped,

Though he was not wrong.

“I wonder if I could learn the same from you.”

Goddess, he was such a flirt.

“Stop being bad.”

“It’s worth pondering,” he noted.

“Don’t let Ash know you’re pondering this,” I advised.

“You aren’t the only witch in the world, sweet Mathilda.”

It was then, I grinned at him.

He winked.

Ash got fed up with our taboo-naughty-brother/sister-type teasing, broke us up, gave Fane a handshake and dragged me to the car.

We had a driver so I could cuddle up to Ash in the backseat.

My arms were around him, but my eyes were out the window, aimed at the receding castle which would soon be swallowed by forest and mist so that only those who knew it was there could find it.

“Can we go back?” I asked.

“Absolutely,” Ash answered.

 

He might not admit it out loud, but he dug the vamps too.

And totally got off on spanking me.
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7 June

 

Okay.

It’s safe to say all hell has broken loose.

I mean, hanging with the vamps was all kinds of good.

Prolonged sexcapades with Ash were always good.

But maybe I should have kept my head in the game.
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First up, faeries let loose maybe wasn’t a good thing.

Okay, obviously it was a good thing seeing as they were free to be.

Though, considering the fact news outlets were reporting that all over England, Scotland, Ireland and Wales, new and alarming sex cults were springing up claiming young women and men who were abandoning their homes and jobs and explaining to their families they had no intention to return…

Uh…

Not so much.

 

Onward from that, I couldn’t get hold of Trae or Sar to find out how BecBec was doing and I knew why even before I called Mom to ask.

They were forming their own Fae sex cult in my mother’s Carriage House.

Huh.
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Second, Fane was more of a rapscallion than I thought.

I knew this because, while he was entertaining Ash and me in his castle, he was also communicating to Cystien in the Realm.

Something he did not share with me.

And through these communications, they’d joined forces to track down Agatha, Endora, Bligh and Scary Faerie.

I knew this because, once Ash and I left Castle Noapte, I heard “through the grapevine,” (that being Su’s grapevine, which was actually Gabe’s grapevine since he was the one who told Su) that Cystien had tracked down Scary Faerie, currently had him in the Realm and was torturing him to learn the whereabouts of the rest.

 

Now, one could say I didn’t like Scary Faerie for a variety of reasons, top of which he’d been floating at Bligh’s side when Bligh shot Ash.

But seeing as I’d now been involved in a number of unfun episodes involving torture—being the focus of it, as well as watching it happen to someone else (albeit briefly)—one could also say I wasn’t down with the concept.

Like…

Way not down.

The problem with this was, even if I’d gotten in touch with both Fane and Cystien and shared my thoughts, one was a centuries-old, uber-powerful vampire and one was a millennia-old, uber-duber-extra-powerful faerie, so they weren’t inclined to listen to me.

So they didn’t.
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Third, apparently the Modernists and Traditionalists were tired of waiting for me to pull my finger out because there’d been an escalation of skirmishes.

Humans were witnessing these skirmishes.

And those humans were beginning to connect the dots of what happened Hallowe’en night on Glastonbury Tor, young men and women going missing in sex cults all over Great Britain, and the increase of odd (what they didn’t know were magical, what they did know was that they were weird and alarming) scuffles.

This had the result of Dad phoning to share that the peace talks that hadn’t even really started had completely broken down.

The powers that be no longer wanted to sit down and chat.

Now, they were demanding answers, explanations, assurances, and a bunch of other stuff which boiled down to them stating plain we were all to go right back into our closets…

And stay there.

 

Considering all this, the League of Werewolves told me to piss off.

Like, right to my face.

Obviously, Ash wasn’t a huge fan of this.

And since he was sitting at my side when they did it, he did something about it.

And okay, it’s hot, watching your boyfriend single-handedly beat the crap out of a band of werewolves who weren’t real nice to you.

But during the Great Sir Sebastian Wilding Werewolf Smackdown, they tore his shirt, it was another one I’d given to him, and that totally sucked.

 

After this, the Banshee Nation called off our meeting, saying they needed to talk among themselves some more, something they’d been doing since the Gathering.

Now, these bitches screamed laments of people who were soon going to turn up dead.

This was their gig.

In total.

They’d never really hid doing it. They’d been scaring the crap out of people for centuries.

So how much could they have to talk about?

 

Now, Prunella was demanding another Gathering in the UK (special guest star, me).

The Federal Witches Agency wanted much the same thing in the US (again with me as special guest).

The Russian supernatural authority (I’d tell you their name, but I couldn’t pronounce it) was demanding my attendance at their meeting in Moscow.

There were rumors that wizards were going missing in China and the Fellowship of Wizards wanted me to do something about it.

And there was some weird shit going down with voodoo priestesses in Haiti.
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All of this, of course, led me to a crisis of my Savior of the World conscience which resulted in me throwing a drama in Ash’s Indiana-Jones-at-home living room in London.

 

This led me to wondering (again) what kind of unknown Boyfriend Superpowers Ash had, because through this drama, he listened. He nodded. He hmm’ed and mm’ed. He kept eye contact. He never once looked bored, or like he thought I’d lost my mind, or like he thought he’d lost his in being with me.

And then when I’d petered out with my ass in one of his posh, masculine brown leather armchairs, my head resting on the back, my hand wrapped around a bottle of wine I was drinking straight from the neck (when I wasn’t babbling about how rubbish I was at saving the world), Ash’s face obscured my view of his ceiling when he bent over me.

Whereupon, he asked, “Are you done, darling?”

“Yup,” I answered.

“Do you want Indian or Chinese for dinner?”

“Totally Indian.”

He then brushed his mouth on mine and muttered, “I’ll be back.”

After that, he took off and got us dinner.

Not only got us dinner, he brought home all my favorites.

 

See?

I mean, what kind of superpowers were those?

Wait, I can’t endeavor to answer this now because Ash just asked me if I wanted to go to bed.

And the answer was (seeing as he’d be in it with me)…

Duh.

Hell yeah.

 

8 June

 

So, this just happened.

 

Ash woke me up so we could get up to a little somethin’-somethin’.

(Ash liked his morning somethin’somethin’.)

(I liked it more.)

(Ahem.)

After that, I got out of bed, deciding to carry on with my sex-induced peace of mind during a time I couldn’t carry on with the sex-induced part because Ash had to recover (at least for a bit) and thus doing it by doing my second most favorite thing that brought peace of mind.

That being baking.

And that meant making Ash some homemade cheese Danish (I had to go rough puff, I needed to feed my man and I didn’t want to take all day to do it).

While I was shredding butter and kneading, Ash strolls into the kitchen, grabs a notepad and pen, sits on the counter, puts pen to paper, turns his eyes to me and asks, “So, break it down. What’s first?”

“Say what?” I asked back, still kneading.

“First priority.”

Uh…

“First what?”

“Sweetheart, you can’t do it all at once. So, what’s first? I’d say BecBec. It’s concerning we don’t know how she’s coping as it’s been some time and we’ve had no word. And if we go to her we could kill two birds with one stone, talking her into going to the Realm to have a chat with Cystien and then you can have a chat with Cystien.”

So yeah.

A novel idea.

Assess priorities.

Form a plan.

But…

I mean…

This was getting freaky.

This was Ash’s suggestion. It was wise. Logical. Sane.

Which meant something very scary was becoming clear.

Ash was perfect all around.

“That said,” he kept at me, “while we’re seeing to BecBec, it might be good to get Mavis or Viv on planning an international Gathering. You can’t be fifty places all at once. And they all need to talk to each other. So instead of you going to them, they can all go to one place, and you can go there.”

“Priorities,” I said.

“Priorities,” he affirmed, stared at me a beat and noted this concept wasn’t computing. He then scooched off the counter, tossed aside the pen and paper and came to me, taking me in his arms, doing it ignoring my dough-and-flour-encrusted hands and everything. “You see mountains,” he murmured, then grinned. “Or walls filled with Post-it notes. But, darling, every climb begins with the first step.”

My response to this piece of wisdom?

“You’re a freak.”

His brows shot up. “Pardon?”

I squinted my eyes at him. “Have you been spelled?”

“Mathilda—”

“Like by Viv. Or Su. I wouldn’t put it past Gran or Mom or Mavis either.”

“I haven’t been spelled.”

“Okay then, how are you this perfect?” I asked. “I mean, you’re the most perfect boyfriend in the history of all boyfriends who ever existed. And I thought that all the way back to you not throwing your towel on the bathroom floor. Now I get guaranteed orgasms. You keeping your shit during shared incarceration. Kicking werewolf ass for me. Imparting sage wisdom. I can go on. It’s unreal.”

His grin got cocky.

“It’s also freaking me out,” I declared.

“I’m just a man.”

“You’re not just a man. You’re unnatural. And how do I handle that? I get pimples. I have dramas while brandishing wine bottles. My sister wears socks with Birkenstocks in the winter and you’ve seen her do that more than once. How do I live under the cloud of you eventually clueing into the fact I’m certifiable and then taking off to find some together woman who’s never considered the idea of a princess fortress, and if she knew about it, she’d think it was weird.”

“That woman probably wouldn’t know how to make Danish from scratch,” he muttered.

I slapped his arm and left a flour and dough print on his long-sleeved tee, all while crying, “I’m being serious, Ash!”

He got serious too.

“Sweetheart, I’m destined for you.”

“Yeah, destined to give me three kids and then what? Do prophesies include the ugly divorce you have when you’re forty-eight and he figures out you’re a lunatic? Or do they leave that out to make sure you have those three divined kids?”

“How about we not talk about divorce before we’re even engaged?” he suggested.

That didn’t make me feel any better.

As such, my voice could almost shatter glass when I asked, “So you think it’s a possibility they left the divorce part out?”

He gave me a firm squeeze along with a shake and said, also firm (very firm), “Mathilda, get yourself together.”

“I’m totally and completely in love with you!” I shouted. “I might survive saving the world, but I wouldn’t survive losing you!”

At that, he let me go so he could capture my head in both hands.

He then got so close, he was my world (physically, not just the usual—emotionally) and growled, “Matty, you were made for me.”

I blinked in his face.

“And I was made for you,” he carried on.

“I know, but—”

“Do you know how boring it would be, being a man who has it together, if I had a together woman? I am as I am so I can be what you need me to be because you are as you are, and vice versa. I do not like boring. I do not like staid. I do not want every day of my life with the same woman to be the same day. No surprises. No twists or turns. No adventure. I would listen to you rant about saving the world a million times before I’d sit in front of the telly in companionable silence just once with a woman who wasn’t interesting, wasn’t amusing and didn’t challenge me. For God’s sake, even when you’re annoying, you’re endearing.”

He then did the impossible.

His face got even closer.

And he finished, “In other words, darling, I’m totally and completely in love with you too. We will not get divorced. We’ll get married, make three beautiful children and live happily ever after. The prophesy didn’t say that last bit either, but I know it’s so because I’m going to make it so because I couldn’t survive either, if I lost you.”

 

Yup.

He said all that.

 

So of course, instead of bursting into tears, I told him, “I could have done without the ‘even when you’re annoying’ part.”

Fortunately, his response was to burst out laughing, let go of my head and give me a big hug.

 

I may not have mentioned this, but Ash hugs are the best.

The…freaking…best.

(Yes, more proof he’s perfect.)

 

So, in the end, we decided to go with Ash’s plan.

I would focus on BecBec and we’d get Viv on planning an International Gathering of the Supernatural World.

And we got on all that.

After Danish.

 

11 June

 

Right, so, Ash chartered another plane to take us home, and without a bunch of company with us, we’ll just say I’m now a very proud member of the Mile-High Club.

X3

(What can I say? It’s a long flight.)

 

Though the high from belonging to that club waned when, upon arriving at The Acre, finding my cat to try to give her snuggles (she was having none of it, and I knew from experience the length of my absence meant at least a week of her only allowing me to touch her when she woke me up in the dead of night and made me do it by kneading my thigh in a position where she was almost out of reach) and climbing up to the Turret Room to find BecBec’s door was still a wall.

And it remained a wall even after I called through it for her to let me in, then called through it begging her to let me in, all of which she ignored…

I then stomped down to the Carriage House and pounded on the door.

And pounded.

Then pounded some more.

After more pounding, Sar opened it, full-body-shimmered, and that was full-bodied, since he was stark naked.

And proudly erect.

 

(And yes, to answer your question, what he had under his loincloth was precisely what sex cults were made of.)

 

I averted my eyes and he growled, “I’m in the middle of something important.”

“More important than BecBec maybe starving herself to death in the Turret Room?”

“She cannot starve. She’s immortal,” he pointed out.

Huh.

I dodged that.

“Has anyone seen or heard from her since I left?” I demanded.

He had the good grace to look a little ashamed at that.

“Fine,” I snapped. “Carry on with your orgy. It’s not like I have anything else to do. Spellbounds to look after. Supernatural wars to circumvent. Politicians to assuage. Cats to earn back their love. Worlds to save. I’ll go look after your faerie sister who you have been yards away from for weeks and who knows what state she’s in?”

After delivering that load of guilt, I did more stomping and then spent fifteen minutes with my wand trying to break the disappearing spell BecBec had on the door.

As mentioned, elfin magic was some serious shit, so I might be the SuperWitch, but I was failing.

Ash came up in the middle of me doing this.

He watched me fail for another ten minutes before he circled my wand wrist with his fingers.

“Allow me,” he murmured.

I stepped aside, curious at what I was allowing.

He stepped back, turned a shoulder to the wall…

And then slammed through it!

Holy Dust Flying, Batman!

I didn’t have a chance to marvel at Ash busting through a wall.

BecBec was flinging magic at him and I had to fling a protective shield in front of him so whatever she was flinging didn’t hit.

This I did.

I then took her in.

It was worse than I imagined.

She might be immortal, but she was still thin, wan, her hair lank, her eyes sunken, dark circles under them.

In other words, a total mess.

Man, I was going to kick Sar’s and Trae’s asses!

(Or get Ash to do it.)

“Honey,” I whispered to her.

“You were not invited in here,” she declared.

I moved cautiously toward her, assuring. “All’s well in the Fae world. Fae are free to be who they are in the human realm. Maithieliel has been, uh…” How to share? “Neutralized. Cystien had it all under control. He just didn’t, well, um…share the fullness of his plan with you.”

“You were not invited in here!” she shouted.

“BecBec—”

She suddenly got stiff, her eyes going beyond me and a dust-covered, still-hot Ash toward the Ash-sized hole in the wall.

Both Sar and Trae were squeezing through (both now clothed, fortunately (I guess)).

“And you are not invited in here either!” she shrieked.

Then suddenly Ash’s shoulder that went into the wall went into my belly and I landed with a thud on my back on the floor with my man on top of me.

He curled protectively around me, most specifically my head, but even if my eyes were closed and Ash was blocking it with his body, I could still see the blinding flashes of Fae-on-Fae magic.

“What’s happening?” I cried.

“They’re Guardians. They’ll subdue her. Just don’t open your eyes,” Ash replied.

It was then I smelled something burning.

“Oh, my Goddess! She’s burning down The Acre!” I shouted. “Get off me! I need to do something!”

I heard a sizzle, the flashes stopped, and Trae said, “All is well. She is restrained. You can get up now.”

Ash got off me and pulled me up.

The room was a state.

And the bedspread was smoldering.

Last, BecBec was indeed restrained. Golden ropes wound all around her body so you could see nothing of it but the outline from ankles to shoulders. A golden gag in her mouth.

“Undo her,” I demanded.

“Uh…pardon?” Sar asked.

I pointed at BecBec and screeched, “Let her go!”

“We are immortal, you are not, beautiful Mathilda,” Trae stated. “She is using very angry magic and she is uncontrolled. We cannot free her. It is not safe for you, this home, anyone in it or anyone for about five furlongs.”

Furlongs?

“I think Mathilda’s concerned about the restraints considering she’s concerned Bellabeccabec’s state has to do with the fact she was confined in the Realm,” Ash explained.

“Oh,” Sar mumbled, then turned to study BecBec.

“Well?” I pushed.

BecBec was staring daggers at Sar and Trae.

“Okay, at least ungag her and let me talk to her,” I suggested.

Sar looked at Trae.

Trae looked at Sar.

They both looked at BecBec and the gag disappeared.

“They must leave,” she stated immediately to me, snapping her head Trae and Sar’s way.

It hit me then that I could understand her.

“Hey! I can understand you!”

She glared at me. “If this is so, you must make them leave.”

I began an approach but didn’t get very far before Ash’s arm snaked around my stomach and he pulled my back into his front.

“They—” I started.

She lifted her chin and declared, “I denounce being Fae.”

Sar and Trae sucked in so much breath, I felt lightheaded.

“Shit,” Ash muttered in my ear.

Okay then.

I had a feeling this was bad.

“BecBec, honey, listen to me for a bit,” I urged.

“I was betrayed by my king,” she stated.

Well, yeah…sort of.

“That’s what I want to explain,” I told her.

“And after I was rescued, my own left me to rot.” She again jerked her head at Sar and Trae. She then turned her attention to them. “I see the shimmer, including the sheer amount of it. It would seem you’ve been taking keen advantage of being freed among human females.”

Hmm.

Okay, maybe leaving her to rot was a bit dramatic.

But I felt her seeing as one could say it was not cool the dudes were having a sexathon while I was out trying to find peace and understanding and BecBec was up here, dealing alone with some Fae PTSD.

That said, I wonder what that shimmer was about. The boys had had it since the first time I saw them.

“King Cystiennien would like you to come home,” I shared. “He wants to—”

“I will never go home,” she spat at me. “I have no home.”

“BecBec—”

Again, I could say no more.

“No. I am wrong. I have a home. You freed me. You came to the Realm and freed me. You spoke for me at my trial. They may have helped you free me,” another jerk of the head to Sar and Trae, “but only because they want to lay with you. I have been forsaken. By my king. By my people. By everyone. But you. So my only home is with you.”

“Although in a way, you’re right, you always have a home with me, the rest isn’t exactly true,” I said quietly.

“I have not sensed you in this house,” she returned. “Thus, I suspect you have been busy doing what you must in regard to the Prophesies. The moment I sensed you here, you came to me. I have sensed them all this time. And they didn’t even so much as knock on my wall.”

I aimed narrowed eyes at Sar and Trae.

Trae was studying the ceiling.

Sar was studying BecBec broodingly.

I kept my eyes narrowed on them.

Trae looked at me and said, “Well, we did not know we could break through the wall.”

“Lame,” I retorted.

He looked back to the ceiling.

He knew it was lame.

Since we weren’t getting very far, and BecBec was clearly in no mood for us to get much further, I decided to try to get what I could get.

“Right, promise not to burn down the house or accidentally annihilate anyone in this furlong or the next,” I began, “and also promise to eat something and not lock yourself away again. And if you promise all of that, they’ll let you go, they’ll leave, and you can nurse your snit for as long as you like. When you’re done, you can let me know and we’ll have a good gab. With wine. Or other beverage of your choice. Or beverages plural, which I would recommend.”

She glared at Sar and Trae.

We all waited.

She glared more.

We waited that more.

Finally, she said to me, “I will make these promises to you, Mathilda.”

I turned to Sar and Trae. “Okay. You heard her. Let her go and then you boys have to vamoose.”

“We have not been free for centuries,” Trae said to BecBec.

“I served my king and did not like what it got me. You serve your cocks, and your shimmer declares quite well you like what it got you.”

More brooding from Sar, more eye avoidance from Trae.

Whatever.

“Boys,” I prompted.

The golden ropes disappeared and so did the male Fae.

“Now I will eat,” BecBec stated.

Then she was gone.

I got that.

If I didn’t eat for months, I’d take up residence in the fridge.

I turned to Ash.

“What’s the shimmer thing?”

“No idea, though if I had to guess, I’d say it has something to do with sex.”

That’d be my guess too.

“Have you ever busted through a wall?” I asked.

“No,” he answered.

“You think that might be a Fae thing?” I asked.

“Yes,” he answered.

“Pre-turning-Fae, could you kick a bunch of werewolves’ asses?” I asked.

“No,” he answered. “But I’d like to think I could hold my own.”

I grinned at him. “I’m looking forward to ending up shimmery.”

He grinned back.

Then I gave him a peck and went to the kitchen.
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By the by, when I got there, BecBec was deep into a gallon of ice cream, and as ice cream was wont to do, she was a lot calmer because of it.

I broached the shimmer subject and she confirmed it had to do with sex, in a way.

Shimmer was the gossamer from their wings. It often just got on them if they were flying, and from their motion, it was dripping.

Or, say, they were flying by another faerie, and the other faerie’s dust hit them.

But during sex, the wings got involved, and shimmer went overdrive.

 

Totally could not wait until Ash got his wings.

Just sayin’.

 

13 June

 

Okay, well…

Shit.

Completely forgot I had a cookbook deadline and totally have not finished writing said cookbook.

As am contractually bound (which means legally bound, or I’d lose a shit-ton of money) to produce this cookbook, saving the world had to wait for recipes.

Lucy and I were going to take over the kitchen and not rest until we hammered it all out.

Bad news: I could not save the world while making up recipes or perfecting recipes I’d already made up.

Good news: Ash proved he was human and not superhuman when he refused to be a taste-tester because, “If I spend days eating your food, I’ll grow a paunch and you won’t think I’m perfect anymore.”

“The perfect boyfriend would risk that for his girlfriend’s cookbook.” (Me.)

“Then I suppose I’m not perfect.” (Ash)

“Not getting a paunch is more important than my World Cookery Domination?” (Me)

“Yes.” (Ash)

“Okay, you’re no longer the most perfect boyfriend in the history of all boyfriends who ever existed. You’re just the most perfect boyfriend I’ve ever had.” (Me)

“I can live with that.” (Ash)

Huh.

 

16 June

 

If…

I never…

Bake…

Again…

I…

Will…

Be…

Ecstatic.

 

17 June

 

I hate baking.

 

19 June

 

Fell asleep with head on the kitchen counter next to my rendition of a prinzrengententorte.

Dreamed a monster made of flour and Crisco took over Denver.

And ate me.

Then he vomited me out covered in crust, egg washed me with his spit and shoved me in an oven.

Yes, I had this dream.

Ack!

This cookbook needs to be done yesterday!

 

21 June

 

It’s done!

It’s off to our publisher!

We beat the deadline by two whole days!

Glory, glory hallelujah!

 

22 June

 

Ash has chartered another plane.

Why, you ask?

Because Fane has Endora Eccles.

And Fane might have a killer protective streak when it came to females with vampire blood and got his life philosophy about the gender divide deal two centuries ago.

But chicks who hurt females with vampire blood?

He was totes equal opportunity with that.

And get this.

Dad and Gabe were already in Transylvania (okay, Romania, but I prefer calling it Transylvania, because, obvs, that’s way cooler).

And they were all in for the make-her-pay, get-info-from-her-at-all-costs gig.

Prunella was beside herself.

She was not down with Endora going rogue, but she also didn’t want her brutalized by vampires.

And guess who she expects to do something about it?

Yeah.

You got it.

Me.

 

25 June

 

Back in Castle Noapte and we’ll just say I’m not enjoying this stay as much as I did the last one.
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I’ll catch you up:

Cystien is here.

Scary Faerie is here.

As evidenced by Maithieliel, and now Scary Faerie, faeries make a very disturbing (and loud) noise when they experience extreme pain.

In this instance (thankfully), I have not seen it, just heard it, as I’ve not been allowed downstairs.

Ash has and he came back up not looking happy.

I’ve demanded an audience with Fane and Cystien.

I’ve been denied.

I’ve demanded an audience with Asa, Dimitri, Constantin, Wadim and/or Bill.

I’ve been denied.

I demanded to see my father and brother.

They came up.

But only to share that I should turn my attention to something else, they were on a mission, and nothing was going to stop that mission.

I threw a hissy fit.

They ignored my hissy fit and returned below the earth.

Now I was in my room with my wand, some makeshift magickal implements and a lot of determination and I was either going to astral project myself down there or open up a window to see what was going on.

Wish me luck.

 

27 June

 

All right.

Well.

First, we can just say I have still not mastered astral projection.

We’ll leave out the details of that and the psychological scars I left on some unsuspecting Romanians in a local town.

I had a lot more success with opening up a magickal portal to look in on the action.

I will preface this by saying, I’m still not a fan in the slightest of torture.

So it pains me to share that shit works.

 

We now know what Agatha Darling, Endora Eccles and Scary Faerie are up to.

They’re making Jeremy Bligh into a Dark Lord.

 

28 June

 

Just got done with powwow that included Ash, Fane, Cystien, Dad, Gabe, Marcus, Ambrose Bennett, Prunella Craddock and Aidan.
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Newsflash: You can make a mortal, non-magical man into a Dark Lord.

 

Another Newsflash: Everyone thought their last attempt to do this (making Dad a Dark Lord that night on the Tor) was a joke because actually doing it is just straight-up psycho.

 

Yet Another Newsflash: Because of that, this has not been done in centuries.

The last time it was done was in the year 1347.

And yes, for you history buffs, I can confirm that was the year the Black Death started and let me just share that not all the deaths caused by that sitch were because of the bubonic plague.

Like, a whole lot of them.

You hear what I’m saying to you?

The dude some baddie witches gave these powers was finally defeated after five years of hunting this guy and attempting to take his ass out.

Le Société almost went out of existence, so many fell to this Dark Lord, this was how serious this asshole was.

 

And Another Newsflash: The journey to this is a seriously icky one.

So icky, and long, and involved, and expensive, and dangerous, and illegal (and not just in the magical world, for the sake of not letting too much out so anyone will get any ideas, we’ll just say a still-beating human heart and consumption of said heart is part of the process—like I said, ick), even if it’s been attempted in the intervening time since the last Dark Lord was created, it never came to fruition.

This was also partly due to the fact that it was stopped in mid-process.

Like we had to do now.

 

Last Newsflash: Marcus and Dr. Bennett shared that now they’re thinking it wasn’t so much Josie I was meant to keep safe who was going to save the world.

Nope.

Although that was going to happen, Josie was going to do some pretty epic shit, and they reckoned I was going to keep her safe so she could do it, this being because I already did.

But upon some further study of the Mathilda Prophesies, they thought it was me who had to go up against this guy and take him out.

This is how that news went down:

“Say what?” (me, shouting)

“Matty.” (Aidan murmuring)

Sexy buzzing noise (Ash growling, we’ll just say my man was more unhappy than me that I was up against a frigging Dark Lord.)

“So the last guy who had these powers took out sixty percent of the world’s population, and this time, I’m supposed to stop him?” (me, totally hysterical, totally not caring, because I was totally freaking out)

“At this time, at least we can be assured that he hasn’t yet assumed his full powers.” (Fane)

“Because the hottest fall fashions don’t include Hazmat, even though Hazmat isn’t going to save anyone from this asshole?” (Me)

“Yes.” (Fane)

Gah!

“Uh, did we not get the gist that she was going to go for something like this the last time she tried to make a Dark Lord?” (me, to Prunella and Dad)

“We thought she was just acting out.” (Prunella)

“No one took that seriously.” (Dad)

“Except, apparently, Agatha!” (me, shouting again)

No response. (Dad and Prunella)

“Okay, at this juncture, can I just point out you all are wrong about the Prophesies, like a lot.” (Me)

Total silence. (Everyone else)

“And at this juncture, I think maybe I should finally be able to read these Prophesies so we can get my take on them.” (Me)

“Matty, we discussed this.” (Aidan)

“Yes, and I didn’t agree back then that I should be kept from the Prophesies, and I really do not agree right now.” (Me)

More total silence. (Everyone)

“I can assume they don’t say I succeed.” (Me)

Another sexy buzzing sound. (Ash)

They didn’t say I succeeded.

“The result is not prophesied, no.” (Ambrose, confirming my deduction)

“Ack!” (Me) Then to Ash. “This means we so could be destined to get divorced.”

“Mathilda, we are not going to get divorced.” (Ash, in a rumbly way that even in the circumstances made my nipples get hard)

“Are they married?” (Prunella, whispering)

“I would hope my son didn’t get married without inviting me.” (Marcus, not whispering)

“You will have the Fae.” (Cystien, ignoring Marcus and Prunella)

Well, that was something.

“And you’ll have the vampires.” (Dad)

“Absolutely.” (Fane)

Well, that was something too.

“I think this will unite everybody.” (Prunella) “For you will have my wand, Mathilda.”

Well, smack me with a stick.

“Seriously?” (Me to Prunella)

“My wand and, when they know this is Agatha’s plan, and she’s not just registering her protest at change in the wiccan world, I cannot imagine a single witch who has a shred of courage and decency would not offer her own.” (Prunella)

It was at that, it hit me.

“So, one can deduce that I save the world and unite the world by going up against this douchebag.” (Me)

A lot of nodding. (Everyone else)

Gluh.

Great.
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Later:

Got a call from Sar.

BecBec’s disappeared.

Brilliant.

Just what I needed.

Another problem.
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3 July

 

It will likely not surprise you that even with the literal fate of the world hanging in the balance, the supernatural world could not come to an agreement of where we should all posse up to form a game plan about this Dark Lord business.

The Federal Witches Agency says the US.

The British Witches Council claims jurisdiction because Darling and Bligh are both UK citizens and I was preliminarily trained in the UK.

The rest of them were bellyaching that everything always happens in the States or Europe and what was so wrong with meeting up in Christchurch or Singapore or Cape Town?

I mean…

Yeesh.

I’m this close to saying we’re gonna meet at Denny’s on Colfax and they could either pitch up and be part of the solution or go it on their own when a real-life Voldemort wearing someone else’s skin runs roughshod over the earth.

I mean, for fuck’s sake.

People.
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Add on to the pile of rubbish I was coping with when Cystien lost his nut that BecBec apparently took forsaking her Fae-dom seriously and vanished.

So he (and Dad, Gabe, Aidan and Marcus) cramped Ash and my style on our chartered flight home (from Transylvania, and btw: it’ll never get old, saying I’m going to or coming from Transylvania, and it’ll totally never get old, saying I took a chartered flight).

Cystien then bestowed on Sar and Trae “wealth beyond your wildest imaginings” for their role in breaking BecBec out of prison.

Right before he ripped them both new assholes and told them to find her and bring her back “or I will strip you of your Guardianship and every last possession.”

Multiple personalities much?

Sar and Trae were now off on a different kind of hunt.

One good thing about that, it was something I didn’t have to worry about, because they’d just been given wealth beyond their wildest imaginings, only for it to be threatened to be taken away, so I had the idea they would stop at nothing to find her.
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Now I was in a deep dive with Ash and Aidan about this whole Dark Lord business.

 

Just to say, in past journal entries, I may not have made it clear about the fact that I wasn’t a big fan of book-learning type of study.

But we can say even when I was in school, it wasn’t my favorite thing.

Which totally explained my GPA.

Ahem.

Scouring Denver Public Library, pagan bookshops, Mom and Gran’s personal collections, asking the coven in England to send stuff from Mavis’s library, and calling all over the world to have three (or four?) dozen books Fed Ex’ed to us so we could stick our noses in them and get intimately acquainted with all things Dark Lord, including how to make one, and the last one’s reign of terror, and the one’s before that (etc.)…

Suffice it to say: not a lot of fun.

Once this was done, I might never read another book again.

(Before I hex myself with that, I mean study-type books, not romance-novel, mystery, thriller-type books and all the books of Taylor Jenkins Reid. Just making that clear.)

 

Ash, as usual, took all this in stride.

Aidan was such a big hot geek, he was trying to hide it, but even how terrifying our subject matter was, he was having the time of his life.

 

4 July

 

I…

Can’t.

Even.
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Later:

Okay, have had three hot dogs, half a hamburger, a mound of potato salad (the good kind, homemade with bacon in) and two bowls of Red, White and Blueberry Trifle, so I’m feeling a lot better about the bombshell Aidan and Josie dropped on us about two seconds after Ash fired up the grill.

And yeah, so they’re English and I could see them hijacking Independence Day.

But Josie being the woman Aidan is seeing, it’s serious, serious enough for them to come out about it during our 4th of July Cookout?

Uh.

No.

 

Everyone’s super excited about it.

I was not.

 

Why, you ask?

Because they also said it was so serious that they were returning home.

All of them.

Together.

Just so you’re super clear about what all of them means, it means Josie, Rory and Cosmo.

With Aidan.

At this point, I, of course, noted, “She’s my Spellbound.”

“I believe we now understand that you’re going to make her safe by making us all safe,” Aidan replied. “And Josie was a target, Matty. But now, it’s come clear, she no longer is one.”

“But she’s my Spellbound,” I retorted.

“Matty, you’re hardly ever in Denver,” Aidan reminded me.

“But she’s my Spellbound,” I repeated.

Aidan looked to Josie who was tucked in the curve of his arm and appeared kinda shy about being there, which was all kinds of cute, though also she looked like she belonged there, which was all kinds of sweet.

Gluh.

Right, truth be told, they were all kinds of cute and sweet together.

Ack!

How had I not seen this happening?

(Don’t answer that, because I was hardly ever in Denver, doing what I’d vowed to do…look after my Spellbound.)

“Matty—” Josie started.

“You’re not going,” I told her. “Aidan can move here so we can all be together forever.”

“I’m a professor at Cambridge.” Aidan reminded me of some more things.

“There are universities in Denver.”

Aidan started to look a little sick.

Okay, he had me there.

Cambridge was, you know, Cambridge.

“I miss home,” Josie said.

Fabulous.

At this point, Rory shouted, “I don’t miss home! I’m never going back there again. Ever!” and then he raced into the house.

Josie went after him and Aidan went after Josie.

“You couldn’t just be happy for them like the rest of us,” Su put in.

“You lose one of your best friends to most of a continent and an entire ocean,” I returned.

“With the rate you two are destroying the ozone with your private jets, Ash is probably just going to break down and buy you one soon, so you can go see her whenever you want,” Su shot back.

At that, I turned right to Ash and said, “Wedding present. Private jet. Make note.”

He shook his head but did it kinda smiling.

I was so getting a private jet for my wedding.

Tee hee.

 

After Aidan and Josie returned sans Rory, saying he needed some time, and between downing my meat and potato salad course and the hoovering of my trifle, I went to find Rory.

He was kickboxing somebody on his TV using a game controller.

I barely got in the door when he declared to his telly, “I don’t wanna talk about it.”

Cosmo totally wanted to talk about it and was sharing that by shoving his nose in my crotch.

I gave Cosmo a different target when I walked in and sank cross-legged to the floor next to Rory and the dog went after my neck.

“I was a total loser. I shouldn’t have reacted like that,” I admitted to Rory. “I’m just going to miss you guys.”

“You’re not gonna miss me because I’m not going back. They don’t have American football in England.”

“Yes, they do. It just comes on at two o’clock in the morning.”

“Mum’s never gonna let me stay up until two in the morning.”

He was right about that.

“And they don’t have good pizza,” he carried on. “The kind with the chewy crusts. They have bad pizza. The kind with the thin, gross crusts.”

He was right about that too.

“They have better Indian and everyone knows about custard there and they pour it all over everything.”

Score one for me.

He had no rebuttal.

Then again, custard always wins. Even when it’s frozen.

Maybe especially when it’s frozen.

“Rory, honey, I think your mum is happy,” I tried.

“Yeah, she’s happy,” he jerked the game controller at the TV, “and gooey,” another jerk, “and gross. I mean, why?” He looked to me. “It isn’t like he’s Ash. Like he’s a total badass. He’s a professor.”

Ah.

I was seeing the issue.

He was worried his mum wouldn’t be safe.

“Aidan’s pretty badass,” I said carefully. “And he can protect your mum.”

“I can protect my mum!” he snapped.

Okay.

Now ah.

I was mistaken about the issue and was now seeing the real issue.

“You both can look after your mum,” I assured. “And she needs you both to do it. She needs her Rory and she needs someone her own age to spend time with.”

“And be gooey with, and you’re wrong. She doesn’t need that.”

When did this kid get so smart?

Probably when I was somewhere else, not in Denver, doing what I vowed to do and protecting them.

“No, you’re right,” I agreed. “She’s an independent lady. She doesn’t need it. But she wants it, and don’t you want her to have what she wants?”

“What I don’t want is to leave Su or Mack or Viv, even if Viv’s kinda got a stick up her butt.”

I hid a smirk.

Viv more than kinda had a stick up her butt.

And I was so going to tell her Rory thought that.

He kept talking.

“Or your mum because she’s all granny-like and makes me sundaes out of thin air, or you, even though you’re never around anymore.”

“Don’t you miss footie and Morris dancing and spotted dick?”

That got him.

His mouth quirked.

“No one likes Morris dancing,” he said. “And spotted dick is rubbish.”

After he said that, I wasn’t going to admit that I liked Morris dancing.

“Well, Sunday roasts and sticky toffee pudding then,” I pushed.

Score two for me because anyone who’d had a Sunday roast or sticky toffee pudding then couldn’t have it anymore would miss it.

Suddenly, his face got all crumbly and he muttered, “But I’m her guy.”

And there you go.

“Aw, honey,” I whispered. “You’ll always be her guy.”

He looked away.

I gave him time.

He looked back at me. “Are we safe without your magic?”

“You’ll never be without magic. Not ever, honey. Before you go, I’ll put spells on you both that will last a lifetime, so I’ll always be with you. And if Aidan thought for a second you weren’t safe not being under my roof, he wouldn’t take you home.”

Rory thought about that.

Then he finished thinking about that.

“I suppose I gotta like him,” he mumbled.

“You don’t have to like him. But if you give him a chance, you won’t be able to help it.”

Rory wasn’t ready to commit to that.

So I said, “Come on. There’s barely any hot dogs left.”

Rory was ready to commit to that.

So he returned with me to the cookout.

Josie looked relieved and Aidan looked worried when we returned.

Okay, right.

Serious.

That man was a glutton for punishment.

First, he had to compete for me and now he had to win over Rory to truly win Josie.

I figured it’d be a job.

But even so…

Aidan would best it.
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Of course, I managed to coax Rory back to the party and explain how hilarious it was that most of the people at our 4th of July cookout were English, and our dessert was a trifle (made by Lucy, an Englishwoman), which was the quintessential English dessert, things Rory thought were as uproariously funny as I did.

But as ever, I couldn’t rest on my laurels.

I saw immediately I had a couple more crises on my hands.

Because Aidan looked worried, and the way he was glancing at me, it seemed it wasn’t just Rory he was worried about.

Also, it appeared Ash had regressed to broody.

I hadn’t seen him broody since…

Well, since he came to America after the Battle of The Tor.

I kinda wanted to drink bad American beer and break out a Frisbee or something and not tackle a new crisis.

But since it seemed I’d never again in my life have that luxury, instead I had to take my man’s advice, break shit down to tackle things one by one.

I started with Aidan, not because he was the priority (Ash totally was), but because I figured I might need more time to deal with whatever was up with my man.

“You cool?” I asked Aidan when we were away from the others.

“This would be my question to you.”

Since he asked…

“Well, my answer is, no. I’m not cool. I love Josie. I love Rory. I love Cosmo. I love you. And I don’t want any of you four thousand, six hundred and sixty-two miles away.”

His brows inched together. “Four thousand, six hundred and sixty-two miles?”

“I looked it up,” I mumbled.

“Matty, I’ve started a serious relationship with one of your dearest friends,” he said cautiously. “And you and I used to…be close.”

Oh.

Yeah.

He had.

And we had.

He used to be mine (of a sort).

And now he was Josie’s.

I wasn’t going to waste this opportunity.

“If I throw a fit about this, to prove to me you’re right for each other, will you find a job you love in a university in Denver and live close to us forever and ever and ever?” I tried.

“No,” he denied.

Bummer.

Well, I gave it a shot.

“Aidan, if you guys are happy, I’m happy for you. For both of you.”

He looked relieved. At least about that.

Then he gave me a hug.

 

Right, Aidan done.

Onward.

Now I had to see to my man.

I walked to where Ash was brooding in an Adirondack chair (not with a bad American bear, with a good one, an 805).

“What gives?” I asked after I sat on the arm of his chair, backwards, in other words, facing him.

He tipped his head to look up at me.

“Assure me your reaction to Josie and Aidan was about Josie and not Aidan,” he demanded.

I blinked.

Rapidly.

Then I breathed, “Oh my Goddess, are you jealous again?”

“That was not the assurance I asked for.”

Seriously, sometimes Ash could be cute too.

“Dude, you’re perfect,” I reminded him.

He scowled up at me.

“I mean, you even cook hot dogs perfectly, with the grill lines all on a diagonal and everything.”

Apparently, he didn’t find hot dog grilling skills high up on the list of cool dude things (when they absolutely were) seeing as he continued to scowl up at me, though his scowl grew a tad bit scarier.

Time to offer assurances.

“Ash, it was always you and it always will be. So yes. I can assure you, that was about Josie and not Aidan.”

He got that from me.

And he gave in return hooking the back of my neck in his hand and yanking me to him before he pressed a hard kiss to my mouth.

He didn’t let my neck go when he let my mouth go.

So I said, “Love you.”

“And I you, darling.”

Now Ash and I were being gooey.

Rory was right.

Gross.
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Later:

Oooo, I so love my girlie-friends.

The boys went to bed after fireworks, but we girls all laid in the grass, staring up at the stars (after Viv did a spell to block out the city lights so we could see them).

Josie was all worried I was mad that she took up with Aidan.

I assured her I wasn’t.

Su and Viv were all worried that I had to battle the Dark Lord.

And I couldn’t make them feel better about that, but it was sweet they cared.

Last, Lucy was all over getting Paul Hollywood to provide a blurb for our cookbook.

So all over it, she’d had our agent reach out to his agent sharing Lucy was more than happy to go wherever he was so she could listen to said blurb personally (while staring into his eyes) and take it down herself (if she could concentrate after staring into his eyes).

Which meant we all rolled around on the grass giggling.

I ended up attached to Josie.

“Happy?” I whispered.

“Yeah, you?” she whispered back.

“Yeah. He’s the bomb, isn’t he?”

“Yes, Matty, he is.”

Okay, so there it was. I was totally down with Aidan and Josie together.

We let go of each other in a way, because we laid close, but did it holding hands as we gazed at the stars.

 

6 July

 

Independence Day might have been a mixed bag of good and bad.

But my sit down with Agents Elizabeth Perry and Anita Ramirez was just all bad.
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I asked for a sit down with the local agents because, as all know, I’m no expert.

But I’d seen a ton of movies and sure, there was some artistic license there.

Still, we were at war and anyone not on the side of the Dark Lord was on my side (this being all but Agatha Darling, his now sole creator, and maybe she thought she could control him after she made him (though, that didn’t work the last time the Dark Lord shadowed the earth)…to what end, I did not know or care, but I digress).

And I’d learned from my copious movie watching that when you’re at war, your side needs intel.

Who best to get intel?

The FWA in cahoots with others of their ilk.

Am I wrong?

 

Apparently, I am.

According to Agent Elizabeth Perry.

(Talk about having a stick up your butt.)
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This is how it went down:

We sat down.

I explained the Dark Lord business.

I then explained it’d be good if the FWA worked with the BWC and all the other agencies like them, doing so to gather leads, and then follow them, so we could find Darling and stop her before she made Bligh into a full-blown baddie.

I expected their answer to be, “Hey, what an awesome idea. Well get on that sharp-like.”

 

Their answer was not that.

Their answer (no, Agent Perry’s answer) was, “The resources of the FWA are not at the personal disposal of Mathilda Honeycutt.”

When she said that, Ash did that buzzing noise again. It was sexy again. But I didn’t need him wiping the floor with Agent Perry.

I needed the cooperation of the FWA.

So, before he could go all Fae on their asses, I intervened.

“Okay, if someone’s collecting large amounts of bat guano from a cave in Venezuela…”


[image: ]



As an aside:

Yes, this was part of the many rituals to becoming a Dark Lord.

Being packed in bat guano mixed with a bunch of other stuff, none of which was quite as nasty as bat poo, but it wasn’t a Tatcha radiance mask either.

Again, I digress.
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“…our Venezuelan supernaturals confirm this information, they tell you, you tell me, and I take my team,” (FYI: I didn’t have a team…yet) “and handle the situation.”

“You can’t just waltz into Venezuela,” Agent Perry replied. “The United States has a very sensitive relationship with the government of Venezuela. Knowing you, you’d get down there and do something that would spark an international incident.”

Right.

Was this bitch for real?

I mean, what wasn’t she getting about the concept of the Dark Lord shadowing the earth with his malevolence?

“Better to cause some diplomatic hullabaloo than not take the measures needed to eradicate the creation of a being who can end the world as we know it,” I shot back.

“What Lizzie’s trying to say is, it isn’t as easy as you think,” Agent Ramirez cut in. “This kind of stuff is complicated and involves not only the magickal and supernatural worlds, but the normal one too.”

“And what Mathilda is saying is, there won’t be magickal, supernatural or normal worlds, not as we now understand them, if we all don’t cooperate and do it immediately,” Ash stated impatiently.

“We understand, Mr. Wilding,” Agent Perry said, all respectful to Ash (gag). “What we’re saying is, what you ask is not going to be easy.”

“When Mathilda got electrocuted in the midst of attempting to rescue a Spellbound, that wasn’t easy. When she watched a friend of hers die in battle, that wasn’t easy. When she held her man in her arms while he died, that wasn’t easy. When she watched a Fae lose her wings, that wasn’t easy. But she did it. She did all of that. And she didn’t whinge about it. She also didn’t equivocate about it. She simply got on with it.”

Wow.

He made me sound pretty awesome.

With that, he stood, stared down his nose at them and finished.

“You do what you have to do, or don’t. It’s your play. We’ve explained the situation. We’ve made our request. It’s now in your hands.”

He then took my hand and dragged me out of the Denver FWC offices (which, by the by, needed some design help, they didn’t look like movie FBI offices at all, not the dingy ones, not the ultra-modern, state-of-the-art ones, they were just…blah).

I waited until we got in the car and were on our way home before I shared, “I kinda whinged about it.”

He said nothing.

I kept talking.

“All of it.”

He still said nothing.

So yeah.

I kept talking.

“And I totally equivocated about it.”

More nothing from Ash.

“All of it.”

“Mathilda?”

“Right here, babe.”

“Be quiet.”

I shut up.
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So, you know, we might not get a tip that someone was collecting bat guano (or other).

But we’d figure something else out.

Or at least I hoped so.

 

12 July

 

Okay, so this is what I know:

Saying goodbye to one of the two men I was in love with outside the security area of Denver International Airport had totally sucked.

Saying goodbye to my friend, a kid I adored, and the man I used to love who was now falling in love with my friend, plus giving the care of the former two over to the latter nearly was the death of me.

Once they went through security, I wouldn’t let Ash draw me away until I couldn’t see them anymore and I wouldn’t let Ash leave the parking lot until Josie texted to share that they were at the gate, the plane was waiting for them, and she was going to Duty Free shop.

So much for my vow not to cry anymore.

I bawled the whole length of Peña Boulevard.

When we hit I-70 and Ash called my name, I cut him off, snapping, “If you ask if that was about Aidan again, I’m gonna punch you.”

“I was going to ask if you wanted to grab some Mexican before we went home.”

“Oh. Well then, yeah.”

He ignored my outburst, took my hand and held it all the way to Las Delicias.

Yup.

The dude was totally perfect.
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It was a lot later, when we were in bed, no hanky-panky, Ash just holding me, when I asked, “Do you think they’re gonna be all right?”

His answer?

“Seymour was willing to die for you.”

So okay.

That said it all.

He thought they were going to be all right.

 

13 July

 

You know, I’ll own it.

Sometimes I’m slow.

But this morning, it hit me.

I’m Mathilda, SuperWitch.

Destined Savior of the World.

So it was me who got to say where the International Dark Lord Crisis Intervention Gathering was going to be held (IDLCIG for short, and yeah, I get that was a mouthful, but if you ran it all together and called it Idlesig, it had a ring to it).

Therefore, I decided where it was going to be, looked up the schedule, picked an open night, got in touch with Su to get her coven on an invisibility spell along with some protection mojo and then got Viv, Su, Gran, Mom, Mavis and everybody I knew to get the word out.

I mean, it was so obvious, so perfect, when it came to me, I couldn’t believe how long it took to come to me.

The Gathering would happen at Red Rock Amphitheater.

 

15 July

 

So Ash is officially not the most perfect boyfriend in the world anymore.

He’s the most frustrating, bossy, stubborn, jerky boyfriend in the world.
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This is what happened:

Obviously, I needed to form a team. Kind of a SEAL squad of kickass supernaturals.

And seeing as the best kind of leader (imo) is a leader who knows their strengths and weaknesses, my decision was that I wasn’t going to lead this team because being a leader was so not one of my strengths.
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You see, we didn’t need the FWA and the BWC to give us intel.

We had a vast network of folks from witches to vampires to Fae to practically everyone who didn’t want to see Agatha Darling succeed in her quest.

It wasn’t only the official entities who could keep their ears to the ground.

So we got the word out for everyone to keep their ear to the ground.

But if someone heard something or saw something, we had to be prepared.

Enter The Team.
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And seeing as I was the Big Kahuna, I not only had to create said team, I had to give everyone their role.

And I decided Mack would be the leader of the team.

He wanted to be a general?

There you go.

General that, Mack!

 

I shared this decision with Ash, and we could just say, this decision did not go over well with Ash.

At all.

In fact, he lost his mind.

Partly because I made Mack the leader.

But mostly because I made Ash the stay-at-home dude who oversaw things from Command Central.

 

Ash didn’t see it as losing his mind.

He saw it as me losing mine.

Which was how this all started, when I told him he was Command Control, and he asked (kinda loud), “Have you lost your mind?”

I stated the obvious.

“No.”

Then Ash stated the obvious.

“Mack’s a graphic designer.”

“Yes.”

“I’m a trained soldier.”

Hmm.

“You’re also my boyfriend and destined father of my three children,” I pointed out.

“And?”

“And I’d like to have those three children at some point.”

“Well, you won’t, if some lunatic turns the world dark.”

This was regrettably true.

But no way was I going to be swayed.

And I shared this by stating, “You’re not going in the field.”

“Are you?”

“Well, yeah, seeing as I’m SuperWitch and everything.”

Ash’s face got scary hard before he said, “So you expect me to stay home while you go off and fight bad guys?”

I ignored the squishy feeling him calling my childhood home his home gave me (I mean, man, Ash and I were totally becoming gooey—when we weren’t fighting with each other that was).

I again pointed out the obvious when I answered his question.

“Yes.”

“Mathilda, that is not fucking happening.”

“Ash, it totally is. You’re Command Control. And I’m the Big Kahuna so you have to do what I say.”

“I don’t have to do shit.”

It was at that point I started getting mad.

“Sebastian Wilding, you’re not going into danger.”

“Neither are you, if I’m not at your side.”

“I am.”

“No, Mathilda, you are not.”

By the by, he said those five words like his voice could etch them in stone.

I ignored his tone and returned, “Am so.”

He didn’t descend into my normal immature back and forth (he never did, which was annoying).

He got close, bent his neck so his nose was nearly brushing mine, and said low, “I go where you go. End of discussion.”

And then, like he was the sole being on the planet who could end a discussion, he strolled away!

Strolled away!
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So, obviously, not most perfect boyfriend in the world anymore.

Most frustrating, bossy, stubborn, jerky boyfriend in the world.

Because one thing in all that was swirling around me I knew.

The love of my life was not going to get dead, again, on my watch.

No way.

No how.

 

16 July

 

Stupid Ash.

He got to Mack before I could.

So when I asked Mack to lead my elite squad of magickal badasses, he said, “As much as I’m ready to do my part to save the world, Ash is right. I don’t have the experience to lead an operation. Any operation.”

He finished with:

“But I’d follow him.”

See?

Stupid Ash.

 

17 July

 

Convo with Su about situation with stubborn boyfriend (who wasn’t talking to me, so I wasn’t talking to him, which meant we were sleeping together, backs pointed at each other, and there was no sex or cuddling, which made me way, way madder at my stubborn boyfriend):

Su: I don’t get why you think Mack could lead an operation like that.

Me: Trust me, he’s got the spiritual chops.

Su: I get that. But Ash could single-handedly invade Nicaragua.

Me: Do we need to invade Nicaragua?

Su: Did we before? We still did it.

Stopped talking to Su.

 

Convo with Viv about situation with stubborn boyfriend:

Viv: It’s not Ash that’s being stubborn, it’s you.

Me: Am not.

Viv: Are to.

Me. Am not!

Viv: Totally are to.

Thus endeth the convo with Viv.

 

Convo with my dad about situation with stubborn boyfriend:

Dad: I cannot possibly convey the strength of my determination that you will go nowhere without Sebastian Wilding at your back. And before you say a word, Mathilda, I will do all in my power to make sure you go nowhere without Sebastian Wilding at your back. Now, you may have a good deal of magical ability. But trust me when I say, you cross me on this, it’ll be a decision you regret.

And that was the entirety of the conversation with my dad about Ash.

 

Convo with Lucy about situation with stubborn boyfriend:

Lucy: I’d ask if you’re high, thinking you’d do anything without that man at your side. Especially anything dangerous. But I’m sensing it’s something else that’s blocking your logic to the point you’re being irrational. So what is it?

Pretended I was insulted by the irrational comment so I didn’t have to say out loud the words that were making me (okay, maybe I was getting the gist) irrational.

 

Convo with Cystien about situation with stubborn boyfriend (beware, during this conversation, I was slightly (okay, highly) inebriated):

Cystien: If I was that male, I would make a request of myself to spirit you to the Realm, leave you there and take care of this situation on my own without your involvement at all. So perhaps you should not ask me.

Me: Are all supernaturals total male chauvinists? (These words, by the by, were slurred so chauvinists came out chauvashits which I kinda like better.)

Cystien: No. We are beings that can sense a love that is one of the greatest of all time, as your male senses the love is that he has with you and wishes to protect it at all costs. I had a love like that once. And the love I felt for her caused me to give her her way, even when it went against my better judgement. You were witness to the results. Learn from that, beautiful Mathilda.

Gluh.

I didn’t learn from that.

I got up and fixed myself another G&T.
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By the way, Cystien was hanging with us.

I didn’t know why, and I didn’t ask.

I just knew he’d taken up residence in the Carriage House, but he wasn’t forming a sex cult.

I should probably have a chat with him about how long he was going to stay and why he was staying so long without forming a sex cult.

But I’d do that later.

When I was not shnockered.
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Of course, all this led to me being drunk and forcing another convo, this one with Ash, this one less a convo and more a confrontation, this happening over the expanse of our bed.

Him on his side.

Me on mine.

There was shouting (both of us).

There were accusations of being drunk (Ash) and suggestions we speak of this when neither of us (read: me) was drunk (this also from Ash).

There was some blathering about how I, too, could protect the greatest love of all time (obvs me).

There were more suggestions we speak of this when neither of us were drunk so the other one who wasn’t drunk could understand what was being said by the one who was (Ash).

And there was a demand (me) that we were going to sort things out right then so we could go back to having sex.

Which ended with Ash declaring coldly, “I’m not your prize stud, Mathilda. I’m the man who bought you this.”

He then opened his nightstand drawer, took out a little box and tossed it toward me over the bed.

I bobbled it, but I caught it.

“And I’m also the man who’s going to see to it that you’re buried wearing that, but that will happen many, many fucking years from now,” he finished.

With that, he turned on his foot and stalked off.

And that night, he slept somewhere else.
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And by the by, in that box was a cushion-cut Harry Winston diamond engagement ring that was four carats (at least).

It was completely ostentatious.

And divinely elegant.

I loved every carbon atom that made it.

As I loved every atom that made the man who tossed it across a bed to me.

Ugh.

 

19 July

 

Telephone convo with Josie about how to make up with the love of my life and one half of the one of the greatest loves of all times after I’d been a complete idiot:

Josie: I don’t think it’s escaped him that he died in your arms, Matty. That kind of thing would mark anybody. He’ll understand if you explain your feelings and do it calmly, not heatedly.

Me: It’s not just that.

Josie: Then what is it?

Me: What if I fail?

Josie: Fail?

Me: At the mission.

Josie: Stopping the Dark Lord?

Me: Yeah, that mission.

Josie: You’re not going to fail, Matty.

Me: Yeah, but what if I do?

Josie: (Nothing)

Me: (whispering) His mom died for him. And he died for me. Don’t you think he’s been through enough? He doesn’t need to see me fail. He’ll survive. He’s a badass. He’ll make it out and probably lead the rebellion against the dark forces that form, should they prevail, and in a hundred years when all is said and done, there’ll be statues erected of him. But if I fuck things up—

Josie: You’re not going to fuck anything up.

Me: I think I’ve been good at hiding this, but honestly, I have utterly no clue what I’m doing.

Josie: You know right from wrong. You know you have great power, but you only use it for good. You know you face great danger, and you don’t turn away from it. The last Dark Lord who walked the earth did it almost seven hundred years ago. No one knows what they’re doing. But something must be done. And from what I can see, you’re the only one doing anything.

Do you see why it sucks Josie is now so far away from me?

Me: I miss you.

Josie: I miss you. Now go talk to Ash.

She was right.

I should just go talk to Ash.

But, straight up, that kind of shizzle is easier said than done.

Especially after you’ve been a complete idiot.

 

22 July

 

Yes, seeing as, until today we had not spoken to each other, you can see from the date that I did not get up the courage to go to my boyfriend (fiancé? I mean, does one get engaged when one’s boyfriend throws an engagement ring at them to end a fight? I didn’t know the etiquette).

But I’ll get into that in a second.

First up, I had my first clairvoyant vision in months.

And it was not a good one.
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You see, I was at Bewitched, selling lotions and potions (okay, yeah, I was there avoiding apologizing and having a heart to heart with Ash) when I had the usual brain freeze and then I was listing this way and that and vaguely hearing people gasp and suggest someone call 911 when I saw it.

Or didn’t see it.

Because I was in black.

Completely incased in black.

It was cold.

Very cold.

I was alone.

And he was there.

Or was it she?

So I was also terrified.

I didn’t have my wand.

And he was going to get me.

Or she was.

And I was going to fail.

Fail, fail…

Fail.
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Now, there is no way to describe through words precisely how colossal it was, not only the terror of pre-experiencing the experience of your imminent death, but more (much more).

Understanding in that terror that your death meant very bad things for probably every being on the planet.

In other words, when I finally struggled out of the vision, I was a complete wreck.

This led to Mom driving me home, putting me to bed and calling Ash.

Who, even ticked at me and sleeping somewhere else (huh), came right away.

 

This did not surprise me.

That was my guy.

 

Mom hovered in the corner while Ash sat on the side of the bed, leaned into me, one hand wrapped comfortingly around the side of my neck, one hand in the bed by my hip, and he did this gently interrogating me.

This was gentle because I was the other half of one of the greatest loves of all time (ours).

And also, as I said, I was a total wreck, shivering, glassy-eyed (I could even feel being glassy-eyed) and freaked way the fuck out.

“Anything, sweetheart, anything you remember could help,” he said.

“Just black. Cold and black. And scary.”

“Were you inside or outside?”

“Cold.”

“Cold inside or outside?”

“Inside. Somewhere inside.”

“Were your feet on the ground?’

“Unh-hunh.”

“Was it dirt? Stone? Wood. Carpet?”

“Stone.”

“Did you touch a wall? See a door? A window?”

“No, just black. Though yes. I was…trying to get away. I touched a wall. It was stone.”

“Cold. Stone. Dark. Does this mean you were underground?”

“Yes…yes…yes, I was…was, underground. It was underground, Ash.”

“Castle Noapte?”

I shook my head. “No. Somewhere else. I’ve never been there before.”

“Fuck,” he muttered.

“But I have,” I told him.

“What?”

“I’ve been there, but I haven’t.”

Ash looked bemused. “You’ve been there, but you haven’t.”

It sounded crazy.

And it was.

It was also hopeless, because in order to do something about it, I had to know everything about it, so I could fucking avoid it.

“I know, it doesn’t make sense,” I admitted. “But that’s what it felt like. Like I knew the place, but I’d never been there before. I definitely didn’t know how to get out because I didn’t know which direction to go to get out.”

“So it was a building, made of stone. Stone under your feet. Stone walls. But no lights.”

I nodded.

“Were the lights off? Or just that there was no light?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know. The vision started in the dark and I knew he was there, stalking me. Or she was, but whoever it was, they were stalking me. I was alone. No one with me. I didn’t have my wand. And I was trying to get away from him. It was cold. And I didn’t know where I was, so I didn’t know how to get away. But I still had a destination in mind. I just don’t know what that was.”

It was then it hit me.

So I cried, “Up!”

“Up?”

“I needed to go up.”

“To the light?”

I shook my head. “Just up. He or she was blocking me from getting where I needed to go. Which was up.”

Ash stroked my jaw with his thumb and murmured, “What did you need to get to that was up, darling?”

“I don’t know, but that was my only hope. I just had to get past them, without my wand, go up, and with them in my way, or…or, confusing me because I didn’t know where I was going, that wasn’t going to happen.”

“What was the cold like?”

His question confused me. “What was it like?”

“Was it like the heating wasn’t on? Or like there was no heating? Winter? Rain?”

By the Goddess and all things magical, my man was a genius.

“It was England.”

His brows shot together. “England?”

“The cold of England. That kind of cold, the wet kind that gets in your bones. I’ve never felt it before. Except in England.”

His face cleared. “The Dungeons.”

Oh shit.

He was right.

“You were in The Dungeons at The Gables,” he proclaimed.

Oh shit!

He was right!

“I don’t know, I’ve never been down there before. Well, at least, not fully down there. But, it could be.”

I only said “it could be” because I didn’t want it to be because I never, ever, ever wanted to go down to The Dungeons.

Case in point, Ash lived down there with me in the same house for a year, and I never went down there even if he was down there, and I might not have realized he was the love of my life back then, but he was still the love of my life.

“I’m screwed,” I muttered.

“You aren’t, my love, because now we know, we’ll avoid The Gables, and to assure you’re not ever in this fucking situation, we’ll avoid England altogether.”

That sucked because England was where the BBC wanted to film my program (yes, that was still on, by some miracle I was not questioning), and Josie, Rory, Aidan and a ton of my friends were there, not to mention custard and Sunday roasts (yes, I could make these things in America, yes, I did make these things in America, no, they weren’t the same).

Right, so we’d sussed that out, and Ash was right there, time to move on to an only slightly more comfortable topic.

“You’re being nice to me,” I pointed out.

“Of course I’m being nice to you,” he replied.

“I mean, you’re being nice to me when I was a complete idiot and because I was, you had every right to be mad at me. So you were.” I hesitated and finished, “For days.”

“I’ll just…head back to the store,” Mom mumbled before she scooched out.

“Thanks, Mom, and love you!” I shouted to her back.

She raised a hand, waved it, all this while still beating her retreat, and yelling, “Love you too. The both of you.”

“Mathilda.”

At his call, I looked to Ash.

And it was then, I blurted, “I don’t want you hurt. And I don’t want you around in case I get hurt, which will hurt you, and as I said, I don’t want you hurt.”

He bent closer to me, murmuring, “Darling.”

“I so didn’t want that, it made me act like a complete idiot because you should lead our team.”

“Have you pulled together a team?”

“Well, right now it stands at you and me, but only because this is our lot. Also Mack, but I’m having second thoughts about Mack because it isn’t his lot and I don’t want him hurt either so I think we’ll just stick with you and me.”

“I would suggest Gabe and Sar and Trae, if the latter two ever find BeBec.”

I gave that some thought.

Then I said, “Since Gabe is hard to kill, and Sar and Trae are impossible to kill, I accept those suggestions.”

Ash’s lips quirked.

“Mack’s gonna be ticked. I finally give him a job and now I’m going to take it away,” I noted.

“Mack would also be a good addition because he shared with me that he has an arrangement with the school that every summer he takes a three-month sabbatical, and during that time, he acts as a wilderness guide.”

“Although identifying the different flora and fauna in any given area is a useful skill, I’m not sure that’d be a lot of help against the crazy of Agatha Darling and the unknown of the hopefully-not-yet-fully-realized Dark Lord.”

“Sorry, I wasn’t thorough in what Mack shared with me. He’s a wilderness guide to trainee survivalists.”

Well, that was different.

“Then I accept that suggestion too.”

That made Ash out-and-out smile.

“Are you mad at me anymore?” I asked.

“No,” he answered.

“Good. Can I wear my ring now?” I asked.

“No,” he answered.

I couldn’t?

“Why?” I asked.

“Because I haven’t given it to you.”

“Yes, you have, rather dramatically, when you threw it at me.”

“Throwing it at you and giving it to you are two different things.”

They sure were.

“But now I know it exists and as such, I can’t exist without wearing it.”

“You’ve known it exists for days and you haven’t worn it and you’ve been fine.”

He was so wrong.

“I haven’t. I’m going crazy knowing it’s right there, and I can’t put it on.”

His face got scary. “Did you try it on?”

I suspected my face got scary too.

With affront.

“How can you ask that?” I snapped. “Of course not. It goes…you get on bended knee. Ask sweetly for my hand in marriage. Then I pretend to consider this when I’m oh-so-totally going to say yes. I take too long in doing that, which peeves you, as is our way. Then I accept, you slide the ring on, we kiss hard, then we open a bottle of champagne, drink two sips, and have wild, passionate sex. Anything else is bad luck, or at least, not dreamy and a good story to share with everyone who asks how you proposed. I can’t say, ‘He threw it at me over the bed while we were fighting, I tried it on when he wasn’t around, it was so glorious, I couldn’t take it off, and then I just started wearing it.’”

“I have a different idea about how I’m going to propose.”

“Does it include bended knee?”

“No.”

“Ash! That’s traditional!”

“Have I done a single thing since you’ve known me that makes you think I’m traditional?”

I wracked my brain.

He started chuckling.

“It’ll be how it is, and you’ll like it,” he announced.

“I better,” I muttered.

“Matty.”

I focused on him.

“You’ll like it,” he said firmly.

I suspected I would.

A whole lot.
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So there you go.

I had my first vision in a while.

As usual, it wasn’t a good one.

Ash and I had made up.

And we had our team.

Now Sar and Trae had to find BecBec. I had to ask Cystien to borrow them after they did, call Gabe and see how he felt about coming onboard, and confirm with Mack he was in.

I suspected all of that was going to be the easiest part of all this mess.

And I was going to check that off my to-do list tomorrow, after I fully made up with Ash.

And no, I didn’t intend to do that like you’re thinking (at first).

I was going to spoil him by making his favorite dinner (and dessert).

So that was what I did.

 

23 July

 

I suspected wrong that pulling together my team was going to be the easiest part of this mess.

It was not.

I learned this tonight, when Ash and I were cuddling in front of the telly watching The Great British Bake Off.

And I was multi-tasking by daydreaming that not only would Paul Hollywood give a blurb for Lucy and my cookbook, he’d be a guest star on our cookery program.

And this guest-starring bit would include lots and lots of Paul Hollywood Handshakes.

We were interrupted in this when there came a pounding on the door.

“I swear to fuck, if that’s that woman from the FWA, I’m going to wring her tight-assed neck,” Ash threatened as he pushed off the couch.

He opened the door and we discovered it was not Agent Perry (or the non-tight-assed one, Agent Ramirez).

It was Su and Viv.

Both of whom pushed through Ash, coming direct at me.

But it was only Su who jabbed a finger at me.

“What’s this sexist bullshit?” she demanded to know.

“What’s what sexist bullshit?” I demanded to know.

“Your entire team is men, Matty,” Viv declared (irately). “That is sexist bullshit.”

“None of them even have magic,” Su stated (wrongly). “I mean, what the fuck?”

“Sar and Trae have magic,” I reminded her.

“BecBec has magic too, and if she knew you needed her, she’d return to help you,” Viv said to me.

“I think BecBec’s sacrificed enough for me, thankyouverymuch,” I said to her.

“All right then, why aren’t your very own flesh and blood sisters on your team?” Su practically shouted at me.

I jumped off the couch and answered (also shouting), “Because I love you, and Viv, and incidentally Mom and Gran, and I don’t want them in some heinous Saving Private Ryan sitch with all their girls off together fighting baddies.”

“Shit, I hadn’t thought of that,” Viv mumbled to Su.

“Huh!” I did not mumble to both of them.

“It’s still bullshit your team is all men. And newsflash, you could take one of us,” Su did not mumble to me.

“Okay, so you’re in, and Viv’s Command Central,” I decided on the fly.

“Great,” Su spat.

“I could do that,” Viv said.

“Are you guys done with ruining our night?” I asked. “We were about to re-witness the Great Baked Alaska Scandal.”

“Ooo, that’s a good one,” Viv said.

“Iain was hot when he got all ticked and threw away his bake,” Su said, sitting in my place on the couch.

“And poor Diana. She’d only had it out for a few minutes. But no one knew that,” Viv said, sitting in Ash’s place on the couch.

Su picked up the remote and restarted the show.

Before I could blow my stack that they were cramping my style and took the best viewing-Paul-Hollywood spots, Ash grabbed my hand and pulled me to the bedroom.

There, we finished watching the program in bed, and he only got up in order to lock up after my sisters when they shouted their goodnights.

He came back and got under the covers with me, turned out his light, plunging the room into darkness, then he pulled me into his arms.

“So I guess we have our team,” I said.

“Yes,” he affirmed.

“Now we just need to find them to stop them.”

“Yes,” he repeated.

I sighed.

Ash pulled me closer.

After a bit, Ash whispered, “I’ll keep Su safe too, sweetheart.”

That was when I relaxed.

And after that, fell asleep.

 

31 July

 

Tomorrow is the IDLCIG.

I suspect pretty much anything could happen.

 

1 August

Post-Dated Additional Note, written 29 August:

It did.
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2 September

 

Have not been able to write in my Book o’ Shadows due to the fact I was recovering and then the team and I were on the hunt.

But I’ll fill you in.

And strap in.

’Cause there’s a lot.
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First things first, I’m fine and everyone I love is fine.

We all got out alive.

I cannot say the same for everyone that came to the IDLCIG.

Which is tragic.

(Understatement)

But things were such, I’d take what I could get.

And my posse being alive and breathing?

Yeah, I’d definitely take that.
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Really, looking back, one could ask how we didn’t foresee they’d take that opportunity to make a statement when so many important personages from the supernatural world were present all in one place.

Then again, there were just two of them and there were hundreds of us.

Who would go up against those odds?

I mean, we knew they were crazy.

We even knew they were crazy.

But I would never have guessed they were that crazy.

Then again, both of them got out alive.

So I guess they weren’t that crazy.
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It started pretty frustratingly, to be honest, even before it actually started.

The Gathering, I mean.

There was the whole diplomatic quagmire of who was going to oversee the proceedings. How what was said was going to be translated. Who was going to sit where.

I knew one thing, I didn’t want to run the show.

I knew another thing, it was my show so I had to run it.

So I picked Mavis and Fane as my seconds to stand up front with me and keep everyone in line.

I did this for two reasons.

Everyone respected Mavis, one.

And Fane scared the crap out of everyone, two.

So I thought they’d be perfect.
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By the by, had to black out all the windows in the basement and then hire painters and go on an urgent shopping trip to buy a big bed and lots of red accoutrement so Fane could stay with us.

 

By the by x2, he flew there, at night, closed in a coffin.

 

By the by x3, that was a little creepy, but it was also Fane, so it was more like creepy cool.

 

Fortunately, Fane didn’t order a supply of virgins he could deflower while sucking their blood.

So that was a relief.

 

Anyhoots.
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Then Agent Perry contacted me and asked if I’d procured the permits to hold a magickal gathering in a public place.

(I didn’t have to field that one, the minute I got off the phone and shared this with Ash, he took off to the FWA offices, and by the time he got back, he had the permits in hand. I had no idea how he got them, but I took it as a good sign they weren’t bloodstained.)
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I had wanted to make a grand entrance on my broomstick, but even though I’d practiced, for the life of me (literally), I could not get my balance on the damned thing, so never got more than four feet off the ground.

In the end, Ash hired us a limo.

So I guess it wasn’t a grand entrance, as such, but at least we got there in style.
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Mom, Gran, Mavis, Viv, Ash, Marcus and I poured over the agenda until we thought it was tight, I could keep control of the dialogue (or a semblance of it), and we might be able to get shit done.

The agenda included:

I.     The Dark Lord Cometh

II.    The Dark Lord Needeth to Be Stoppeth

III.   Everyone Was Responsible for Said Stoppage

IV.   As Such Modernist Vs. Traditionalist Issues Were Tabled

V.    Allocation of Assignments for Stopping the Dark Lord

VI.  Adjourn

 

We didn’t get to item I. by the way.

As soon as I came out on the stage, gave my welcome and declared the Gathering was open (all with a microphone wrapped around my head, not my choice, I wanted to go for the Oprah effect, but Ash didn’t think my wand hand should be busy) immediately, squabbles broke out between the Modernists and the Traditionalists.

(And by the by, I was wearing a killer outfit—black cigarette pants, black and white sleeveless blouse with a fluffy black bow at my neck, kickass high-heeled black sandals.)

 

No one is squabbling about that shit now.

Everyone is focused.

Very focused.

 

Now, I could see the attack coming from the front, the back, the flanks.

Not down below.

Never down below.

But as Fane was bellowing, “Order! Order!” and looking like he wanted to rip the throat out of someone, and not in his usual happy way, (and we were only about five minutes in—mental note: the vamp has a wicked-short patience span), the rumbling started.

I’ll hand it to him, Fane cottoned onto the fact that shit was going south right away.

He stopped shouting, “Order!” and started shouting, “Evacuate!”

Ash, never far, was sprinting to me.

But then, this massive twenty by twenty-foot hole opened up in the front section of seats, swallowing all the witches, wizards, sorcerers, sorceresses, werewolves, trolls and goblins seated there.

They tumbled into the hole, screaming.

And all hell broke loose.
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We weren’t stupid.

We’re witches, we have power, but we live in these times.

This meant that twice, Su and her coven did a thorough search of the area for runes, hex bags, sigils drawn in dirt or chalked on stone.

Nothing.

There’s been another thorough search since then (probably more than one, as the FBI was now involved, seeing as there was a huge-ass hole in a public arena that looks like it was created by a bomb).

But at least one was conducted by experts in the FWC.

They hadn’t found anything either.

No evidence.

It would take a few days before we got a hint as to how they pulled it off.

And it wasn’t runes, just sayin’.
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I’d heard of the cloning spell.

It took a lot of magic.

And a shit-ton of molding putty.

Life-sized golems?

Dozens of them?

There now might be a shortage of putty on two continents (maybe three).

And a witch that was using a load of magic to create a Dark Lord, when her lackeys—a faerie and another powerful witch—were lost to her, was all kinds of insane for invoking a cloning spell in the midst of her current nefarious undertaking.

But we were talking about Agatha Darling here, so I guess…

No surprise.

 

This meant that night, she was everywhere.

That being, everywhere I was.

I could not take a step without one of the incarnations of her flinging her wand at me.

And it was taking a lot out of me not to take a header in my high heels at the same time flinging mine back.

Or Dad would take one of them out by grabbing on, turning into a bat, and flying away, carrying it with him.

But then there’d be another one.

Mom would take that one out by sending a Clone Disintegration Spell from her wand and the thing would melt into a puddle of muddy goo.

And then there’d be another one.

Ash was stopping and pivoting us so often, I thought I’d dislocate a hip.

And my ears were ringing because he’d shot (and hit) so many of the damned things.

 

Furthering dire matters, the clones were sending spells willy-nilly. They didn’t care who they hit (and they hit a lot of folks).

Just as long as, eventually, one of them hit me.

There were those who clued in and joined in taking out the Darling clones.

But for the most part, people just freaked and ran (or flew, or grabbed their broomstick and took off).

It was mayhem.

 

We were nearly at the limo, and Fane was ripping the head off one of Darling’s golems, when there he was.

Right in front of us.

Bligh.

The impending (not if I had anything to say about it) Dark Lord.
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Now, there was a lot I’d seen that I wished I could unsee.

The patchwork of uncooperating donors’ skin grafts done in apparently ill-lit, back alley surgeries on a man who wasn’t all that attractive before all his skin had been burned off when I’d put up a shield to deflect the orb o’ elfin magic Scary Faerie had sent our way during the Battle of The Tor was indescribably, well…

No PC word for it.

Vile.

So, yeah.

That was now top of the list of things I wished I could unsee.
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Ash got in front of me.

I got in front of Ash.

He growled and got in front of me again.

Before I could get in front of him, Bligh asked, “Did you forget something?”

Ash, who already had his gun out, pointed at Bligh, answered, “No.”

“You are Fae, Sebastian, saved by an elf,” Bligh said. “And what magic do you think makes me?”

I had a sinking feeling about this question.

Remember, I did just mention the Scary Faerie’s orb o’ magic.

Topping that, Scary Faerie had been with Agatha Darling, Endora and Bligh for months.

Bligh’s voice coming from his mottled face with no lips, no eyebrows (and from what I could see also no eyelids or any hair at all) was raspy but still amused when he went on.

“You are Fae and I am Fae. This is going to be fun.”

He then started, looked beyond us, and Ash pulled the trigger.

I jumped at the loud noise, but overlapping it was a sickening crack.

With that noise, two skeletal wings broke out on Bligh’s back and he was flying away with a good deal of speed, if not much grace.

I was a little astonished he could catch air with those wings.

But he could.

“Fuck,” Ash bit.

“Fuck,” I heard, and looked behind us, to see Fane standing there, staring up at the sky.

“Fuck!” Cystien exploded. Also there. Also staring at the sky. And last, not done shouting. “This will not be abided! That thing cannot be Fae!”

I wasn’t looking forward to the conversation that shared I might have had a little hand in that.

Inadvertently.

Cystien and Fane then took flight in pursuit.

(They didn’t catch him, FYI.)

Sadly, Ash and I were so flipped out that Bligh was Fae, we weren’t paying attention.

And that was when the real Agatha Darling showed up.

And hit me with a kill spell.
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Don’t freak.

I didn’t die and need Cystien to sing the lament to me or anything.

(Though, I kinda wished I did because then I might turn a little Fae.)

First, I was the Chosen One.

And second, Agatha was debilitated from using all her magic in a variety of ways.

So it might have been a kill spell, but it wasn’t strong enough to kill.

Cause unbelievable pain I didn’t think I’d survive?

Yes.

Cause unbelievable pain that lasted four whole days before it even began to subside and it set my man, my family and other loved ones to dread and despair thinking I wouldn’t survive?

Yes.

Kill me?

No.
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The gruesome and heartbreaking tally from that night was two lost goblins, one lost troll, three dead banshee, five dead wizards, and eight dead witches.

Those wounded were three times as many.

So I’ll repeat, my people were now focused.

It wasn’t a good way to get them focused.

But I was getting a lot of practice at looking at the bright side.
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Bright side to all that pain?

When I came out of it, I was wearing a four-carat, Harry Winston, cushion-cut engagement ring on my left hand.

“Did I miss the proposal?” I rasped to Ash.

He lifted his hand in front of my face, on which, every day since I put it on him, he wore my ring.

He dropped it, before declaring low and rumbly, “You’re not breathing another day without my mark on you.”

I didn’t think that was the proposal he’d planned to make.

But it worked for me.

 

So it’s official.

I’m engaged to Sir Sebastian Quincy Wilding.

Yippee!
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About half a day after most (not all) of the pain subsided, I was lying on the couch with Mom’s Magical Ailment Cure-All in a bowl that sat on a plate in front of me.

No, it wasn’t an ancient Honeycutt magickal secret.

It was Campbell’s chicken noodle soup with a ton of saltines smothered in butter with the side of a pickle spear.

Don’t ask.

It works.

For everything.

A knock came at the door, Mack, who was looking after me (with Viv, hmm) got up and opened it.

In came Agents Perry and Ramirez.

 

Now, I might just have survived a kill spell from a psycho-bitch witch, but my mind hadn’t been dulled enough by the pain I couldn’t sense right off the bat that Perry and Ramirez were not at one with each other.

Mack immediately got on the phone, I know, to call Ash (I knew this then and I know it now, because, as you will see, Ash showed).

Perry immediately launched in at me.

“There’s a twenty-foot hole in the seating area at Red Rock Amphitheater!” she yelled. “And Coldplay had to cancel their concert!” she kept yelling.

What?

How did I not know Coldplay was coming to town?

She regrettably continued.

“I just knew you’d make a huge-ass mess.”

“Lizzie—” Ramirez murmured.

“Ex-ka-youse me,” I snapped. “I didn’t make that mess.”

Viv was now standing and facing off against Perry. “You need to back off.”

“Someone has to answer for the carnage at Red Rock,” Perry declared.

“How about you finally get off your asses and do something, that something being making Agatha Darling and Jeremy Bligh answer for it, since they perpetrated it?” Viv shot back.

“Ladies—” Mack tried.

“Step back, you aren’t even our people,” Perry hissed.

I sucked in breath.

Ramirez sucked in breath.

Viv whipped out her wand.

Mack lifted his hand toward Viv and kept his eyes locked to Perry.

I had a view to his back, Agent Perry’s front, so I didn’t see what he was doing.

But I saw what he was doing by the look on her face.

She then muttered, “My apologies.”

“Accepted,” Mack said sharply. “Now, it can’t be lost on you that you’re talking a load of garbage.”

Perry didn’t answer because the door opened, and Ash walked in.

No.

Strike that.

The door opened, Ash stalked in, and with him he brought his fury along for the ride and at one look at him it could not be mistaken he was two seconds away from opening a massive can of whoop ass.

Reminder: he could wipe the floor with a pack of werewolves.

Deduction: Agent Perry didn’t stand a chance.

“Get out,” he rumbled.

“Mr. Wilding—” Ramirez tried.

“Get out!” he roared.

Oh boy.

Time to calm my man down.

I was making moves to set aside my bowl of soup when Ash’s head twisted my way and he said, “Don’t you move.”

“Okeydoke,” I whispered, settling back in and giving big eyes to Viv.

Viv missed my big eyes due to her glaring at Agent Perry.

“We started this wrong,” Ramirez was saying.

“We did not,” Perry then said.

“Lizzie—” Ramirez tried.

“We’ve got the FBI breathing down our necks. Homeland Security. Even the CIA is sticking their noses into shit,” Perry said to Ramirez.

“Lizzie, we don’t agree on—”

Perry cut her off. “No, we don’t.”

Ramirez was getting mad. “I think you made a grave error.”

“I outrank you,” Perry fired back.

“I’m beginning not to care,” Ramirez snapped.

“What grave error did you make?” Mack asked.

“Nothing,” Perry said quickly.

“You talk or I fucking waterboard you until you talk,” Ash growled.

(By the by, to this day, I still don’t know if he was serious about that and I’m afraid to ask.)

Perry whipped out her wand.

Viv whipped out her wand (again!).

Ramirez whipped out her wand.

I whipped out my wand and did a quick spell that whipped their wands out of their hands and brought them to me (not Viv’s, of course).

“What the—?” Perry stated.

“Talk,” I demanded.

“This is an Agency matter,” she denied. “Now give me back my wand.”

“Fucking talk!” I shouted.

“Some time ago, approximately nine months, we had a break in at Area 666,” Ramirez shared.

“Anita!” Perry bit out.

“Area 666?” I asked.

“You’ve seen Raiders of the Lost Ark?” Ash asked me, sounding more unhappy than he’d been sounding, which made me seriously unhappy.

Oh shit.

“Yes,” I answered him.

“Well, that warehouse exists. In the New Mexico desert. But there’s a good deal more dangerous things in there than the Ark of the Covenant.”

“Though the Ark of the Covenant is also there,” Ramirez muttered.

Holy Holy Relics, Batman!

“Anita!” Perry snapped.

“What?” I shouted.

“What was taken?” Ash demanded.

“This really is an Agency—” Perry tried.

“What…was…” Ash leaned scarily toward Perry, “taken?”

“Elspet’s Athame. Three vials of blood of the Gorgon. A Pegasus feather. The remains of Cleopatra’s familiar. And the Book of Shadows of Sorcha Mac Gearailt,” Ramirez shared.

I’d heard of none of that.

“You are bloody joking,” Ash whispered sinisterly.

Ash had heard of all of it and wasn’t a big fan it was no longer under the lock and key of the United States Government.

Eep!

“We’ve been working around the clock to recover these items,” Perry put in.

“Was it Darling and Bligh?” Ash asked.

“It was a well-executed break in. We have no—”

“Do you suspect it was Darling and Bligh?” Ash gritted.

“Yes, those are our prime suspects,” Perry blew out on an irritated sigh.

“And you didn’t share this earlier,” Ash went on.

“It’s an Agency matter,” Perry retorted.

“It’s a goddamn bloody disaster,” Ash returned. “And the prophesied Chosen One should have known about it nine months ago.”

“Told you,” Ramirez mumbled.

Perry gave her a killing look.

“Uh, at this juncture, can someone tell me how freaked I need to be that all that is in the hands of Darling and Bligh?” I requested.

Perry pointed at me. “See? She doesn’t even know what it is.”

“Do not point your finger at my fiancée,” Ash growled.

Perry dropped her finger.

“Hey. You’re engaged. Congrats,” Ramirez said to me.

See?

Knew I liked her.

I shot her a smile.

“And you can’t stand there and tell me you knew what it was until it went missing,” he continued ranting at Perry.

Perry shifted on her feet.

She didn’t know either.

Huh.

“It’s so secret, most of Le Société doesn’t even know what it is,” Ash went on.

“Well, it’s missing, and we can assure you, we’re doing everything in our power to recover it,” Ramirez tried to calm the situation.

“You will note my absence of relief considering they at least used the Gorgon blood to murder nineteen people five days ago,” Ash replied.

“I’m reporting you the moment we get back to the offices,” Perry threatened Ramirez.

“Lizzie, seriously?” Ramirez asked. “Okay, it’s embarrassing to the Agency those things were taken under our watch after we made such a big stink that we had the best security to hold them. And I know you live and breathe the Agency. But nineteen beings are dead, eight of them witches.”

“You shared FWA intelligence with those who don’t have the clearance.”

Ramirez had clearly had enough.

“Right then. I’m resigning the moment we get back to the offices,” she declared.

“You are aware that if this gets out—” Perry started.

“It’s out and should have been out nine months ago,” Ash cut in. “Now you face the consequences for doing something so spectacularly stupid.”

Perry glared at him like she was losing respect for him.

Ash couldn’t care less, and I knew this before he said his next words.

“Get out,” Ash finished.

“Mr. Wilding, there’s still the matter—” Perry kept at it.

Yeesh.

What was up with this woman?

“I can pull rank too,” Ash said quietly. “And in doing it, I can assure you that there are a variety of factions as per protocol who should have had this information and they did not and someone is going to answer for that.”

Oo.

What did that mean?

It meant something, because Perry got pale and then she marched her butt out the door, not even asking for her wand before she took off.

“You have my apologies,” Ramirez said.

“You do know at this juncture they’re not worth shit,” Ash retorted.

Ramirez, looking crushed (and I felt bad for her because I suspected she’d been trying to do her best in the face of stubborn bureaucracy, and even when she was right, it was her who was going to be unemployed), also exited the cottage.

Though I gave her back her wand before she did.

I’d courier Perry’s to the FWA offices.

Maybe.

“That was a little harsh, honey,” I murmured when the door closed on Ramirez.

“Were you writhing in pain not forty-eight hours ago?” Ash asked irately.

I decided not to say anymore.

Ash pulled out his phone.

I looked to my sister. “Do you know what all that stuff is?”

Viv didn’t answer.

Ash lost interest in his phone and shared.

“Elspet’s Athame. The knife used to mix the potion that Morgan Le Fay concocted and consumed to glamour herself in order to seduce her half-brother and produce Mordred, who in turn killed his father/uncle King Arthur and assumed his rule. Elspet was a powerful dark witch who was trained in The Craft by Merlin himself, and this power was instilled in Mordred through his mother taking that potion.”

Great.

Ash kept going.

“Gorgons are she-beasts with snakes for hair and the ability to turn men to stone with one look at them. They’re immortal, have since gone to another plane, and their blood is powerful, undetectable and highly combustible.”

Brilliant.

Ash wasn’t done.

“A single Pegasus feather, if a witch can craft a spell to harness it, which fortunately, none have since time began, holds more power than every witch currently existing. The only thing more powerful than a Pegasus feather is the horn of a unicorn.”

Fantastic.

And more from Ash.

“Cleopatra’s familiar is the first witch familiar and it is lore that every cat familiar since is of her blood.”

Hmm.

So Daphne was kind of royalty.

No wonder she demanded so much respect.

“Last, Sorcha Mac Gearailt was the witch who created the first Dark Lord at around 13 BC and his existence brought down the supremacy of the Celts who had until that time dominated Europe for over seven hundred years.”

Fabulous.

“In other words, we’re fucked,” I deduced.

“Yes, sweetheart. In other words, if we don’t get those things back, we’re fucked,” Ash agreed.

Shit.
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We didn’t have any further trouble from the FWA, mostly because Ash didn’t keep it a secret that powerful relics had been stolen.

In fact, I lost him for two whole days as he got on his phone or laptop for conference calls and spoke (angrily) in so many languages, it was insane.

Now the FWA were busy doing damage control when the FBI, CIA, Homeland Security, BWC, MI5, MI6, KGB, Mossad (etc.) landed a truckload of shit on them.

So that was good.

I guess.
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More good (and not the dubious kind) was that Cystien called back Sar and Trae so they could be on hand should they be needed (and it was pretty clear they’d be needed).

Cystien then took off, probably to the Realm, but he didn’t share his destination with me.

I suspected he did share this with Ash, but I didn’t ask.

If my man wanted me to know, he’d tell me.

And anyway, Cystien taking off meant I didn’t have to share I semi-kinda gave Bligh Fae magic by deflecting Scary Faerie’s spell.

 

This wasn’t just good because Sar and Trae were there, humongous, muscled, immortal and magical.

It was good because Cystien took off, and when he did, BecBec returned.

What was better was that, when BecBec returned, Sar and Trae started acting funny.

Obviously, this was goss I needed, so after joyously welcoming her home, I took her aside and asked what gives.

“They found me some time ago,” she shared.

“Really?” I asked.

“Yes,” she confirmed. “And I have lain with them both, individually.”

“Really?” I repeated.

“And together.”

“Really?” I breathed.

Whoa!

“Indeed,” she said. “They enjoyed the experience. Greatly.”

“You go, girl.”

“They want more.”

“You go, girl.”

“I have been denying them. It is not making them happy.”

She grinned.

I high-fived her.

“Did they, uh…cross swords?” I asked.

She looked perplexed. “I don’t know this vernacular.”

“You know…” I waggled my brows. “Swords.”

“Swo…?” she started, still confused.

Then she got it.

And a contemplative light hit her face.

“If you mean, did they take each other while taking me, no,” she answered. “But this is an intriguing suggestion.”

I didn’t exactly suggest it.

But you know…

Whatever floats your boat.

“Do you want more of one, the other, or both?”

“Oh, I shall have both. But all female Fae know, to control their males, they must control their cocks. I must put in the work, or they will wander, and I’ll not have that.”

It was me who grinned at that before giving another high five.

Then I said, “I knew you were kickass, even when you were wee. Cool to know you’re not kickass. Your totes kickass.”

She grinned.

 

Just so you know, I asked BecBec to be on our team.

She agreed.

 

More intel on BecBec, she still isn’t feeling Cystien.

I shared he might bestow on her riches beyond her wildest imaginings.

Her answer:

“Trust is the thing of most value in all the universe. And he can give me much, but he can no longer give me that.”

And you know what?

I couldn’t argue.
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In the midst of this, it was Ash’s birthday, and I did not have the excuse of writhing in pain for days that I didn’t give him as good a present as he gave me for my birthday (and Valentines, and Yule).

I’d had plenty of time to plan. I just hadn’t come up with anything.

So it was lame when he opened a bevy of boxes that contained jeans, shirts, jackets, trousers, belts and sweaters.

In my defense, still becoming Fae, he’d grown at least two inches and he’d put on twenty pounds (all muscle, huzzah!), so he needed new clothes.

It was still lame.

And I told him so morosely when he was done opening presents and was sitting on our bed in the Carriage House, surrounded in boxes and wrapping paper and (awesome, it had to be said) clothes.

“Did you have fun shopping for me?” he asked.

“Am I Mathilda Guinevere Honeycutt?” I asked back.

“Sweetheart, you had fun and did it thinking of me. That isn’t lame. That’s the best present I could get.” He reached and cupped my jaw. “And Matty, nothing I own fits me anymore. So you’re taking care of me. And that isn’t lame either.”

Yeesh.

Totally sweet.

Totally perfect.

Totally gooey.

All Ash.

Gah!

 

As an aside: I asked Ash what he meant by outranking the FWA agents.

He said all field agents of Le Société as well as those from every witches’ agency or council (etc.) ultimately answered to a Commander in Chief.

Normally this person was hands off as this was a position that oversaw a variety of groups in every country in the world, and as such, situationally and culturally, they tended to need to do their own thing on a day-to-day, week-to-week, century-to-century basis.

But on the rare occasion they needed to answer to a higher authority, or a central command needed to make decisions, there always was one.

And yes, you guessed it in two parts.

Part 1: It was that rare occasion when that person could pull rank.

Part 2: Ash was that person.

 

The part you don’t know was that Ash’s transgression in not sharing this with me wasn’t as bad as it could have been.

The Commander in Chief had been some Belgian dude, until the Dark Lord shizzle was known. And since this Belgian dude was one-hundred-and-ninety-four years old, he was asked to step down because everyone thought they needed some fresh blood at the top.

And Ash was the obvious candidate.

So first, it should have been reported to the Belgian dude nine months ago that Area 666 was breached.

It was not.

Second, it should have been reported to Ash.

It was not.

And last, it should have been reported to The Mathilda.

It was not.

Agent Perry was in troooooooouuuuble.

(Hee hee.)

 

Of course, understanding this knowledge necessitated me throwing a drama that my man did not tell me he was the Top Dog.

Which necessitated Ash pulling out three humongo binders and querying, “Would you like to pour over the organizational structure of International Wiccan Operational Defense Oversight?”

One look at the binders told me I did not.

So I huffed, walked away and made myself a latte.
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We started getting reports of sightings of Darling and Bligh from just about everywhere.

So many of them, I had to create a secondary (and tertiary) team which included Mom’s coven, Su’s coven, and my coven (or Mavis’ coven) from back in the UK.

I mean, the elite squad didn’t buzz around hither and yon following up empty leads.

You feel me?

 

Things took a turn when one particular lead was followed, and it seemed promising, so Ash called the team together to prepare to move out.

And obviously, I showed up.

To give you a timeline, this was twelve days post-Carnage at Red Rock.

“What are you doing here, sweetheart?” Ash asked me gently.

“I’m here to get briefed on the mission,” I answered.

“Why?” he asked.

“Why?” I asked back.

Ash’s expression started turning funny before he queried, “You don’t think you’re going, do you?”

“Uh-oh,” Su muttered.

“You don’t think I’m not going, do you?” I retorted, ignoring my sister.

“Not this again,” Viv muttered.

“You were struck by a kill spell,” he reminded me, ignoring my other sister.

“Which I survived,” I reminded him.

“You can have a relapse,” he stated.

“I’m not going to have a relapse,” I declared.

“You’re also sitting out this mission,” he announced.

“Uh-oh,” Su repeated.

“Are you mad?” I asked.

“You’re still recovering,” he noted.

“I’m fit as a fiddle,” I lied.

He knew I was lying, and this was why his eyes narrowed.

But because he was awesome even when he was being irritating, he didn’t out me in front of everyone else.
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Okay, so I got tired super easily.

And I was pretty stiff.

I also often got nauseated for no reason.

In fact, so often, I took a pregnancy test because I was worried it wasn’t residual spell issues and it was something else (no worries, I’m not preggers).

I was taking Mom’s potions, meditating (always outside, so I could soak up sun and nature) and not practicing any magic so my own natural defenses could fight Agatha’s crap.

But I was far from one hundred percent.

And Ash knew it and not because when we did it, I no longer took the top.

PS: That was then.

I’m over it now.

No lie.
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“Mathilda,” he warned.

“Sebastian,” I warned back.

“You do know we don’t have time for this shit,” Mack said.

He was right.

And Ash was right.

Drat it!

“How about I go, but this time I’m like the Julia Stiles character in the Bourne movies, though not that one where she got dead,” I suggested.

Ash considered this for a full ten seconds (I counted) before he relented.

When he did, I said, “Okay, now I need some kickass computer and comms gear.”

“Do you know how to use a computer?” Ash asked.

“Do you think I do all my shopping in a mall?” I answered with my own question.

Ash blew out a sigh.

Clearly, online shopping did not indicate to him I was mission-worthy, comms-tech savvy.

Whatever.

 

I went with them to Pakistan.

Mostly, I stayed in the motel and listened to them talk on their comms units.

In the end, we found Bligh and Darling had been there.

But by the time we got there, they were gone.
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Enter this (frustrating (understatement)) period where leads were gained, leads were followed, leads petered out, and essentially all we got out of it was a case of unilateral, unrelenting jetlag.

Witches, sorcerers, sorceresses, and wizards all over the world were doing everything they could to dream up tracking spells to locate the whereabouts of our baddies, but they were seriously cloaked.

It was all a huge pain in the ass.
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It was around the time we were o-v-e-r, over it that we got a new member of the team.

Former Agent Anita Ramirez.

She approached me first, which I thought was cool.


[image: ]



FYI: She’d resigned in lieu of being relieved of her duties.

 

FYI Part 2: She was pissed.

 

FYI Part 3: Even after Ash lost his shit about the Area 666 business, nothing happened to Perry. And it sucked, but I had to admit that was fair, seeing as the decision to keep all that a secret came from above her paygrade. She was just following orders.

 

FYI Part 4: That made Anita more pissed. (Me too.)
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Cue me calling Ash to share this new development, Ash showing and then Ash and me having another fight.

“I don’t need a former agent with a grudge on the team,” he said.

“She has skills, knowledge and contacts,” I said.

Yadda, yadda, yadda, it was Ramirez who ended the fight we were having in our bedroom by calling through the wall, “Those relics have tracking spells on them!”

Ash didn’t hesitate even a beat before he prowled out of the bedroom and into the living room with me following him.

“Repeat,” he ordered in her direction.

“Everything held in Area 666 has tracking spells on it. They’re unbreakable. Whoever has those relics knows it, and they’re cloaking them just as they’re cloaking themselves,” Ramirez told us. “That said, Bligh and Darling don’t have tracking spells on their persons. So if there’s a cloak that’s more easily breakable, it’ll be on one of those relics.”

“Can I assume in your former employer’s lack of competence displayed thus far that you’ve been trying to break those cloaks since you learned those relics went missing and failed?” Ash asked.

Again, harsh.

I didn’t share that.

Ramirez said, “They did. But they didn’t have the Chosen One.”

Great.

Spellwork.

Gluh.

 

Okay, it seemed I was an Action Girl as well as a Glamour Girl as well as the Chosen One.

I didn’t want to be holed up with bowls and knives and incense and candles and the essence of gnoot, blah, blah, blah attempting to break cloaking spells when I could be Julia Stiles, or better yet, Jason Frigging Bourne.

One word: boring.

But Ash looked at me…

Ramirez looked at me…

And I knew I was headed up to my Turret Room to bury myself in gnoot.

 

Around about the time I was losing the will to live, I got a lock on the Pegasus feather.

 

Which brings us up to now.

Ash (or Le Société, tomaytoes, tomahtoes) bought us a plane (though my request to have it painted in our kickass elite team logo (after we got a logo, mental note: ask Mack to design us a logo) was denied).

And we were now on it, heading toward the Pegasus feather.

Toward Darling and Bligh.

And hopefully toward an end to all this rubbish.

Because, seriously.

I had a wedding to plan.

 

6 September

 

We have the Pegasus feather.

And we had our shot at getting Darling.

But we didn’t take it (bear with me, you’ll understand why).

But we have the Pegasus feather.

So…

Win.

Ish.
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This is how it went down.

They were in Paris.

I was mad they were in Paris when I had to go to Paris and track them down instead of going to Paris to hit Rue Saint-Honoré, eat cheese, drink wine, and kiss Ash under the Eiffel Tower at night.

 

They knew we were coming.

We didn’t know they knew we were coming, but tracking can go both ways, and although I had us cloaked, they had some chops, so we were acting under the impression that they knew we were coming.

(That said, I’d been concentrating the cloaking on Ramirez and BecBec because they might not know those gals were on the team and that’d be a good surprise if we needed it.)

 

They were staying at the Ritz (or, at least, the feather was at the Ritz), because, you know, if you had resources at your command (magically or otherwise), and you were in Paris, there is nowhere else you’d stay.

(News: We did not stay at the Ritz because a) Darling and Bligh were there (bluh) and b) Ash had a flat in Paris, so we stayed at his flat, which was not Indiana Jones awesome, it was Parisian awesome, which obvs meant it was spectacular (yay!), but I digress.)

 

Once we found out they were staying at the Ritz, we had another powwow because I was not at one with the fact they blew a hole in the seating at Red Rock Amphitheater. But they didn’t harm the place otherwise, and what they did could be fixed.

I put my foot down about making certain there was no damage done to the Ritz.

This, of course, made Su remark, “You’re so boujee.”

“Yeah. And?” I asked.

She rolled her eyes but said no more.

 

They had the Hemingway suite, good for them because…awesome.

Good for us because you could get in from the courtyard.

We were all set to go in covert-like when a letter was hand-delivered to Ash’s flat.

It was from Darling.

So yeah.

There you go.

They knew we were there.

She invited me to drinks at the Hemingway Bar (yeah, the one in the Ritz).

Even before I read the rest, I was all in to do this (because, yeah, the Ritz).

But the rest of the letter said this would be done in détente, no hocus pocus, the witch kind or otherwise.

I did not believe this for a second, so even though we discussed it (okay, the team sat around and put up with Ash and I fighting about it), we decided I’d be covered and go in.

 

Coverage, per Ash, btw, was him getting in touch with some of his Parisian brethren from Le Société, as well as their wives/partners (witches) to cover me, make sure Bligh wasn’t up to any mischief, and scan the Ritz from top to bottom, end to end for any tomfoolery before I even stepped foot in the joint.

 

Obviously, this necessitated me taking an emergency trip to Rue Saint-Honoré (yippee!) because no way on the Goddess’s green earth I was going to the Ritz not tricked out to the nines (I went in Dior, but don’t worry, I didn’t snub Coco (this was the Ritz), I had some Chanel earrings in, and, erm, a new Chanel bag and maybe a bangle (ahem)).

 

She was sitting in the back.

The place was a crush.

She was wearing tweed (tweed! At the Ritz! Even if I didn’t know she was a bad guy, I’d know she was a bad guy at that).

There was a beautiful rose sitting on the table and it looked like she was drinking a G&T.

I walked up to the table and said, “You didn’t have to bring me a flower.”

She said, “I didn’t. They’re French. They give every woman a flower.”

She said this like she’d say, “I didn’t. They’re French. They run over pedestrians for sport.”

I looked around the awesome bar and saw this was true (about the flower)

Every woman had a stunning, full rose attached to her drink.

Seriously.

The Ritz was the shit!

I sat across from her, which sucked, because it meant I had my back to the rest of the bar.

The waiter was right there.

“Je voudrais un martini avec vodka et une olive,” I ordered.

(I don’t speak French, I looked it up so I could seem posh while ordering at the Ritz.)

“Hemingway martini?” he asked.

I thought that was safe since French for martini was the same as what happened to me on my date with Aidan what seemed like a million years ago. That is, giving you a glass of sweet vermouth over ice.

Been there, done that and…yuck.

And Hemingway had better taste than that (surely).

“Zee frozanne oleev jooz is zee ice cube,” the waiter told me.

What!?

“That…is…brilliant,” I told him.

He smiled, eyes twinkling (French people are so not unfriendly, FYI, that’s hogwash, you just have to act like you don’t own their country when you’re in their country and they’re totally cool).

He bowed short and took off.

I turned to Darling.

“I see you haven’t changed,” she said.

“Why would I do that?” I asked.

Her mouth got all puckery.

“Okay, you know everyone thinks you’re barmy,” I shared.

“They’ll learn,” she replied.

“They’ll learn what? That you’re even more barmy than they already think you are?” I asked.

“This isn’t the way to negotiate, Mathilda,” she stated snootily.

“Okay, first, you electrocuted me. Second, you tried to strip me of my magic. Third, your sidekicks nearly killed my fiancé. Fourth, they did kill Althea. Next, you blew a hole in Red Rock Amphitheater. Then, you hit me with a kill spell. And last, you’re trying to create a Dark Lord. I’d really like to know what there is to negotiate. Stop trying to make the Dark Lord. And boom, negotiations over.”

“This is your fault,” she declared.

Oh my Goddess!

I was so sick of everyone thinking everything was my fault.

“It is not. All I wanted to do was help people and you went crackers on me.”

“So everyone wishes to be, how is it that people say it…out about our powers, I’ll be out. Very out. In a way no one would consider lighting a torch and finding their pitchfork.”

Now I was seeing where she was coming from (kinda).

Okay, so yeah.

Again.

Actually talking to people led to (kinda) understanding them.

Gulk.

“Agatha, no one will harm us and not just because we’re way more powerful than them,” I assured.

“Yes, I believe the witches of the Burning Times thought that. And the witches in Salem. And witches and vampires and werewolves and etc. since the dawn of time.”

This sucked.

Because she had a point.

“So what’s this Dark Lord malarkey?” I asked.

“If you have the power, all the power, you have the control.”

“Um, just pointing out, if you give him the power, you don’t have the power.”

“We’re a team,” she sniffed.

“Okay, Agatha, since we’re sharing historical perspectives here, what man who had power shared his power with a woman…since the dawn of time?”

“I won’t be powerless,” she replied.

“I’ve been reading up on these guys, and if you give him what you could give him if this comes to fruition, you would be. You’d be no match for him. No one would.”

“The others sought to create the Dark Lord for vengeance or other weak reasons. I seek to create one as a strategy. A strategy Jeremy is in concurrence with. I know what I’m doing. I’m not stuck in the past. I’m looking toward the future, a future I do not want, but one being forced on me. A future that means humans will know of our existence and have their usual reactions to that. A future where all supernaturals need to be prepared for those reactions, and it is I, and Jeremy, who are preparing for them. And that’s the difference.”

“Not to be funny, but you just mentioned the Burning Times and Salem. That wasn’t exactly yesterday.”

Her face got hard. “You try me, Mathilda Honeycutt.”

I tried her?

She hit me with a kill spell and was right then making me sit with my back to the Hemingway Bar!

I decided not to get pissed.

A lot was at stake here.

I needed to keep my shit together.

“Agatha, honest to the Goddess, I really would like to come to some kind of understanding. I will admit, in the beginning, I went off half-cocked not knowing what I was doing—”

“It’s good you admit that.”

At this point, I chanted in my head, Keep your cool, Matty. Keep your cool.

Out loud I said, “But as you can see, I’m not the only one who feels the way I do.”

“Young people think they know everything, when they don’t.”

Okay, boomer, I did not say.

“There are a lot of not young people who feel the same as me,” I said.

“They’re misguided.”

I shut up.

The waiter came with my drink.

I said, “Merci beaucoup.”

He gave me another smile, another little bow, shot Agatha a blank glance (clearly, she didn’t order in French or even try) and walked away.

I took a sip without taking my rose off my glass because drinking a Hemingway martini with a rose attached in the Hemingway Bar at the Ritz was…everything.

Okay, no.

After downing that sip, it was that martini that was everything.

Mental note: make olive juice ice cubes the second I was back at The Acre.

Mental note 2: don’t wait to be back at The Acre, make them in Ash’s Parisian flat.

“Is there anything I can say that would change your strategy?” I asked, suspecting the answer was no, which gave me a not-so-good tingle that she’d called me there as a ruse and Bligh was out there, creating death and destruction among people I loved.

“You could join us.”

Fortunately, I wasn’t taking a sip of my martini or it’d be all over her face.

And this was not fortunate because I didn’t want to spit in her face.

It was fortunate because I didn’t want to do anything so gauche at the Ritz or waste even a drop of that martini.

“Pardon?” I asked.

“I hear Sebastian is turning Fae. You’re the Prophesied One. If the two of you joined us, we wouldn’t be formidable. We’d be unstoppable.”

Agatha Darling wanted to ally with…

Me?

For curiosity’s sake, I queried, “And what would the four of us do with our omnipotence?”

“Whatever we wanted.”

Ding! Ding! Ding!

Wrong answer!

“Aga—”

She leaned toward me. “No one would ever harm a witch again.”

“You can’t be sure of that,” I said quietly.

She leaned back. “You told me you’d been reading about the past Dark Lords. If you have, you know I can.”

“Even the Dark Lord can’t be everywhere at once.”

“We’ll see about that.”

Fabulous.

“And they’ve all been defeated,” I pointed out.

“Yes, after they enjoyed long periods of supremacy.”

She wasn’t barmy.

She wasn’t crackers.

She wasn’t crazy.

She was insane.

“I hate to disappoint you, but I really have no desire to rule the world,” I admitted.

World Cookery Domination, yes.

Patent subjugation of everyone not me?

No.

She flicked out a hand. “Then we remain on opposite sides.”

Okay, so now I was seeing how some talks irretrievably broke down.

It was me who leaned forward at that.

“He’s going to turn on you,” I whispered.

“Do you think I haven’t thought of that?”

“No, but I think you may be overestimating the weight you carry. You complete the rituals and make him what you want him to be, with Fae magic to boot, your side of the scale is much lighter than you think, his will come crashing down and you’ll be flying without a parachute.”

I wasn’t sure my mixed metaphor worked, but she got me.

“I’ve taken precautions.”

“And you think the ones before you didn’t?”

“I think they weren’t me.”

Okay.

Insane.

And totally conceited.

I sat back and took another sip.

“Are we done?” she asked.

“I can’t believe I’m going to say this, but I wish we weren’t because I wish you’d listen to me. But I’m guessing we are.”

She nodded and stood, sweeping out of the bar, leaving her rose on the table (and me stuck with the bill).

I sighed.

About thirty seconds later, I heard Ash order from behind me. “Switch seats.”

That was my guy.

When I was with him, I always got the better seat.

I stood, looked up at him, he bent and touched his lips to mine, then I sat on the bench at the back and he sat on the little stool opposite me.

Much better view.

Of the bar, and the fact my fiancé was hot.

He slid my drink my way.

I took it up, rose and all, and downed a lot more than a sip.

The waiter came and Ash ordered the same as me, in French, because he was already posh, no effort required.

“How did that go?” he asked.

“Not well,” I answered.

“We have the Pegasus feather,” he shared.

I’m pretty sure I blinked about a thousand times in ten seconds.

Then I asked, “What?”

“While you had her occupied—”

“You carried out an operation without me?”

Yup.

I raised my voice.

In the Ritz.

But WTF?

“No. You played your part. You kept her occupied. We retrieved the feather. Mission accomplished.”

“You do know it’s impossible for me to be mad at you because A, I’m in the Ritz, B, I’m wearing Dior and Chanel, C, I’m drinking the best martini in the world, and D, we have the Pegasus feather and I’m assuming no one got dead in getting it or you’d be a lot less cheerful so I can’t really complain.”

“I do know this,” he replied.

Fucking Ash.

 

So that was how we got the Pegasus feather.

And I actually couldn’t complain.

Because it might have had a frustrating end…

But I got the fun part.

 

14 September

 

Bonus to being in Paris: Josie, Aidan and Rory were close.

They visited.

We filled them in.

Ash decided we’d stay on that side of the pond for a while because all the back and forth wasn’t doing our bodies any good, and the baddies weren’t leaving Europe or Asia so it was a waste of time to be in Denver when they were over here.

 

Paris Highlights So Far (in reverse order):

3) Froze olive juice and introduced Josie and Aidan (not Rory) to the Hemingway martini (Aidan had already had it, of course).

2) Shopped with Josie.

1) Ash took me on what he called “a surprise expedition” which I thought had to do with Darling and Bligh, but in the end was a trip to Lydia Courteille’s boutique where he bought me a ring from her Marie Antoinette Dark Side collection (exquisite).

(Love my man!)
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The rest of the time I’ve been spending in a makeshift magic room in Ash’s flat, trying to break cloaking spells so we could recover more relics or find our nemeses (who were no longer staying at the Ritz, or at least, none of the relics were there).

And failing.

So, although enjoying Paris a whole lot more, not making much progress in saving the world.

In other words, mixed bag.

 

17 September

 

Just got in trouble with my fiancé.

Aidan and Josie had to go back because Rory had to go back to school.

The rest of the team is doing fun stuff like visiting the Louvre or going to see that awesome Van Gogh interactive experience or hitting vintage shops and bringing back Hermès scarves and I was stuck trying to track Gorgon blood and some very dead bitch’s knife.

Okay, so I was stuck in Ash’s fabulous Parisian apartment.

But I was still stuck.

Ash had gone out for a run.

So I took the opportunity to take a break, the break I decided to take became all-consuming, and thus, I didn’t hear him when he arrived home.

“What are you doing?” he asked, and honest to the Goddess, I nearly jumped out of my skin.

I twisted away from my laptop and looked up at him. “Taking a break.”

“Taking a break from saving the world?”

“Yes.”

His eyes dropped to my laptop before they came back to me.

“To browse Pinterest?”

“To browse wedding ideas on Pinterest, and before you go all Ash on me, I’ve actually gotten a lot done.”

“Do you have a lock on Sorcha’s Book of Shadows?”

“No, I’ve decided our wedding colors are going to be ballet slipper and opera mauve with ivory and maybe the color of moss thrown in for contrast.”

Ash stood still and stared down at me, unspeaking.

“Our flowers are going to be roses, Calla lilies and hyacinth, which means we need a spring wedding.”

Ash remained speechless.

“And I don’t care how much it costs, it’s going to be a plated dinner. None of that buffet stuff for us. It takes forever for the line to go through and then you have the gluttons who act like they’ve never seen food before when it’s free. On the other hand, we’re having an open bar, but only until a certain time. I don’t want some drunk fool ruining the wedding video or smashing into the cake. Which, by the way, is going to be yellow cake with Italian buttercream and alternating layers of fresh strawberries and blueberries to semi-reflect the colors of the wedding, with the bonus of being the colors of both of our flags. And no naked cakes. They’re gorgeous, but it’s all about the frosting.”

“Darling, we’ve agreed, they probably used all the Gorgon blood for the attack on Red Rock so the next most important relic we need to get our hands on is that Book of Shadows. I love that you’re excited about our wedding. But we have priorities.”

I gave him the thumb and forefinger half an inch and squinted through that space at him.

“I’m just taking a little break to clear my head and give me the will to fight on.”

“How about letting finding that Book of Shadows and taking away the resource that provides a step by step guide to creating a Dark Lord, which might bring us closer to eventually having a wedding, give you the will to fight on?”

I sighed.

He kissed the top of my head.

I set aside my computer and turned toward my own Book of Shadows to record that incident with Ash.

I didn’t get my book open before Ash spoke from the door.

“Yes, plated dinner. Yes, time limit on open bar. Yes, Italian buttercream. Absolutely no to any shade of mauve.”

“But opera mauve is—”

“Mathilda.”

I scrunched my face at him.

He gave me a soft look and walked out.

So it was part that soft look and part the fact he’d just demonstrated he was interested in the planning of our wedding that made me smile before I grabbed my journal.

And now that I’ve recorded that incident with Ash, I have to get back to my magickal implements.

Gluh.

 

24 September

 

Back on our personal jet (way better than saying “chartered flight”) on our way to Forest of Dean.

Yes, Ash and I had made a pact we were going nowhere near England.

Yes, the Forest of Dean is in England.

Yes, my vision foretold seriously bad things happening to me in England.

But get this shit.

Maithieliel has escaped.

The Evil Queen is on the loose.

In the human realm.

And our elite team had been called in to do something about it.

Yeah.

Sometimes my life sucks.

ACK!
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6 October

 

We have the bitch pinned.

Wish us luck.

 

7 October

 

Okay, right.

Got her.

Shoo.

 

This is how it went down:

We get to the Forest of Dean.

We go to the Realm.

And this might seem like no biggie, but remember:


	Ash and I had been incarcerated and witnessed a brutalization the last time we were there, so no fun returning and reliving those memories.



	BecBec was with us and she’d renounced being Fae and said she’d never return, (not to mention, the last time she was there, she’d been incarcerated too, and had been sentenced to a fate akin to death for a faerie). But since she’d vowed allegiance to the team, she was at odds, ticked, didn’t want to go home, or see Cystien, but felt she had to, so was generally in a surly mood.



	Outside Sar and Trae (obvs), the rest had never been to the Realm so they were acting like we were on a wicked-cool vacation adventure they couldn’t wait to embark on (which made BecBec surlier).



	And on the whole, we didn’t have time for this shit because we had a world to save, which made both me and Ash surly (er).





 

The minute we get down there, we’re taken to the Imperial Order (the three elfin dudes who act in Cystien’s stead).

We’re taken to them because Cystien is nowhere to be found.

They report to us he’s “riding the alternate dimensions.”

That was what they said.

“Riding the alternate dimensions.”

In other words, as far as I could tell, he was off on a wicked-cool vacation adventure.

Like all hell in two realms wasn’t breaking loose!

Now I’m pissed at Cystien.

Ash is certifiably livid (and it was me who could certify that seeing as I felt the need to ask for a leave of absence to go buy a ski suit, he was so pissed he was frosty).

But at least we have an explanation of how Mathielieliel got loose.

Because Cystien wasn’t around to keep tabs on her or the faeries who were guarding her (who, as an aside, she’d bribed so now they were all on the loose—the Evil Queen and half a dozen mercenary minions).

They knew one thing.

She wasn’t in the Realm.

Wait.

Sorry.

They knew two things.

She wasn’t in the Realm and they’d checked the “residue of the mounds” (an aside to explain: pixie dust from faerie wings leaves residue and none of her minions’ residue was anywhere to be found in the portals to other dimensions) so they were deducing from this that she wasn’t “riding the alternate dimensions.”

That meant, unless they were wrong, she was on the surface.

Though my guess was she was going after Cystien.

My guess was wrong.

Because it wasn’t long when their guess was confirmed, seeing as she was wreaking havoc up on the surface.

 

Enter Complication Part Infinity when the Prime Minister gets wind that shit’s gone seriously south in the supernatural world as pertains to the Fae.

Not surprisingly, he then demands Ash, Marcus and me to show our faces at 10 Downing Street to explain the “spate of sightings” of a “she-devil” who’s seducing young men and then incinerating them in their beds after she’s done with them.

Ahem.

The entire country is in an uproar about this serial killer the media have dubbed The Shadow Widow (I hate that that’s kinda catchy, but I can’t deny that it is).

I don’t have time for this (even though I kinda wanna visit 10 Downing Street).

Ash doesn’t have time for this.

So Marcus goes with Dr. Bennett to try to reassure the PM we’ve got it all in hand.

When we absolutely do not.

 

Good thing about this, leaving a trail of dead human bodies in her wake makes her a lot easier to track, especially since she doesn’t have wings to leave any residue (something Cystien should have thought about before he’d pissed her off this bad by disfiguring her, though I couldn’t know if she was on a vengeful rampage rather than just continuing to be straight-up looney tunes, I still was blaming all of this on Cystien).

Bad thing about this, she’s leaving a trail of dead human bodies in her wake.

 

We find her minions PDQ, seeing as they broke ranks and were setting up sex cults.

Sar, Trae and BecBec dealt with them, and back we went to the Forest of Dean to hand them off to some Guardians.

This is not the relief one would think it would be considering the fact that everyone who’s even seen a single action film knows, it isn’t the baddie’s minions who are the problem.

The hero could mow through a thousand of them with a machine gun and she or he would still be up shit’s creek.

You gotta get the Big Bad.

And she was still out there.

 

We think we’ve got her pegged in Torquay, so we make the only plan we can in the circumstances, considering she might be wingless, but she’s still faerie, and if she can annihilate unsuspecting men, she can reduce all of us to cinders.

Except Trae, Sar and BecBec.

 

Gabe and Mack actually witness her picking up a dude in a pub.

And it’s on.

 

We follow her to his place (less witnesses that way).

Su, Anita and I do a quick sister spell that binds our magic so all of it will come through a single wand (mine), just as long as we’re physically touching.

Ash uses what little magic he has to cloak himself in case we fuck this up and someone has to trail her (spoiler alert: we fucked it up and we do it in a way that Ash is distracted and he doesn’t trail her).

Gabe and Mack provide perimeter support (whatever that is, though they knew what it was when Ash told them to do it because they took off and did it).

And we send Sar, Trae and BecBec in.

 

Now, you’ve seen those scenes in movies and TV shows where the outsiders are looking into a building where the action is happening, and great flashes of light shine out of the windows like the beams of a lighthouse?

Yeah.

That was how it went down.

And (gross alert), in the midst of that, while Su, Anita and I stood outside, wand up, their hands on my wrists, a window explodes because something was thrown out of it.

That something?

The charred remains of the human dude.

 

Now, at that, I’m not pissed.

I’m incensed.

There I am, feet away from the madness, and I couldn’t keep a human safe?

A human?

Was that the story of the Chosen One?

Hell fucking no.

 

Yes, you can see where this leads.

It was me who fucked shit up.

I did this by breaking ranks and racing into the dude’s house (a semi-detached) where all this was going down.

Ash dropped his cloak when I did, bellowing, “Mathilda!”

Humans were amassing due to the blinding bright flashes of light coming out the windows, not to mention the dead body being tossed out.

They’ve got phones up, not to call 999, to video this mess.

I ignore all of this and race up the stairs.

I use a spell to break open the door.

Maithieliel sees me and shrieks, “You!”

I shriek in return, “You!”

(Give me a break, the situation was serious, I didn’t have a better comeback at hand.)

She winds up.

I fling my wand out.

And it wasn’t Voldemort and Harry at the end of the battle of Hogwarts with sizzling, dripping magic when our steams blended.

We blew up the house.

 

Yeah, we blew up the house.

 

Fortunately, Mack had gotten everyone out of the other side, our faeries were immune to death and I was the Chosen One with a vampire brother, so I just got blown to the street where I landed on my back on Gabe, who’d flown there as a bat and then transformed in order to act as a vampire mattress.

FYI: It still hurt (ouch x1,922).

Gabe said he didn’t feel a thing (I suspected he was lying, but I didn’t push it).

And Maithieliel disappeared.

 

This caused Ash to lose his ever-lovin’ mind at me (honestly, I didn’t blame him), which necessitated me listening to an hour-long lecture about following the orders of your commanding officer and how I’d just wasted massive amounts of magic that it’d take weeks to recoup when this wasn’t the only problem we were facing and yadda, yadda, yadda.

(Huh.)

(Sucks when your fiancé is right, just sayin’.)

It also necessitated Dr. Bennett and Marcus hightailing it back to 10 Downing Street to explain why the witches and Fae that were on The Shadow Widow’s trail were blowing up houses.

 

Enter the phase where she laid low for a few days.

And then we got news from some faeries who were taking a break from their sex cult to go grocery shopping in Tintagel.

Yeah, Tintagel.

One of my favorite places on the planet.

Also the site where King Arthur was conceived (theme emerging? hope not, the love of his life cheated on him and he did not exactly find the Holy Grail).

So off we went.

 

In the meantime, Sar and Trae had sent word to the Realm and we’d beefed up our forces with a dozen Guardians of the Realm.

I was absolutely forbidden (forbidden! by my fiancé!) to use magic unless “all other options are exhausted.”

And Ash (cloaked) did not let her get her hooks in another one.

The minute she sent a come-hither look to a guy in a pub, the Fae descended.

Full-winged.

Needless to say, this freaked the other patrons of pub right the fuck out and they ran, some of them screaming, into the night.

I’m outside and Su, Anita and me have our sister spell activated, but it’s Su’s wand up and at the ready.

And Maithieliel comes tearing out.

 

Now, this is when I learn that faeries don’t need wings to fly.

In other words, the bitch could move.

She flies through the wee town (on her feet).

Right toward the English Heritage site.

That’s right.

Where the ruins of the castle where Arthur was conceived are.

Gak!

 

We chase after her, and as I’m vowing to (maybe) start working out because I’ve got a stitch in my side and I’m breathing so heavily, I think my heart’s going to explode, we get to the cliffs.

And there she is.

She’s pinned at the cliffs, and since she doesn’t have any wings, she’s got nowhere to go.

Ash orders a couple of faeries to fly down to the water just in case she jumps.

Su, Anita and I hang back.

Mack is taking Ash’s back.

Gabe is flapping around overhead.

The rest of the Fae surround her, on land and having taken wing.

To the writing of this, I still don’t know what she did that made BecBec shout, “Humans, cover your eyes!” before BecBec flung out her arm and singlehandedly doing the spell Prunella and I did all those months ago, and all the air around us grew darker, like the moon and stars had dulled in wattage.

I was just glad she did because I have time to grab onto Su and Anita, pull them to the ground and then land cross-body over their heads before closing my own eyes and wrapping my arms around my head.

The light is so freaking bright, it still ekes through.

But honest to the Goddess, I’d take being blinded if I never have to hear that shriek she emitted again.

It was the sound she made when Cystien took her wings but ratcheted up way past eleven.

And then there’s a BOOM! that’s like the sound barrier was broken. No joke, it’s actually a physical thing, and a wave of weight made of nothing at all slams into us before a gust of wind rips over us.

After that, Sar says, “It is safe.”

I get up.

I help Anita and Su up.

Su says, “Never lie on my head again!”

I say, “You’re welcome for your continuing eyesight.”

Ash says, “Cut the bickering.”

I rethink making my man our team leader (for the two thousandth time).

We all turn to Maithieliel who is not bound with golden ropes, but ones that look made of steel.

She is, of course, looking at me.

I brace for another annoying back and forth where she blames me for something that is not my fault.

But that doesn’t happen.

She says, “I just wanted him back.”

Seriously?????????????

It’s been three thousand years!

“Yes, well, I wanted those Christian Louboutin heels that had wings on the straps but they sold out like that,” I snapped my fingers, “and I didn’t wipe out entire communities, oppress my people and go on a killing spree in a snit because I didn’t get a pair.”

“The loss of a loved one is not like the loss of a pair of shoes,” she spat.

“What I’m saying is, life is life. It’s full of disappointment and devastation and grief and things we can’t control and things that get out of hand and things we wish we didn’t do or say and things we can’t fix and things we want that we cannot have. It’s the manner of a being, any being as to how we handle that,” I retorted.

“It totally freaks me out when you act all wise,” Su muttered.

I whirled on my sister. “I don’t act wise. I am wise.”

“Whatever,” she kept muttering.

“What’d I say about bickering?” Ash cut in.

I shot my man a look.

As per usual, it deflected off him and disintegrated into the air.

“Trae, Sar, BecBec, take the Guardians and escort her to the closest mound and then down to the Realm. And I want you to personally pick the guards who look after her before you return to the team,” Ash ordered.

But he wasn’t done.

“And don’t return to the team unless you feel absolutely secure in the guards you choose.”

He got nods from the Fae and then they huddled.

Ash, Gabe (back to human form) and Mack walked to Su, Anita and me.

I wanted to watch my man walk to me, and when he arrived, suggest celebrating this victory in some way (seeing as they seemed few and far between so we should take advantage when we had one).

But his eyes were not on me as he approached us.

They were beyond me.

I turned that way to see we had an audience of humans.

Not sure how I didn’t notice them, since some were keening, others were moaning, these people covering their eyes.

The ones who weren’t were either comforting or drawing away the ones who were or they were staring at us like they’d come to the fateful and distressing conclusion that they’d lost their minds.

“We have a problem,” Ash murmured.

I suspected he was right.

 

10 October

 

He was right.

 

It started the next morning when I woke in an empty bed, hearing a telly going.

I rolled out of bed, stumbled into the living room (unsurprisingly, Le Société had a safe house in Cornwall, it was all beachy and fishermany and Cornish and Shell Seekers, I loved it).

Ash was not lounging on the couch, sipping some java and catching up on the events of the day.

He was standing, staring at the TV with a look on his face I wasn’t a big fan of.

I didn’t ask “What?”

I looked to the TV to see a man in an unkempt suit with a wild head of blond hair blustering at the camera.

“The existence of these creatures has been kept from the citizens of this country by the government for centuries. And now they’ve lost control of these beasts and our youth is being kidnapped and brainwashed or murdered in their beds!”

“Uh-oh,” I said.

Ash looked to me, lifted the remote, pointed it at the TV and pressed a button.

Cue the switch to another station where there was a talking head at a desk with three other talking heads on a graphic panel floating beside him.

One of the talking heads on the panel was saying, “The events of last night quite obviously correlate with events being reported around the globe, most notably the situation at Glastonbury Tor last Halloween and an explosion that rocked an amphitheater in Colorado just last August.”

The next talking head said, “Indeed. And as panic is beginning to take hold, governments everywhere are keeping mum about this when it’s very clear the peoples all over the planet are in grave danger.”

“Uh-oh,” I repeated.

Ash did the remote thing again and it was just a man from a satellite feed, saying, “…for years. And my demands for more transparency fell on deaf ears. It’s clear, they’re developing these…things as weapons. We’ve no idea their scope. Their reach. Their power. Anything about them. And now their machinations have been made public, and it’s obvious they’re no longer under anyone’s control, panic is ensuing, and they cannot be surp—”

Ash switched and there was a report on a run on toilet paper, bottled water and canned goods at a grocery store in Surrey.

He switched again, and there was someone talking over grainy footage of Gabe helping me to my feet, the remains of a house smoldering around us, and my hair looked really bad.

“Um…” I hummed.

The television turned off.

I looked to Ash.

“This has been happening all morning,” he stated.

Great.

“Pack, sweetheart. We’ve been ordered to London. And the Prime Minister is demanding to speak directly to you.”

Fabulous.

Well, one thing about this, I was going to get to see 10 Downing Street.

I just was no longer fired up about that.

Ack.
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Headed to Downing Street unprepared, and not only because I didn’t have time to buy a new outfit.

When we arrived, did not get offered a tour.

Instead, Ash and I were immediately shown to a big room with a long table that was filled with a bunch of white guys, a couple Asian guys and a token woman.

We were not offered seats.

We were not offered greetings.

Nope.

None of this.

What happened next was the PM ordered, “Miss Honeycutt, explain.”

“You could use a little diversity in your cabinet,” I remarked.

“This is not an explanation,” he told me something I knew, his face getting red. “It’s our understanding with the strength of your…” he flicked a hand at me repeatedly, “sorcery you had this situation in hand.”

I didn’t like the way he said “sorcery.”

Thus, I replied (okay, and it was in a snotty tone), “I don’t know, sir. I’m looked on by some as their leader. I’m looked on by some as the opposition. There are thousands upon thousands of people who have opinions about me, my actions and my ideals. Many of those opinions are very strong. I mean, I’m not really certain you can relate, seeing as you may have some knowledge of this, but you sought the position you hold, and I did not. But perhaps you can find it somewhere in you to cut me some slack because it may be lame to say I’m doing the best I can, but frankly, that would be all I can do in any situation.”

That wasn’t true.

I could totally slack.

But I was far from doing that.

“I would suggest you have some respect for this table,” another dude didn’t so much suggest as demand.

“You speak of respect when I, nor my fiancé, have been offered a seat, a cup of tea, an introduction to you lot, or a tour. Our presence here was not a request, it was a demand. I am not a citizen of your country—” I began.

“And as such, you can be ejected from our country,” another dude said.

“Please do so,” I shot back. “It will mean Agatha Darling and Jeremy Bligh will take up residence here as the only safe place they can be because if I’m gone, Mr. Wilding will be gone, our elite team will be gone, and as she completes the rituals to make him the single most powerful being on the planet, the Dark Lord will be on your turf and you’ll be on your own while he’s tinkering with his new powers on the road to world domination.”

That shut them up.

Unsurprisingly, when the woman spoke up, she had something useful to say.

“We need to prepare a joint statement.”

“You’re right. We do,” Ash chimed in. “We also need to demonstrate a united front.”

“We’re uncertain the current government feels it judicial to publicly ally with her kind,” another dude said, indicating me at the end of that with a nod of his head. “We’ve yet to come to agreement about that matter.”

Her kind?

My fingers itched to whip out my wand.

Ash put a staying hand on my forearm.

But he didn’t use his other one to cover my mouth.

And so I used it.

“If you leave us swinging, opening us up to prejudice, bigotry, and all the ugly that comes of that, I will divorce myself from the entirety of the United Kingdom and leave you to whatever may befall you, be it the Dark Lord, the Fae out and proud, and whatever else might come along.”

“Parliament has a long-standing policy of separation in matters that pertain to the supernatural,” another dude said.

“This is not true,” Ash retorted. “Although Mathew Hopkins was never officially sanctioned as the Witchfinder General by Parliament, he also wasn’t stopped. And I, and the whole of Le Société, are well aware of the many covert attempts by combined forces, including those of Great Britain, to invade and subdue the vampires at Castle Noapte during the cold war when that stronghold was behind the Iron Curtain and everyone was terrified the communists would ally with the vampires.”

No one said anything.

But…jeez.

They thought Fane and his bros would turn communist?

They really did not know vampires.

Equality among all was so not their gig.

“Get your speechwriters to boot up their laptops,” I said. “But these are the conditions to the statement. The only supernaturals you can discuss are Fae and witches. I’ve not ascertained how the rest feel about being publicly recognized. However, elves and witches being outed to the public will explain the recent occurrences, and make clear we have things in hand—”

I didn’t get to finish.

Someone snapped, “Hardly in hand. She went on a killing spree and you blew up a home.”

“The last time she was on the surface, she wiped out entire settlements,” Ash bit. “Your writers can make that clear. And as such, your writers can share succinctly that she was capable of much more malevolence, but she was tracked and subdued in very little time. And they can capitalize on the escape of Maithieliel as an example of precisely how safe the average citizenry is, considering all Fae have her power and the last time they used it for malevolent purposes, it was again her who did the deed and it was in the goddamned Iron Age.”

Wow.

This was a totally awesome spin.

My man was the greatest.

“Viviana Honeycutt is on our team, but she’s currently in Denver,” Ash continued. “She’ll call in and work with your speechwriters on the statement. It will be reviewed by her, myself and Mathilda before the PM takes his place in front of the microphones to give it.”

“I’m not making a statement about witches and elves,” the PM declared.

“Yes, you are, sir,” Ash said in a steely tone.

“We should call Josie,” I said under my breath to Ash. “She’s good at that kind of thing and she’s English. She’ll know better than Viv what’ll go down well here.”

Without missing a beat, Ash announced, “And we’ll be calling Josephine McShane to assist in preparing the statement.”

“I suppose we have no choice but to do as we’re told or you’ll zap us or something,” some dude muttered.

Okay…

Uh.

No.

“I have not once threatened violence against you, and you don’t know me, you’ve made no attempt to know me, but I haven’t because that simply is not in my nature and I will note, considering the power my people hold and the fact, except on very rare occasions, they have not used it for ill, it isn’t their nature either,” I said quietly. “I have not once threatened anything retaliatory, except to extricate myself from the protection of your peoples, and that is not a threat, that is a choice based on your treatment of myself and my team.”

They all looked kind of uncomfortable at that.

But I didn’t care.

I kept lecturing.

And since this quiet-talking business was working, I kept doing it like that too.

“It will also be noted in this statement that all people have been living among witches since the Goddess bestowed The Craft on her first daughter thousands of years ago. And from us, you’ve received herbal remedies and cures, a better understanding of botanicals, and excellent midwifery which helped to advance the human population. What we’ve received in return is torture, drowning, hangings and being burned alive. Thus, it’s no wonder we hid our magicks from your tyranny. But even so, just yesterday, three of us put our lives on the line to pin down a maverick faerie who was murdering young men.”

I took a step toward the table and finished.

“I would suggest you stop being so bloody obvious. You fear women with resources and an end to your status quo. I further suggest you brace. Because it’s coming. And for once, you have no choice.”

And on that, I flounced out.

And I oh so totally flounced, swinging my hair and my ass and everything.

Ash moved to my side.

“Fancy a shag in a loo at 10 Downing Street?” he asked.

I was taking from that I’d turned him on with my awesomeness.

Or my flouncing.

“Absolutely,” I answered.

We never got a tour.

But we gave each other an orgasm.

So I’m taking that as another win.
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At three o’clock that afternoon, with Josie, Aidan, Dr. Bennett, Marcus, and select of his cabinet ministers surrounding him (including, I noted (natch) the female), the PM gave his statement.

It was epic.

Serious kudos to Viv and Josie for that display of “sorcery.”

I’d transcribe it here, but it’s all over the place.

All you’ve gotta do is Google it.

And if you’re one of the three people on the planet who hasn’t seen it yet, I suggest you do just that.


[image: ]



It wasn’t long (in other words, the next day), when other governments, with witches standing at their sides, made their own statements.

It made me throw up a little in my mouth when I saw Agent Elizabeth Perry was one of the people flanking the head of Homeland Security, who the Americans decided to make their statement.

But whatevs.

It was what it was.

And what would be would be.

I had no choice but to Doris Day this shit.

And hope for the best.
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Now, as you know, it wasn’t as easy as that.

Panic was the favorite pastime of a lot of people because a) it gave the assholes excuses to behave badly and b) even I feared the unknown (so I could get it).

We knew we weren’t going to just say, “Hey, we’re here, we’re real, we’re good people, relax. It’s all cool,” and everyone would reply, “Groovy. Giving peace a chance.”

But we’d taken the first step.

And you know, weird as it is, things happen for a reason.

I would never in a million years sacrifice young men through Somerset, Devon and Cornwall so a team of witches and elves could swoop in, save the day and show we had the humans’ backs.

But, well…

There was no arguing it worked out that way.
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So now we’re back in Ash’s London flat and I’m back to trying to track magickal relics.

Which was a load more boring.

But it was a bigger load less scary and/or annoying.

And these days, I was taking what I could get.

 

12 October

 

Status report:

I still cannot astral project.

I have a huge bruise on my hip because I actually got more than four feet off the ground on my broomstick before I fell off it.

Have set Aidan, Dr. Bennett, et. al. to try to figure out if I can harness the power of the Pegasus feather because if that’s the most powerful thing on the planet, and I can wield it, that might come in handy.

PS on this: Apparently, all tomes pertaining to the Pegasus feather were also locked away in Area 666, so this was a long shot. Still, they were trying.

And Ash had to shove the telly in the closet because I was spending too much time watching shows like The View with people sitting around debating how they feel about the existence of supernaturals.

Or fake witches or elves coming forward for interviews, spouting shit about witches and elves that was wholly untrue, and they were annoying the crap out of me.

Or real witches or elves coming forward for interviews and the interviewers asking them stupid, narrow-minded questions that made me want to astral project myself or get back on my broomstick and show them precisely what a wand could do.

And yes, you can read from that, that’s why I’ve been practicing astral projection and broomstick riding and again why the telly is in the closet.

And last, had what I thought was the awesome idea:

Instead of tracking the relics Bligh and Darling had, going to Area 666 and getting our own to create a Mutually Assured Destruction Scenario.

Ash nixed this idea, by the by, saying, “They’re locked up for a reason, Mathilda. Even people with the purest of hearts and best of intentions can and do get corrupted by that kind of power. We know that because they have and that’s why those things are crated and forbidden…for all.”

Thus ensued one of the coolest conversations I’ve had in my life.

“Does the Ark of the Covenant really melt people?” (Me)

“Yes.” (Ash)

“Oh my Goddess! Seriously?” (Me)

“Yes. It does that, amongst other things.” (Ash)

“What other things?” (Me)

“What a man sows, he will also reap.” (Ash)

“Say what?” (Me, clearly not having been to Vacation Bible School)

“The Ark of the Covenant holds the Commandments. The Commandments are God’s will. If opened, His will is done. In other words, if you’re close to the Ark when it’s opened, and you’ve broken even a single commandment, you will reap what you sow in biblical proportions.” (Ash)

“Holy shit.” (Me)

“Yes.” (Ash, laughing)

“Do we have the Holy Grail?” (Me)

“Yes.” (Ash)

“Holy shit!” (Me)

Ash just laughed again, until he said, “And just to say, darling, there’s a reason Mona Lisa is smiling like she is.”

And then he told me all about Mona Lisa’s smile.

But I’m not sharing.

Because even if the reason is awesome, if everyone knew, it wouldn’t be as cool of a painting.

 

As an aside, he also told me who killed Kennedy.

And I’m not sharing that either.

Because it’s not as exciting as you think.

There’s something to be said for mystery.

Just sayin’.

 

18 October

 

Right.

Just had two very emotional days.

So emotional, I needed to recover by eating Junior Poons crispy aromatic duck, and although Ash didn’t drive us all the way from London to Clevedon so I could have it (seeing as we were getting nowhere near The Gables due to my earlier vision, this one of the few things Ash and I didn’t fight about), he hired a driver to go and get it for me.

Seriously.

He hired a driver!

To make a four-hour delivery!

We had to heat it up in the microwave.

It was still fabulous.

 

So, this all started two days ago when I was at the flat by myself, reading some book Aidan had couriered to me that might help me do some spellwork to track the relics and Ash was with Mack at some Le Société thing (I didn’t ask, they were being cagey, but I had a feeling Mack was into my sister, and as such, if something came of that, would be eligible to become a member).

So I was a little shocked, when Ash wasn’t there, that Marcus showed.

He was carrying a humongous gold box.

Seeing as I liked Marcus and I liked humongous gold boxes whatever they might contain, not to mention, he was my soon-to-be father-in-law, I let him in.

After I did, I kinda wished I hadn’t but not for the reasons you’d think.

He seemed awkward and didn’t want to catch my eyes which made me feel weird.

He then put the box on Ash’s coffee table and announced, “I would be honored if you’d wear that. And I know Bella would be honored if you would. As her mother was honored that my Bella had worn it.”

He said nothing more, just kissed my cheek (awkwardly) and vamoosed (quickly).

I stared at the box, from his words, now knowing what was in it.

And it scared the bejeezus out of me because I reckoned Ash’s mom got married in the 80s which meant the wedding gown in that box would probably be a poofy-sleeved monstrosity with requisite beaded headband with floof of netting veil at the back (the 80s were not the decade for wedding gowns, even (arguably) Princess Diana mucked it up with that silk that wrinkled so easily).

But since Ash’s mom’s mom was honored Isabella had worn it, and witches lived long lives, that meant it could be from any decade at all for the last maybe fifteen of them.

And let’s face it, English folks weren’t known for their fashion.

Alexander McQueen notwithstanding.

As well as Stella McCartney and Vivienne Westwood.

And even with the Wrinkled Silk Debate, it went without saying that Diana rocked style.

All right, so the stereotype was that English folks weren’t known for their fashion.

Ahem.

Still, Ash’s mom (and grandma) could be from anywhere, and whatever was in that box could be something I did not want to wear to my wedding.

But now I’d have to.

Because Ash’s mom was lost to him and Marcus had put me in a sitch I couldn’t easily extricate myself from.

And I was me.

Mathilda.

Glamour Girl.

So if you think I didn’t have very concrete plans of precisely what my wedding gown would look like, you’re crazy.

Now, with that big gold box on Ash’s coffee table, I had no choice.

I was in the position, whatever it was, I had to wear it.

Gah!

Deciding to get it over with quickly, I flipped off the top of the box like I was flicking a spider out a window.

And I didn’t get the chance to even look at the dress, because a delicate piece of lavender colored paper wafted up and then floated down at my feet.

I bent, retrieved it and read:

 

Mathilda,

If Marcus has given this to you, the joyous time has come.

I’m so very excited for you both.

From what I’ve seen in readings, I really cannot find the words to express how very happy I am that my Sebastian has you in his life.

Even as a young boy, he was so very serious. So studious. So earnest.

He stopped playing with toys at around age four and spent most of his time looking at picture books (until he could read himself, which was at age five) or sitting beside his father and watching the news like he knew what they were reporting.

He then dove into his studies and activities in a manner that anything less than receiving the very top marks or being the very best at whatever he was doing would be the end of the world.

And I do believe that in some small part of him, the part of him that’s me, the part of him where I gave him magic, he knew he was right.

That he had to be the best at everything he endeavored, or it would be the end of the world.

Or worse, the end of you.

But in my readings, I saw you made him angry.

Frequently.

And made him laugh.

More frequently.

And just made him feel.

All the time.

And brought the ridiculous and the sublime into his world and forced him to see just how lovely both are. How important it is for us to embrace them. For there is not enough that is ridiculous or sublime in life, so we must hold close those times we can be silly, or we can be inspired.

And you give that to him.

I know many debated if it would be my Sebastian, or the other man who earned your trust, your heart, your love, your hand and the future destined for the both of you.

But I always knew it would be my boy.

For he always did his best at everything he did. So I knew without doubt he’d win you.

But also, readings never lie (even if they can be frustratingly unclear, as I’m sure you know by now).

And I told him it would be him.

I told him one day, he’d meet this amazing young woman who would open his world and bring such goodness into his life, he at first maybe wouldn’t know what to do with it.

And then she would guide him to learn that there was one thing in this world he did not have to be responsible for. One thing in this world he would not have to look after. One thing in this world he would not have to protect.

One thing in this world he would simply be given, free and clear of any burden.

One thing in this world he could count on for the rest of his days.

Your love.

Thank you for giving that to my son.

As I’m sure Marcus has told you, I would be honored if you’d wear my gown at your wedding. A gown I was honored to wear as it was also my mother’s.

But I know you have your own style, my lovely Mathilda, so please know I will not be offended if it isn’t to your liking.

The whole point of you is that you are you.

And I would never do anything to change that.

I wish you love and happiness beyond your wildest imaginings.

Take care of my boy.

 

Yours in gratitude and fondness,

Bella

 

So, uh…yeah.

I obviously lost my nut and dissolved into tears.

And by the way, I knew I was totally wearing that gown to my wedding, I didn’t care what it looked like.

(Good news: it wasn’t a monstrosity. It was all Audrey Hepburn meets Grace Kelly silk with lace over the bodice, sheer at the shoulders where the lace skimmed over the points, sleeveless (not strapless), V-necked with lace dripping into the graceful folds of a tulle skirt and a thin ribbon belt with a tidy bow at the front—not my vision, but I could so totally work with that.)

I was still sobbing (and I’ll admit, some of it was due to relief the gown was rad, but not a lot of it) when Ash got home and freaked out (in an Ash way) that I was sitting on the floor with my head on my arm on the coffee table and bawling.

So about two point-oh-two seconds after he walked through the door, I was in his lap and he was cradling me, stroking my back and whispering, “Darling, what on earth’s the matter?”

I didn’t know if it was right, if Bella would want it, but if I was Ash and I’d lost my mom, I’d want to see that lavender colored paper.

And what she’d written on it.

Not to mention, I was still incapable of speech.

So I handed it to him.

 

You know, I’ve no idea if I’ll ever again see what I saw when I watched the love of my life read that note.

I just learned the cure for my tears.

Seeing them fill Ash’s eyes.

So I quit being the one stroked, and I held my guy after he finished that note, shoved his face in my neck and absently attempted to squeeze the breath out of my body.

He did some deep breathing and got it under control because he was Ash.

I kinda wished he hadn’t (not only because I liked that he displayed he was human with a human’s emotions, but that he trusted that to me).

But he did get it under control.

“Okay, so more evidence outside the fact she made you that she was totally awesome,” I whispered when he pulled his face out of my neck.

“Yes,” he agreed gruffly.

“Love you, baby.” I kept whispering.

“And I you, sweetheart.” He was also whispering at the same time running his thumb over the wet still on my cheeks.

“We’re totally gooey,” I told him.

“Name one gooey thing that isn’t good,” he demanded of me.

I couldn’t think of even half of one.

See?

My man was all around the greatest.

“Did you really read when you were five?” I asked.

“Yes,” he answered.

“Well, I’m kinda a prodigy like that too. Mom could never find me when she took me to a bookstore because I was always in the magazine section, flipping through a Vogue when I was five. And four. And three.”

He grinned at me.

I grinned at him.

Then he kissed me.

 

Just so you know, the dress fit like a glove.

Magic.
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So, the next day, I get a Facetime demand from my mom.

I accept it.

And she’s lost her mind.

But as was becoming familiar, she’d thought I’d lost mine.

I knew this when she shrieked, “Mathilda Honeycutt, have you lost your mind?”

To which, my obvious reply was, “No.”

 

Just so you know, she was calling because I’d told Su about the gown, Su told Viv, Viv told Mom.

Enter Facetiming with my mom shrieking at me.

 

Then she says.

Get this.

“Has it occurred to you that I might want you to get married in my gown?”
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Now, there were two (scary) parts to this declaration.

Part I: Since learning of my father’s existence, I’d seen their wedding pictures. And my mother was an Earth Mother. And this didn’t happen when she became a mother. As far as I knew, she’d been born an Earth Mother.

In other words, her gown was crocheted from top to bottom.

With hemp yarn.

ACK!

Part II: I was not liking where this was going because no way I was going to be one of those brides whose mother hijacked their wedding.
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“Mom, you got married in crocheted hemp,” I explained, thinking that was a pretty thorough explanation since she’d known me since before I was born.

“And?”

And?

“Uh…”

“Now, you know I’m sensitive to Sebastian’s loss, but—”

“Mom, you do know that Hell will freeze over before I wear crocheted hemp to my wedding.”

Complete and utter silence.

And okay, that was harsh.

But I was not going to have a Momzilla taking over my wedding.

I quickly filled the silence.

“No offense. The pictures are sweet. As usual, you worked it. It’s just not me and you know that.”

“You do know, Mathilda…”

Oh man.

She rarely called me by my full name.

She only did it on certain occasions.

So I settled in mentally because I knew I was in for it.

“…this is not what’s considered a traditional ceremony.” She went on. “It’s traditional, for certain. But not for witches. What’s traditional for us is a handfasting ceremony.”
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Confession Time:

I know I’m supposed to be saving the world.

I know I’m supposed to be tracking magickal relics and girding my loins for the battle of my life.

And when I was not, I should be practicing on my broomstick, learning our history, perfecting my craft, and generally making up for thirty years of life where I was not at my studies when other good young witches were testing spells, getting their broomstick permits, learning to rhyme and so-mote-it-being all over the place.

But I told myself I was learning our ways by boning up on the handfasting ceremony. How the elements are brought in. How the Goddess is served. How the congregation is involved.

Etcetera, etcetera.

So I knew how Ash and my ceremony would go.

Down to the second.
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“Mom—” I tried to cut in.

“Your officiant will be a stand-in for the Goddess,” she declared.

“Mom—”

“And you must prepare, for you must bring the rain, the wind, the earth and the fire, and I doubt very seriously Sebastian’s mother’s gown is fire retardant.”

Like hemp was.

“Mom—”

“And the weaving, and who will do it.”

“Okay, Mom, but listen—”

“Now, your father and I decided we would let slide Sebastian doing something so un-wiccan-conventional as giving you an engagement ring, but only because he wears your own token which is unconventional for humans. And, of course, we both know how much you like diamonds.”

“Mom, would you—?”

“But really, I must step in at this juncture and—”

Oh my Goddess!

Enough!

“Mom, Gran’s going to be the officiant. You, Dad, Gabe, Su, Viv and Marcus are going to do the weaving. And I’m going to conjure spells to keep us dry when the rain comes, safe when the fire comes, and steady when the earth moves.”

And protected when the winds came, but I wasn’t going to mention that because Mom wouldn’t think we needed protection from that, but nothing was going to mess up my hair on the Big Day.

I had not passed all this by Ash, but I didn’t think he’d have an issue with it.

I wasn’t sure if Mom had issue with it because all I was getting was more silence from her while she stared at me over the phone.

“I have it covered,” I assured her. “Except I didn’t want to share all of that through Facetiming. I wanted to ask you all to be a part of our Big Day at an engagement celebration when the world wasn’t in danger and then I’d give you each your thread. And also, I’m wearing flowers in my hair so I need you to get on that and design what you think you want to do so I can approve it before you make my laurel for the day.”

No silence then.

I watched my mom’s face crumble and heard a muffled sob.

“Mom,” I said softly.

“You’re very far away,” she sniffled.

“Okay, I’ll stop planning until all this business is done and we’ll pick it up when we’re back together.”

“You’re in England, Matty.”

I was confused at this information being parlayed when I was the one in England, so I already knew that.

I still said, “Yeah.”

“And your vision…”

Oh.

Right.

She knew about that.

“Mom, I’m okay.” I was back to assuring.

“Sebastian said you weren’t going there,” she replied.

“Well, we had a homicidal elf to sort out,” I noted.

“And you did that. So I don’t understand why you’re still there.”

“I’m not close to The Gables.”

“You’re far closer to The Gables there than you are in Denver.”

I couldn’t argue that.

“Mom—”

“I’m a mother. I worry.”

It was time for me to give her silence.

“I’m your mother, Matty. And I’m worried.”

Crap.

“I know, I’m sorry—” I began.

“I don’t have good feelings.”

Crap.

“And I’m not getting good visions or readings,” she went on.

Goddess dang it.

“It’s gonna be okay.”

Yep, more assuring.

And maybe lying.

But time would tell.

“You know, I never wanted it to be you,” she blurted.

Whoa!

Really?

I totes did not know that.

“Your father and I talked about it,” she shared. “We even fought about it. He said we were honored the fates bestowed on us the Prophesied One. I thought that was bunk. Who wants their daughter to save the world?”

I never thought about it, but yeah.

Electrocution. Kidnapping. Magic-stripping ceremonies. Kill spells.

Totally yeah.

That’d probably suck.

“You know, when I do it, it’s gonna be pretty cool. I might get a national holiday. Maybe an international one.”

And if I did, I was petitioning for it to include everyone having to wear glitter.

Patrick got green.

I get glitter.

“That’s you,” she muttered. “That’s my Matty. You always looked on the bright side. You might have to climb into your princess fortress for a spell to find the bright side, but when you climbed out of it, you’d found it.”

Mom knew about my princess fortress?

“You know about my princess fortress?”

“My dearest, sweetest girl,” she said in a voice I’d never heard. And seriously, it was the dearest, sweetest voice in the whole world. “You’ll learn. Mothers know everything.”

Crap, crap, crap!

I started crying again.

“I am honored, you know,” she said through my tears. “That you’re mine. But I’d be that even if you didn’t save the world.”

Yup.

Cried harder.

“There’s Sebastian,” she said just as Ash stalked in, glaring at the phone in my hand like he was going to annihilate whoever was on the other end, upsetting me. “I’ll let you go and don’t listen to a mother’s worried prattling. I have every faith in you. I might not have understood all the things in your life that you wanted, but I admired how you found a way to get them. And you always did, Matty. I may be worried, as is a mother’s wont. But I don’t doubt. That won’t end now, my precious girl. Hello and goodbye, Sebastian,” she said to Ash who was now hovering, scowling over my shoulder at Mom.

“Hanna,” he grunted.

She smiled a small smile and disappeared from my screen.

I dropped my hand and looked up at my man.

“Do I need to lock your phone in the closet with the television?” he asked.

How was I going to stay on top of my @WorldCookeryDomination Instagram account (yes, that was what I named Lucy and my Insta) without my phone?

“No,” I answered.

“We’ll see,” he muttered, bent, touched his mouth to mine and prowled right back out.
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So, yeah.

Two emotional days.

Upside: I have my wedding gown and it ticks so many boxes (most especially the one that would make our wedding even more special for my man), it wasn’t funny.

Downside: If Mom was worried, then everyone I loved was worried.

It isn’t like I didn’t know that, on some level. I just didn’t think about it.

Now I was thinking about it.

So the writing was on the wall.

Or the face was on Facetime.

I had to pull my finger out.

Take care of Darling and Bligh.

And get on with the good parts of life.

So everyone I loved could do the same.

 

23 October

 

You know, this Prophesy business is weird.

But shizzle was finally becoming clear.

Because we were reaching critical mass with all this malarkey about the supernatural world and the normal one and there had been a few (but thankfully only a few, elves couldn’t be messed with, witches either, really) ugly reports of some clashes that weren’t all that great.

But it couldn’t be denied that there was some hysteria building and Prunella (and I had to admit, Agent Perry) and their ilk were speaking out and they were good spokespeople.

Normal-looking.

Articulate.

But even so.

Even if they were sharing genuine information to combat the misinformation.

Even if the FWA and the BWC (and their ilk across the globe) had put up websites, created Facebook pages (etc.), started public chat rooms and were organizing speaking tours that debunked (or would debunk) some of the shit that was being spread, and instead shared the real story.

It wasn’t getting through as hysteria was a pretty tough barrier to break.

As for me, I was neck deep in my hunting down the baddies business and I was at a crucial juncture where I was thinking I might have another lock (this time, on the grimoire! If we got that, it’d be huge!) and I didn’t have time to be the Material Girl Next Door Spokeswoman for All Witches.

Then Josie came forward.

And it wasn’t until her interview, when she intelligently, knowledgeably and succinctly explained her time with witches. How she was a target of unknown forces, and how a witch had protected her, brought her into the family, took care of her and her son.

How she’d gained sisters, and he aunties.

And how she did not know where she’d be without us.

What she did know was that she very well might be dead.

It was emotional, but not too emotional.

She was sincere and conveyed that.

Really, she was just believable. Trustworthy. And made sense.

Her interview aired here, prime time, BBC.

But within a couple of days, it was—in whole or parts—released on networks everywhere.

Not to mention the internet.

It wasn’t like everything calmed down immediately.

But there was a definite positive reaction that if this normal, everyday chick trusted “them” with herself and her son, maybe “they” weren’t all that bad.

And then, more Spellbound came forward and shared their stories.

Not thousands of them, but Josie broke the seal.

They wouldn’t seem weird or crazy that they’d trusted a witch with their woes.

And that seemed to be getting through to people.

Not to mention, as we sprang into action and took care of Maithieliel like we had, it was coming clear, in large and small ways, we’d been taking care of humans for centuries.

 

So yeah, I could see it happening from here.

This springboarding Josie to what she was meant to be.

A leader for the future.

Where all of us lived together, if not in harmony, or understanding, at least, well…

Not in hiding.

And that was something.

 

26 October

 

Lucy’s in town and she brought Daphne!

Yay!

She’s working with a photographer to take pictures of our stuff for our cookbook!

Yay!

We’ve met with the BBC and I shared I was a witch (not that they didn’t know, they’d seen the video footage) and they were all excited and wanted to use that in marketing and with the program as a way to spread tolerance and understanding of witches!

Yay!

Now all I had to do was save the world.

Boo.

 

31 October

 

It is of note that the following passage was not written with Mathilda Guinevere Honeycutt’s own magic.

But instead, her residual magic.

As communicated to this Book of Shadows during the happenings on Hallowe’en in London and at the residence of Mavis Honeycutt…

The Gables.
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31 October

 

I woke, my eyes snapping open, to bone-chilling cold.

I was under the covers.

On his bed, Ash had a down duvet as well as a coverlet (this was England and his flat was in a building that was like, 2000 years old (exaggeration) so at night, it got cold, because, in England, except for about three months out of the year, all the time it was cold).

In other words, it wasn’t just cold that was chilling me.

I was cold from the inside out.

I sat up, looked left, and the bed was empty.

My world tilted.

Where was Ash?

“Ash?” I called into the dark.

Nothing except a mew of warning from Daphne.

Oh no.

I threw the covers back, turned on the light and jumped out of bed.

The instant my feet hit the floor, pins and needles shot up my legs due to the ice that was freezing me from marrow to skin.

“Ash!” I yelled, seeing the bathroom door open, the light out.

I still raced there, turning on the light, scanning the empty space, my chest hollow, my lungs finding it difficult to function.

Something was wrong.

Wrong, wrong, wrong.

I ran back into the bedroom.

As normal, his pillow didn’t have an indent.

Because he didn’t use it.

He used mine, curled into me.

We slept that close, and he was so good at cuddling, it never got annoying.

And we were in England, and his body was warm, so he made it so that I was never cold.

We’d gone to bed together.

I’d woken in the middle of the night alone.

But I hadn’t felt him go.

Panting to try to draw in breath, and my lungs burning so I knew I was failing, I dashed out of the bedroom, down the hall into the living room, and through the rest of the flat, turning on lights, Daphne on my heels.

When I didn’t see him anywhere, I looked for notes.

Gone running.

Or.

At the gym.

The usual.

I knew I wouldn’t find these because it wasn’t early morning when Ash usually liked to work out.

It was the middle of the night.

Where was he?

I raced back to the bedroom to snatch up my phone.

Dialing him, I looked to his nightstand just in time to see his phone light up and sound with my call.

My heart stopped.

He never went anywhere without his phone.

Where…

Was..

He?

As I stood, paralyzed with fear, my mobile in my hand buzzed with another call.

I took it away and looked at the screen.

I had no idea whose number that was, but I didn’t hesitate to take the call.

“Yes?” I answered.

“Miss Honeycutt, I’m sorry to call at this hour of the morning. This is Percival Saunders. I’m an aide to the Prime Minister. We’ve sent a car. It should be there in ten minutes. Please dress and meet the car. We need you at Downing Street immediately.”

Oh my Goddess, oh my Goddess, ohmyGoddess.

“You and Mr. Wilding,” he went on.

I flew into motion while talking on the phone. “Mr. Wilding isn’t here.”

“I’m sorry?”

“Mr. Wilding isn’t here.” I let that go because, in order to keep my shit, I couldn’t say it again, and I moved on to something else which I knew to my soul wasn’t something else. It was why Ash wasn’t there. “What’s happening?”

“My apologies, but the Prime Minister wants to discuss this with you in person, though he wishes to do that urgently.”

I was dragging clothes, warm ones, out of the wardrobe, when I repeated, “What’s happening?”

“Again, my apologies, Miss Honeycutt, but the PM—”

“Get his ass on the phone to tell me what’s happening!” I screeched.

“It’s sensitive.”

“I don’t give a fuck.”

“There’s no need to use that—”

“The Dark Lord is here, isn’t he?”

Nothing.

“She made him, didn’t she?” I pushed.

More nothing.

“Fuck this,” I muttered, disconnected, tossed the phone on the bed and dressed quickly in cords, a thin thermal, a bulky sweater over that, thick socks, boots, and I was winding a scarf around my neck when my phone rang again.

I snatched it up and took the call.

“What?” I snapped, reaching for some gloves.

“Miss Honeycutt, it’s Bertram Kensley—”

“Prime Minister, I’m a little busy right now,” I cut him off to say, phone between ear and shoulder as I yanked on the gloves.

“So you know,” he stated, his voice grave.

Yeah.

I knew.

Cold straight to my bones.

And Ash was not here.

I reached for a knit cap, nabbed it and darted back to my nightstand, but I didn’t say anything.

He did.

“We’ve sent in the military.”

In the midst of grabbing my wand, I stopped dead.

“Sorry?” I whispered.

“It’s unknown, the body count. It’s early. As we understand it, the situation just started under an hour ago, and we haven’t been able to get close. Still, satellite images…” He cleared his throat. “We’re estimating it’s over one hundred, but under two.”

Holy shit.

Holy crap.

Holy shit, crap, shit!

I had friends there.

My coven was there!

I tucked my wand in the back waistband of my cords and yanked the cap on my head.

“We’ve decided to attempt an evacuation and pin the culprits there,” he continued. “But as their power is…formidable, until we have a better understa—”

“Keep everyone out. The military. Everyone. Order the troops to form a perimeter around the town. And use media, TV, phones, internet, to tell the citizens of Clevedon to lock their doors and windows. Shut their curtains and blinds. And head to their cellars, but only if they have access to them from inside their house. They do not leave their homes. They do not go to their cars. They do not watch out the windows. They hunker down and wait until I sort this shit.”

“You’re going to—?”

I’d grabbed my broomstick and was tugging open the front door, Daphne again on my heels.

“I’m on my way.”

“Thank God,” he murmured.

I didn’t reply because I’d torn out of Ash’s flat and slammed right into Mack in the hall.

I stepped back, took my phone from my ear and asked him immediately, “Do you know where Ash is?”

“We assemble the team,” was his reply.

Okay.

Sar, Trae and BecBec were still in the Realm because Cystien wasn’t back, and with the situation on the surface the way it was with humans and supernaturals, they didn’t want to fuck up, pick the wrong guards, and have Maithieliel get loose again.

So the team was Su, Gabe, Mack, Anita and me.

In other words, my brother, my sister, a dude I liked a whole lot and a chick I didn’t know all that well, but I’d gotten a good sense about her since the beginning.

Tracking the Big Bad before he turned into the BIG BAD was one thing.

Putting them in the line of fire of the BIG BAD was another.

I was Mathilda, SuperWitch.

I was the Prophesied One.

So, okay, I’d never read the Mathilda Prophesies with my own damn eyes (lest I let some of the less-fun Prophesies come true just because I believed them) so I didn’t have any real clue.

But if they said The Chosen One and her Elite Team of Badasses saved the world, I had a feeling someone would have shared that info.

No one told me that.

I was going to save the world.

I was.

Boiling that down…

No way—in hell—were my sister, brother, Mack or Anita going anywhere near whatever was happening in Clevedon.

At The Gables.

In my home. The Honeycutt seat.

Do not ask how I knew that was where they were.

But I knew it.

They’d chosen a place that was important to me to draw me out.

Those assholes!

“I’m going alone,” I told Mack.

“You are not,” Mack told me.

“I’m going alone!” I repeated (louder) to Mack.

Mack said nothing.

“Do you know where Ash is?” I asked.

Slowly, he shook his head.

I wanted to cry. I really did.

Or scream.

Really, really loud.

I did not do either of these things.

I sprinted down the hall to the steps and then down those, Daphne coming with me.

And Mack coming after us.

We hit the pavements and I steadied my broom.

It hovered beside me.

Daphne jumped up and rested her kitty booty on the bristles.

I’d deal with my cat in a second.

“Mack,” I whispered.

He tipped his head to the side.

Then he started jogging down the pavement, the jog turning to a run, then a sprint.

Then he was flying.

Right into the sky.

Because he’d turn into a hawk.

“Well, shit,” I muttered, staring, stunned, and because that was cool as all hell, even in that moment of urgency, I had to give time to thinking how cool as hell that was. I shook that off, looked back to Daphne and said, “You aren’t coming either.”

She lifted a paw, licked it, put it down and sat the broom, blinking at me.

Well, whatever.

It was time for up, up and away.

Which was what we were as I bent forward, held tight to the wood, Daphne hunkered into the brush, and we streaked through the sky.
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I was kind of hoping for the Stay Puft Marshmallow Man (or his ilk).

Or threatening clouds with muted lightning strikes behind them hovering over the town of Clevedon.

Something familiar.

Something from fiction.

The kind of fiction where I knew the good guys won.

Me being the good guy.

I came, I saw, I kicked his ass.

That kind of thing.

But it wasn’t like that.

The town was in blackout.

There was nothing but the moon shining on the Bristol Channel, pinpoint lights in Wales dotting the distance.

And every window in The Gables lit bright and eerie.

Yeah.

They were here.

And they’d picked here to draw me out.

It had not taken long to get there because I went as the crow flew, not as the M4 ran (though, that motorway was a relatively straight run, just not straight enough) but I went a lot faster than a crow would fly (and definitely the M4 could ride).

Apparently, the impetus I needed to learn to sit my broom without falling off was the end of the world as we knew it.

Again with the bright side.

Because…

Whatever worked.

Regardless my time flying wasn’t long, during it, I’d come up with a plan.

So I’d already done a quick spell to cloak myself, my broom and my cat.

When I got close, I swooped down, and after seeing them down there, I did this avoiding looking at the streets where the bodies lay.

Bligh and Darling had done the deed elsewhere.

And made their way to The Gables.

Leaving death in their wake.

I dashed down Old Church Road, up and around Poet’s Walk and in, doing the whole Return of the Jedi scene (but a lot shorter, and without a wheel-less motorcycle) through the trees.

Until I got to mine.

My tree.

The one that gave me my wand.

And, I suspected, some of my power.

We’ll just say that I might not have made a graceful stop and dismount.

But I did take heart when I felt the pulse of goodness coming from my tree.

Man, especially right at that moment…

It was good to be home.

I stepped to it, put my hands to it, then my forehead.

I felt something else then.

A charge.

It was telling me something unnatural was near and nature abhorred the unnatural.

“It’s okay, I’ll see to it,” I maybe (maybe not, still bright siding this shit) lied.

Daphne mewed.

I looked to her in the leaves.

“Stay right here.”

She scampered away.

Damn cat

Fuck.

I couldn’t chase after my cat.

I just had to settle into the fact she had nine lives, and as far as I knew she hadn’t wasted even one, and she would live them right, especially now.

I turned and sat cross-legged at the foot of my tree, rested my back to it after I’d retrieved my wand, and folded both hands over my wee twig at my heart.

I closed my eyes.

“Ash, if you’re out there doing something dangerous thinking you’re protecting me, when I find you, I’m gonna kick your ass,” I muttered.

A leaf fell on my head.

Apparently, my tree agreed.

I drew in breath.

I centered myself.

Instead of drawing the circle physically, I drew it magically, hearing leaves rustling and shifting all around me.

The vision I’d had at Bewitched weeks ago on my mind, so I didn’t screw the pooch right off the bat and go rushing in (to my death), I did the only thing I could (or I was going to attempt to do the only thing I could).

To get the lay of the land at The Gables, I was going to astral project myself there.

I started humming.

Then rhyming.

Then chanting.

The branches on the trees started swaying.

I opened my eyes and admonished, “Shh. Do you want them to know I’m here?”

The branches stopped swaying.

I closed my eyes and centered myself again.

This had to work, and fast, because I didn’t want to walk in there blind and I had to get a move on.

And…

Gak!

I was in!

I knew I was in.

But how was I in?

There was light coming from every window of The Gables when I flew into town.

But even though I knew I was there, I was in the pitch dark.

“Shit,” I whispered as it hit me.

I’d astral projected myself to the damn Dungeons.

“Okay, all right, I can do this. Just close your eyes and sense…” I started muttering to myself.

“Witches.”

I shot straight.

My astral self and my real self by the tree did this when I heard that word hissed.

“Do you know how annoying it was to watch and watch and watch and watch all you fucking witches have so much and then do nothing with it? Nothing. Nothing with all…that…power.”

Bligh.

The Dark Lord.

The Dark Lord was down there with me.

I reached to my wand.

But I wasn’t me.

I was the Astral Me.

My wand was out there with me at the tree.

Okay, this wasn’t a disaster. I’d just go back and…

“Do you think you can go back?”

Uh-oh.

I tried to go back.

I couldn’t.

I couldn’t go back!

He’d trapped me in the Dungeons!

My vision was coming true.

Shit!

“I’m disappointed,” he said.

Was he coming closer?

I couldn’t see.

Just hear.

But his voice seemed to be getting closer.

“You made it so easy,” he went on. “I’ll keep you here and I’ll go out there and take care of you. Your body can’t move while your conscious is in here. I’ll find you. At your tree. And yes, Mathilda, Dr. Seymour, like any good member of the Institute, recorded where you got your wand. And rest assured, I paid a good deal of attention to Seymour’s reports about you. So I knew exactly where you’d go to make sure your power was topped up before getting up the nerve to face me.”

Great.

I loved Aidan.

But I didn’t love all that.

“And Sir Sebastian will also know where to find you,” Blight continued. “So he’ll find you there wearing a new necklace, as I know you’re so fond of accessorizing. The one I make when I slit your…THROAT.”

Holy fuck!

He was right on top of me!

I took off down the dark hallway, my hand on the cold stone, my breath uneasy, my heart thumping.

Totally time to panic.

Toe.

Tah.

Lee!

“It was the heart,” he said, suddenly in front of me.

I stopped on a skid and started edging back.

“It was the consumption of the heart that sealed the deal.”

Now he was talking at my back.

I whipped around, trying to see anything (and failing, I was flying completely blind, literally, and not knowing the Dungeons, figuratively), and again, I walked backward.

“So healthy, was Agatha,” he whispered, right in my ear.

I hated to admit it.

But I let out a scream.

Then I ran.

I hit a wall with my shoulder, rebounded off it, hit another wall and nearly fell to my knees.

“The English like their veg,” he called from what sounded like far away. “They like their wanders. Nothing like a good, long walk in the brisk, cool British air for a well-bred Englishwoman. Healthy heart, healthy lifestyle. Her heart was perfection.”

Oh my Goddess!

He ate Agatha’s heart!

I told her he’d turn on her.

Did she listen?

NO!

Did anyone ever listen to me (read: Ash, who I now hoped to the Goddess was doing something that would piss me off instead of being very dead because he’d already done something to try to protect me, which would kill me)?

NO!

No one ever listened to me.

The wall at my hand disappeared and I suspected it was another hallway.

I raced down that.

Okay.

I needed to calm my shit and get my bearings.

Where was up?

I needed to get up.

I needed up and out.

Up and OUT!

I had to get back to my body.

My wand.

Me!

I slammed face-first into something.

Something very hard.

Bligh burst out laughing.

I ignored the pain in my nose, the moisture rushing from there over my lips, turned and went back from where I came, fast, but not too fast. One hand now to the wall, the other out in front of me.

“She can learn,” he taunted, his voice like he was floating above me.

I didn’t hear wings flapping.

Maybe he didn’t need wings anymore.

“So you killed your only ally, not a smart move, jackass,” I said.

Up and out. Up and out.

I had to get up and out.

Why didn’t I ask Ash to draw me a map of this fucking place so when my vision came true, I could find my way up and out?

“Oh, she’s not dead.”

I stopped in surprise.

He laughed again.

“I thought you ate her heart.”

“Well, I did. But I can’t do everything, Mathilda. To rule the world, I need at least another pair of hands. First, we have to take care of you. Then, we have to take care of that coven of yours. Then, your fiancé. After that, your family. Le Société. The British Witches Council. And after that, well, I don’t know. I think I fancy living in Buckingham Palace for a spell before we move on, maybe to Spain. It’s sunny there. Ambrose has been asked to the Palace, but as usual, he didn’t take any of us with him.”

I stopped and turned to his voice.

“If you ate her heart, how’s she going to help you do all of that?”

“Do you have any idea of my powers?”

Indeed, I did.

Chiefly in that moment.

But I couldn’t think on them at the mo’.

His words came so close, I felt his lips brush my ear.

I batted at that ear and stepped away.

But…

How could I feel his lips as Astral Me?

I didn’t have a real ear as Astral Me.

“I reanimated her, of course,” he said from behind me.

Oh man.

Gross.

Right…right, he’s toying with you, Matty, don’t get caught up in his rubbish.

Think.

Okay. I was Astral Me.

I was Astral Me in The Dungeons.

How could I feel him?

Think, Matty, THINK!

“So she’s walking around without a heart?” I asked to buy time to think.

“She went to the Witches Dozen first. You keep such late hours there, Mathilda. So very American of you. Working your employees to the bone so the ones of means can make more of those means off the backs of those less fortunate.”

Oh my Goddess!

My coffee house!

“I can tell you, your patrons were quite shocked when an elderly woman of obvious breeding with a bloody maw of a hole in her chest strolled in.”

I closed my eyes.

Oh my Goddess.

My coffee house.

“Some of them died with that look of shock on their faces. Though I’m not sure it was the sight of her that was still causing it, or…other.”

I squeezed my eyes tight.

“That power, finally being used, with me the one commanding it, it…was…transcendent,” he whispered at my ear, his lips again brushing it.

With that, it came to me.

I knew.

He wasn’t here, in The Dungeons.

He was at my body.

My body at my tree.

Oh fuck.

He wasn’t here, he was at my body.

Toying with me.

Toying with me when he was in a position to be able to kill me.

And I wouldn’t even be able to raise a wand.

I opened my eyes, opened my mouth and screamed, “Black dragon!”

I heard a hawk’s call.

I also heard Bligh bite out, “What?”

And he was distracted.

My astral self whipped into a spiral, bright light blinded me, and I slammed back into my body at my tree.

I jumped to my feet, wand raised.

But he was too close.

He took me by my throat, lifted me by it, and tossed me twenty feet.

I thumped into a tree.

Yes, this is painful.

Agony.

And I was not a big fan of gaining the new knowledge that skinny, puny Jeremy Bligh now had the strength to pick me up and toss me twenty feet.

I heard flapping wings, then running feet. I pushed myself up and saw Mack racing light-footed through the forest toward Bligh, spear in his fist raised.

He let fly.

The spear went straight through Bligh at his middle, blood gushing everywhere.

Yuck!

Mack disappeared into a hawk again and flew away.

Bligh scowled after him and shouted, “Do you think this can harm me?”

Then, like he didn’t have an oozing gut wound (and back wound, the spear went clean through), he bent to retrieve the bloodied weapon, lifted and two-handed it like he was going to break it in half.

But it vanished in his hands.

Well, one could say Mack’s magic was pretty damned cool all around.

He looked to me.

Yup, he was still a grotesque rendition of himself. Apparently, he hadn’t had time to use his dark powers to give himself a new look, which, of course, if I were him would have been top priority.

“Well, at least this is more amus—” he began.

I flung my wand out and blasted him with a kill spell.

He went back on a foot, hole in his middle still leaking blood, and grinned at me.

Shit.

That didn’t work.

He tipped his head to the side.

I got clouted at the side of mine so hard my hat flew off and I fell to the dirt and leaves, landing on my shoulder with a jarring thud of pain.

I blinked stars away and looked up, expecting to see a moonlit canopy of mostly naked trees and night sky, thinking he had telekinesis and that was how he could strike me when he wasn’t close.

He did not.

Or that was not how he’d hit me.

Agatha, with, as he’d said, a bloody maw of a hole in her chest, eyes empty of life, was staring down at me.

Seeing her that way, my own heart, still thankfully in my body, ached.

Goddess.

I did not like her, not even a little bit.

But she still was a sister.

Reduced to this.

“I told you,” I whispered.

She started to bend to me, arms out.

I lifted my wand aimed her way.

“Sun and clouds,

Moon and stars.

Sisters of The Craft,

If not sisters of our hearts.

Take her, oh Goddess,

Return her to the glory.

As I will, so mote it be.”

I flung my magic.

Agatha started to disintegrate into pixie dust.

“No,” Bligh said.

Watching her closely, just in case he could halt my spell, I pushed back on my ass then up to my feet.

Agatha’s dust floated into the sky.

But not before, with some relief, I saw life blink back in her eyes.

And there was gratitude.

Okay, well, I had no idea what was going to happen next.

But at least I gave a sister that.

“No!” Bligh shouted.

“Oh, Dark Lord,” I called, turning my attention to him at the same time bracing for whatever was going to happen next. “Now it’s just you and me.”

Then I zapped him with another kill spell.

And another.

Another.

He went back on his foot.

Again.

Again.

Then he rushed me.

Breaking through spells I was flinging at him, powerful ones (um…not good news), he caught me, lifted me up, I screamed, “Black dragon!” and he flung me.

My shoulder glanced off a tree, I pounded to the earth and skidded five feet.

That hurt too.

A lot.

But I could not give into the pain.

I rolled to my butt, got up, and flung another spell at him.

This one wound rope around his ankles as he was stalking me.

He didn’t expect it and fell to the ground.

I bound his hands as he went after the ropes.

That worked too.

He grunted with frustration.

I pulled up a capture spell, thinking, was it going to be this easy?

How, after all the drama, was it this…?

He rolled.

And when he did, I saw he’d decided it was time to change his look.

Now it was Aidan bound on the forest floor, looking up at me.

Oh crap.

“No,” I whispered.

My magical ropes disintegrated.

“Oh, right, of course,” he said, his raspy voice weird coming out of Aidan’s mouth.

He was taking his feet.

I kept my wand raised, staring at Bligh as Aidan.

“You chose this,” he continued.

And then he morphed into Ash.

Crap!

“No!” I shouted, flinging a freezing spell at him.

He tossed an arm in front of him, my silver, purple and electric-blue magic slammed into it, burst and disappeared.

He came at me again.

I retreated, flinging spell after spell his way, anything I had, any thought in my head. Freezing. Melting. Binding. Maiming. Capture. Cage. Ropes. Chains. Even zit forming.

He kept at me, lobbing his own spells now without even moving his hand or arm, but I felt their pulse as they hurtled toward me and had to alternate putting up shield after shield to protect myself from them with casting my own.

But each one of his destroyed each one of my shields.

And each one of mine had absolutely no effect on him.

I was bleeding power.

And this was bad.

Not to mention, aiming spells at the vision of the man I loved was freaking me out.

The trees around us started swaying violently as a massive wind struck up.

One branch caught him and shoved him to the side, making one of his spells go awry.

It gave me the chance to hit him with one that would make him turn back into himself.

And it worked.

Finally!

“Ha!” I called.

He righted his body, grinned at me, lifted a foot…

Oh shit.

I felt it.

The power.

His power.

He’d been holding back.

Like…

A lot.

Shit!

I had to brace, as it was so huge, it seemed to be sucking everything toward it, the branches bowing, even trunks bending his way, and it took a great deal physically not to rush toward him.

“No!” I screamed.

I aimed my wand to the forest floor.

But I was too late.

He stomped his foot, a blast of fiery air blew me flat to my back, washing over me like it was burning me alive.

I covered my face with my arms and writhed against the heat.

When that sensation was gone, my adrenaline riding the danger zone allowing me instantly to shake off the shock that I was still breathing, I dropped my arms to my sides, held myself up at my elbows and saw I was in a forest no more.

Bligh was standing above me, sneering down at me, the glowing embers of the once thick, majestic woodland at Poet’s Walk reduced to cinders.

My tree was gone.

My tree.

Now, I had nothing.

It was just him and me.

“That could have been the end of you,” he said softly. “But I’m having fun so I’ve decided I’ll play with you a bit more.”

I felt it coming and rolled, embers wafting up around me as I did.

A burst of earth exploded behind me.

I jumped to my feet and whirled, my wand, which I miraculously still had, held up.

I flung spells. I erected shields.

I retreated.

He kept at me, advancing, his power pummeling the air around me, sending dirt and ashes and sparks flying up from the earth around my feet.

Bright bursts detonated between us.

Shades of pink, silver, white, purple, blue (my magic).

And thick, smoky vapors wafted between us.

Cloudy muted shadows of gray and red (his).

My shields would hold his power at bay, but I had to build new ones immediately between my spells that never so much as touched him.

I felt my power draining, my physical energy waning, my body aching, and with nature scorched all around, I had nothing to draw on to assist me.

Vaguely, I heard a noise that shouldn’t be there.

A helicopter (two?) floating above us.

The stupid PM had sent the military in.

Damn it!

I couldn’t concentrate on that.

I had to…

Yup.

It was two choppers.

I knew this because I looked up when Bligh looked up and sent a blast of power toward the heavens and one of helicopters burst into a ball of flame.

As the other copter rolled away, I covered my head with my arms and turned from the explosion as heavy, blazing debris came crashing to the earth with mighty, ear-rending thuds.

In a vulnerable position, Bligh was able to hit me with another spell, and I grunted with a flash of agonizing pain, dropped to the ground, rolled in a ball sideways, took my feet, faced off with him and we were again at it.

Flash for flash.

Shadow for shadow.

Shield for shield.

Spell for spell.

My heel struck something odd and I started teetering.

Oh Goddess, no.

I was at the edge of the cliff.

He’d driven me to the cliff.

Suspended between standing and falling, suddenly, my vision flared out in a shade that could be described only with the word bright.

And I saw Ash waiting for me at the airport when I arrived in England.

I heard his voice talking to me about all the pink pots I bought at the garden center.

I watched him toss the box with my engagement ring in it across the bed at me.

I saw Mom magicking a sundae for Rory.

I saw Gran doing her yoga.

Viv in her chinos.

Su in her Birkenstocks (with socks).

Josie standing in the curve of Aidan’s arm.

Mavis sitting over her tarot cards in her magic room.

Lucy whisking custard so it wouldn’t split.

And last, Ash’s beautiful face above me, his eyes dilated with all he felt for me, love and desire, as he moved inside me.

I felt his warm, smooth skin under my hands.

And I knew I was going to lose.

Bligh was going to win.

He was too strong.

And I was running out of magic.

No, in that moment I knew I had another choice.

Just one.

He wasn’t going to win.

Because we were both going to lose.

And we would do this so the ones I loved could survive.

I righted myself on the cliff.

“Since I have things to do, and this has lost its allure, I’ll take Sir Sebastian finding your broken body on the rocks. That’ll work a treat for me,” Bligh said.

And then he bent forward…

Pursed his lips…

And blew.

I flew back, unable to fight the strong gust of wing.

My broomstick had incinerated with the forest.

I couldn’t call it to me.

So I did the only thing I could.

As I fell back over the cliff, I put everything I had left into a binding spell.

And everything I had left worked.

Thank you, Goddess, moon, sun, stars, night, day, flowers and trees and forever.

Bligh flew forward toward me.

I caught him in my arms and my magic fixed us together.

“Fuck you,” I whispered, my hair flowing upward with the fall, caging his hideous head with mine.

He roared in my face.

I felt calm.

And I felt overwhelmingly sad.

I did not want Ash to find my broken body on the rocks.

But I did want Ash to be alive to find it.

Bligh’s wings cracked out behind him but didn’t quite catch air.

I held tighter.

“Black dragon,” I whispered, closing my eyes.

Not a call.

A goodbye.

My body jerked, suddenly no longer heading down, now suspended in mid-air.

Bligh tore out of my arms.

“NO!” I shrieked.

“Quiet, Mathilda,” Ash said as his arms came around me, and I started floating up.

I opened my eyes.

And saw a span of wings behind him. They were a glittering opalescent black, wide and proud, with feathery ends dripping gold.

I looked from his amazing wings to his amazing face.

Goddess, he was beautiful.

“You’re Fae,” I said.

“Apparently,” he said.

My eyes narrowed. “You went off to become Fae without me?”

He looked at me like I’d lost my mind.

I had a strong desire to weep because that look was how Ash looked at me a lot of the time, and there it was, right in front of me.

I had it back.

He was back.

I did not die.

I did not lose.

And there I was, right where I was meant to be, in Sebastian Wilding’s arms as he flew me back to the cliff’s edge.

We touched down but his wings didn’t go away.

Seriously…hawt.

“I think Bligh got away,” I told him.

“No, he didn’t,” he told me, shifted, and that was when I saw it.

All of it.

And there was a lot of it.

A swarm of bats was circling and swooping in the air around the still-burning embers of the decimated Poet’s Walk.

A stream of witches on broomsticks was soaring in from up the channel, silhouetted by the moon.

And what only could be described as an army of massive-bodied, dark-haired elves with a bevy of the most spectacular wings (not as awesome as Ash’s, just sayin’, though all of them were insanely good-looking, also just sayin’) were landing everywhere.

But it was Cystien who had Bligh in his clutches.

Though, such was Bligh’s power, he got away.

Only for one of the dark-headed elves to rise up, capture him, and fling him back to Cystien like he was a ragdoll.

This happened four times before Cystien finally got him to the ground.

Dad, Gabe, Fane and Fane’s Dominion bros formed all around Ash and me.

Su (with Daphne on the back of her broom), Anita, Prunella and my coven floated on their broomsticks at the cliff’s edge at our backs.

And a hawk dove low, keening a call, before Mack appeared from its flight, walked up to us, stopped, and leaned into his still-bloodied spear at his side.

Last, the bats dive-bombed, and vampires materialized all around the ridge among the Fae.

The helicopter was back and hovering and now showing a spotlight down on Cystien and Bligh.

Before I could process the firepower around me, Bligh shouted, “Enough!” and I could tell he was screwing up to do something awful, like obliterate us all.

But in turn, Prunella called, “Sisters unite!”

And they didn’t mess about.

A combined stream of magic in a dizzying array of glittering colors came from the wands of all the witches on broomsticks.

The thick strand zoomed with clear direction and struck Bligh in the hole Mack made in his gut. He seemed to illuminate him from the inside out, before a mist of dirty gray fog puffed from his body which made him appear to deflate.

Just a little.

It didn’t have the drama of Peter, Ray, Igon and Winston crossing streams in Ghostbusters.

But I sensed it did a number on Bligh.

After that, Cystien’s deep voice was heard.

“I’ll take these,” he said.

And he didn’t mess about either (though I wish he had so I could have had time to avert my eyes).

With his bare hands, he tore Bligh’s wings from him, great billows of blood blooming from Bligh’s back when he did.

Ackity, ack, ACK!

Bligh screamed in pain and fury.

I muttered, “Gross.”

Cystien tossed the skeletal remains to the ground.

Okay, seriously.

Even if I really, really did not like this fucking guy, if I never saw another being dewinged, I’d be super, double, extra happy.

“Now,” Ash said to Bligh, “I think we’re evenly matched.”

Wait.

What?

He wasn’t going to…

“Ash,” I said warningly.

My man did not listen to me.

He raised himself a couple of feet off the ground.

And charged.

“Oh, for the Goddess’s sake!” I shouted, beginning to move forward and realizing too late I’d lost my wand somewhere along the way.

Dad put a restraining hand on my arm.

“This is his, Mathilda,” he said.

“I don’t think so,” I said.

“Stand down,” Dad said.

I shook his hand off.

“No!” I said.

Fane wrapped both his arms around me from behind, but he didn’t need to.

Cystien bound me with golden ropes.

Fuck!

“It’s his, Matty,” Fane whispered in my ear.

Yeesh!

Men!

With no choice, I settled in and watched, something that was easy to do seeing as the helicopter’s blinding bright spotlight lit the action.

Not surprisingly, Ash being awesome, and badass, and now fully Fae (or as Fae as a human could get), this didn’t take long.

Even against the Dark Lord.

Though, it was clearly a Dark Lord weakened.

(Hang tight, it wasn’t just the sisters’ magic united that did a number on him, I’d learn later what the strike of Mack’s spear did to Bligh’s power and I’ll share.)

Just then, I rolled my eyes and settled in for the show of watching my guy kick some baddie ass.

I really wished it wasn’t hot.

But my man, his strength, his gorgeousness and those wings?

It was totally freaking hot.

I wasn’t sure if Cystien had given Ash some pointers, or if it came naturally, but Ash seemed not to have any issue using his wings.

He was graceful and powerful and totally awesome (as usual, so let’s just say he was awesomer).

And seemingly immune to what was left of Bligh’s magic, which was the only thing Bligh had because he sure didn’t have physical strength (should have given himself some of that when he had the chance—jeez, bad guys conniving and out for revenge and indiscriminately killing and not thinking of the practical stuff, always their undoing, I mean, didn’t these idiots watch movies?).

It came clear my guy was working out some issues through pummeling the shit out of Bligh, making the grotesqueness of his face off-the-charts grotesque, but when he’d finished that, with no ado whatsoever, he soared high and just…

Dropped him.

I watched Bligh fall, arms and legs flailing, and I wasn’t sure with Dark Lord powers that drop would kill him (though I’d been hoping that when I took him along for my ride, seeing as one thing we learned about the Dark Lord was that he was always human, only superhuman, so if you could find a way to make his heart stop beating, you found a way to beat him).

It would happen that it didn’t matter.

He didn’t hit the ground.

About a hundred vampires took off from the earth and swarmed Bligh’s body as bats.

It was a feeding frenzy.

Like…serious.

This gave new meaning to avenging the blood of a vampire.

Yikes.

“A great deal of power in that blood,” Fane purred in my ear.

Euw.

My sister landed beside me, Anita beside her, Prunella with her, my coven with all of them, and Daphne oozed over and slithered in a figure eight around my ankles before she sat at my side.

I did a head count of my coven.

Some were missing.

I decided I’d deal with that, what would probably be emotionally, later.

“Where’s Darling?” Su asked.

“Answering to the Goddess.” I tipped my head to the frenzy. “He ate her heart. Then made her a zombie. So after she punched me in the side of the head, I sent her to the under-realm.”

“Bluh,” Su groaned, her eyes drifting back to the carnage.

“Yeah,” I agreed.

“You okay?” she asked.

“I’m alive,” I answered.

“Yeah,” she agreed.

Cystien’s golden ropes dissipated and Fane let me go as Ash sauntered my way, furling his wings.

“You should leave them out, they’re hot,” I told him.

His lips quirked as he stopped in front of me.

The helicopter coasted away, and its light went with it, casting us in moonlight which was a lot better.

“With all the hullabaloo around the Dark Lord, that seemed pretty easy,” I noted to Ash.

Though, when Bligh was kicking my ass, it didn’t seem easy.

But the rest…

“In times past, he was not confronted with allied supernatural, since, until you, it is rare the supernatural allied,” Ash replied. “And the Fae hadn’t become involved.”

“No judge, but the Fae didn’t do much this time either,” I said and turned eyes to Cystien. “Speaking of which, where the hell have you been?”

“Amassing my warriors in case the beautiful Mathilda needed them,” he answered, swinging an arm out to the dark-haired Fae who all were not watching the end of the bloodbath, but either had eyes on me, or the females with me.

Right then.

I didn’t need to be clairvoyant to know about a hundred more sex cults were about to spring up.

I had no retort to Cystien, except, “Well…thanks.”

He smiled at me.

“Though, we could have done without Maithieliel’s latest reign of terror.”

He looked guilty.

I shook my head and turned to Ash.

“And where were you?” I demanded.

“Mack had you covered,” he said as answer.

But as you can tell, that wasn’t an actual answer.

And I was me, so I didn’t let him get away with that.

“I’ll repeat, and where were you?”

He got closer and put his hands to my neck. “Darling, I felt my wings beginning to form, something that might not go well in bed with you, and something I suspected would herald what was to come this night. I was right. My wings were forming, and it was heralding what would come tonight. So I got out of bed before my wings pushed us both out of it, and once out, I knew I had to put my plan in action.”

Wait a minute.

Plan?

He had a plan?

What plan?

I was so ticked he had a plan he didn’t tell me about (déjà vu, anyone?), I didn’t have it in me to be ticked he didn’t wake me so I could be with him when he first formed wings.

I squinted my eyes at him. “That plan being?”

He didn’t answer at first.

At first, he pulled a leaf out of my hair, and dropped it.

A twig, and he dropped that.

(Fabulous, I probably looked like hell—and what he did next would confirm that thought.)

He ran his thumb gently over my upper lip under my nose and got a pretty freaking scary expression on his face as he took a moment to stare at my blood on the pad of his thumb before he gave his attention back to me.

“If you were to become aware that the Dark Lord had risen before I could return to you, Daphne would amass the coven. Mack would take your back and weaken Bligh. This while Gabe and I were getting Fane and your father and gathering the vampires.”

“Mack has good aim, and it was nice to know I wasn’t alone,” I said reprovingly (Ash did not appear guilty like Cystien, however). “But it was like Bligh was pricked by a needle.”

“Mack’s spear absorbs magic, Mathilda,” Ash explained. “Bligh was at his full powers before that spear struck. He was at a half, maybe two thirds, after. Though, he didn’t know that.”

Whoa.

That gave me food for thought because even at two thirds, he was kicking my ass.

I didn’t even want to think if he was down to half.

“Cystien?” I carried on.

“He was a bonus with exceptional timing.”

Guh.

“You were gone from the flat before we’d returned,” Ash kept going.

“Uh, yeah,” I confirmed.

“And we were a little later getting to you than I would have hoped,” Ash went on.

They sure were.

“Mm-hmm,” I mumbled irately.

“But it worked out in the end,” he concluded.

“After he kicked my ass,” I pointed out.

“You were holding your own,” he said.

What?

“You watched?” I accused.

“Fuck no,” he bit out. “But you were alive when we arrived and that’s the definition of holding your own.”

“I was falling to my death!” I shouted.

“Did you? Fall to your death, that is.”

“No, but only because you saved me.”

“So all’s well that ends well, and I’ll note, darling, as it was not a moment I ever want to relive, making it to Poet’s Walk to see it annihilated and you tumbling over a cliff with Jeremy Bligh in your arms, that we should make this the last time we discuss it. It’s just done. Let’s let it be done.”

“How it was supposed to end is that it was me,” I thumped my chest, “that was supposed to save the world! Did I do that? Nooooooooo! He kicked my ass!”

“Sweetheart, look around you. If you don’t think you saved the world, you are gravely mistaken.”

I glared at him a good long while before he was forced to let me go as I looked around me.

“I have not been to England in two hundred and seventy-five years,” Fane shared when I caught his eyes. “And if you were not here, and under threat, I still would not be here.”

“My warriors have not been to this dimension in over eight thousand years,” Cystien declared when I caught his. “And if I did not think you might need them, I would have let them stay in their dimension, and not troubled them with returning.”

“I still don’t know what to make of you,” Prunella announced when my gaze made it to her. “And neither do half the witches in this land. But at least we have more time to figure it out, and it cannot be denied that’s thanks to you.”

Huh.

“You might not have allied all the supernatural world, Mathilda,” Ash said, and I looked back to him. “But only because that’s an impossible task and it would be for anyone. Chosen or not. What you did was allied enough, in fact, more than enough, to take care of the issue. And not only that, you being you, doing what you do, meant this time, we knew what was to come and as such, we were prepared for it.”

He got closer and kept talking.

“No Black Death, darling, and no fallen civilizations.”

“There’s a body count,” I whispered.

“I know,” he whispered back. “But any good general understands, as heartrending as it is, if against all odds they can keep that number low, and the majority live to carry on, they must jot that as a win.”

“I lost my tree,” I muttered.

“Matty, you saved the world.”

Okay.

Right.

Maybe I did.

Kind of.

But Ash was right.

Bottom line?

It was over.

Goddess.

It was over.

I face-planted in his chest.

He wrapped his arms around me.

“Let this be done,” Fane ordered.

“Protect your eyes,” Cystien did his own ordering.

Ash shifted closer, and since I knew what that meant, I lifted my gloved hands to the sides of my face and closed my eyes, but the bright elfin magic still burned through my eyelids.

When it was gone, Ash moved us slightly, and I put my arms around him and turned my head.

Dark-haired Fae were gathering human bones.

Bligh (or at least his flesh) had been incinerated.

Ugh.

One of the Fae, holding Bligh’s wings in his arms, approached Cystien.

“We will take his remains to another dimension, crush them to powder, and scatter it across many,” he asserted.

“Good,” Cystien grunted. “Be done with it.”

Well then, guess no one was taking any chances of the Dark Lord re-rising.

Some of the Fae (the ones carrying bones), flew off.

The others openly checked me, Su and Anita out.

Yeesh.

Sex on the brain, all of them.

The cold wafting off the sea and the aches in my body made themselves known and I shivered in my man’s hold.

He pulled me closer.

I rested my cheek on his chest.

“Who was working at the Witches Dozen?” I asked softly.

“We’ll talk about it later,” he answered quietly.

Yup.

This was going to be way hard to jot as a win.

But I’d deal with that later…emotionally.

With Ash.

I sighed and pressed deep.

“Yuck, you guys are gooey,” Su declared.

Well…

Yeah.

We were.

Thank the Goddess.

. .  

Ash was on his back and his wings were out, stretched across the bed and even dripping over the sides.

And his bed in The Dungeons was a king.

So yeah…

His wings were wide and rad.

To the touch, they felt like velvet.

And they could keep you aloft, even when Ash’s hips were occupied.

Mm.

“Tell me,” I whispered into his neck, stroking his wing at the other side.

“Matty,” he whispered back.

“Ash, tell me.”

“Pandora and Paulina.”

I drew in a long, deep breath.

That was who we’d lost at the Dozen.

Pandora and Paulina.

Ash held me close and his wings shifted with agitation.

“They were good witches,” he said soothingly. “They had good lives.”

I shoved my face into Ash’s neck.

He didn’t say more. Offer empty platitudes. Try to find words that would never work to make me feel better.

He just held me tight and let that do its work.

Babs (our nickname for Paulina since her last name was Babcock) was the greatest, and although Pandora never really mastered the espresso machine at the Witches Dozen, I adored her.

But Mavis was going to lose it.

Paulina was her best friend.

The sheets rustled as Ash furled his wings.

I lifted my head. “I don’t want them to go.”

He rolled us so he was on top. “They’re not going anywhere, Matty.”

He ran his thumb gently down the side of my nose while his eyes watched.

“How swollen is it?” I asked.

“The swelling will go down,” he answered.

Not a good answer.

I let that go.

“Are we gonna become boring now that we’ve saved the world?” I asked.

Ash stared at me like I’d lost my mind.

Then he burst out laughing.

“I’m not sure I find anything funny, Sebastian,” I snapped.

He didn’t quite sober as he focused at me.

“Sweetheart, do you ever think you could be boring?”

I hoped the answer to that was no.

He bent his head and touched his mouth to mine.

“I fear we have a number of adventures yet to endure,” he assured.

“Why am I not heartened by the way you made this declaration?” I asked.

“I don’t know. Since you should be as you are ridiculous, and you are sublime, and you are strong, and you are loyal, and you are good to your soul, and I love everything that makes you.”

Now, that was a good answer.

“Oh,” I breathed.

“Yes,” he whispered, “Oh,” he went on.

His wings unfurled again as his mouth took mine.

And I had other things to think about.

Like forming my own two-person sex cult.

Though, I was already a member of one.

Thankfully.

    

It is of note that the following passage was not written by the direct hand or magic of Mathilda Guinevere Honeycutt.

Recorded for posterity.

Tally of The Night of The Battle of Poet’s Walk:

One hundred and seven lost civilians.

Two killed in a helicopter explosion.

Three dead witches.

One dead Dark Lord.

And one new Fae.
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7 December

 

I’ll catch you up on all the business that took up my entire November (the good, the bad and the awesome) after I tell you what just happened.

 

I black-dragoned my man’s ass to our rooms in The Dungeons.

He sauntered in quickly, eyes alert, then annoyed, before he opened his mouth and said, “I’ve said it time and again, Mathilda, you’re not supposed to use the mind meld in order to summon me. It’s for emergencies only.”

He wanted an emergency?

I had one.

I tossed the white stick I held at him.

He caught it.

He looked down at it.

His nose kind of scrunched.

It was cute.

My guy wasn’t often cute, but when he was…

Gah!

He looked to me. “Did you urinate on this?”

“Ash!” I snapped.

“Then throw it at me?”

“Ash!” I kind of shouted. “Look at it.”

“Sweetheart, I know when your periods are coming, when they’re here, and that glorious time when they’re at an end better than you do.”

Well!

I am so sure!

“I’m a witch, Ash, that is totally not true. I know my cycles like I know the cycles of the moon, down to the sliver.”

“Mathilda, I’m a man, your man, and you won’t let me have sex with you during your cycles. So trust me, I know them better and you haven’t had one since October.”

My brows shot up. “So you know I’m pregnant?”

“Yes.”

It was almost a squeal when the words came out.

“And you didn’t say anything?”

He shrugged.

Shrugged!

“I weighed the merits of telling you what was happening in your body with having this conversation when you figured out what was happening in your body, and I decided to postpone our squabble until, apparently, now.”

“We’re getting married on Beltane!” I shrieked. “I can’t be six months pregnant at our wedding! I won’t fit into your mother’s gown!”

And I’d have to deal with the pictures of me with a big ole belly for, like, eternity.

Not…

Gonna…

Happen!

“Darling.”

His lips were twitching.

Twitching!

“This is a disaster!” I shouted.

“It is so far from that, it’s not funny,” he said calmly, though with humor, so obviously on some level he thought it was funny.

“I’m on the Pill. How did your swimmers beat the Pill?” I demanded to know.

“Oral contraception is not full-proof.”

This was true.

However, I studied him closely.

Yup.

And yes, I knew my man so I knew what I was seeing.

Something was up.

That was when I gave him the side eye.

“What aren’t you saying?” I kept demanding to know things.

“Right. I have good news, and interesting news,” he announced.

I gave him the full-on eye and crossed my arms in front of me.

His lips started twitching again.

Ack!

“The good news is, we conceived while I was in full Fae so our child will have Fae in him, or her.”

Okay.

That wasn’t good news.

That was awesome news.

A cute little Ash baby boy with cute little wings?

(Yippee!)

I didn’t give that to Ash, however.

I stayed silent and stared at him.

“The interesting news is, human contraception is entirely ineffective when I’m in full Fae while we’re having sex.”

Uh-oh.

“How is that possible?” I asked. “Fae can’t get humans pregnant.”

“There’s two parts to the answer to that.”

“Well, obviously, I want them both,” I snapped.

“One, I’m Fae, but I’m also human.”

“Mm-hmm,” I hummed impatiently.

“Two, the lineage of the Fae in me is Dark Fae and they can impregnate humans. So I’m sorry, darling, your current condition was inescapable.”

What?

Dark Fae can impregnate humans?

“Did you know this when you were in full Fae and we were having sex?” I asked.

“Cystien did mention it.”

Uh-oh!

“And you didn’t think to mention it to me?”

“Mathilda, I had other things on my mind the first time we had sex when I was full Fae.”

Huh.

This sucked.

Because he did and those things were weighty.

“And once I remembered, the deed was done,” he carried on.

And done and done and done since his wings popped out every single time we had sex.

Mostly because I requested it.

Though, there were a few times when Ash was in the zone where it was spontaneous.

Those were the best.

Ahem.

“Ash,” I said warningly.

“Darling, do you want me to keep my wings folded when we make love?”

I one hundred percent did not.

They were all strong…

And velvety.

“Huh,” I muttered.

“More importantly, do you have an issue with being pregnant with my child?”

I one hundred percent did not.

“Of course not.”

“Then why the drama?”

“A,” I started, lifting my hands up in front of me and grabbing the pinkie of one with the fingers of the other, “we’re getting married on Beltane and I’m wearing your mother’s dress, which is important to you and to me, and I cannot do that if I cannot fit in it, and B,” I grabbed my (engagement) ring finger, “I’m Mathilda. I do drama. And I’m pregnant.”

“Come here,” he ordered.

I went there and don’t give me any guff about it.

I had long since learned it wasn’t worth the hassle and back and forth, bickering with an alpha who tells you to come there.

You just go there because usually when you get there he either touches your face, your hair, holds you, kisses you, a combination of some or all of those, sometimes ending with him fucking you, and all of those (especially the last) are worth being the one to walk there with Ash.

This time, it was a combo of holding me and kissing my nose.

See?

Totally worth it.

“We’ll push the wedding back to Samhain,” he murmured.

“I haven’t had a lot of luck with Hallowe’en,” I reminded him.

“Well, we’ll turn that luck, shall we?” he asked me.

“Huh,” I puffed out, relaxing into him.

“Aren’t you happy about the baby?” he asked carefully.

“Do I love you more than life?” I asked back, not carefully.

He smiled down at me. “Yes.”

“Then of course I’m happy. I just was…surprised.”

“And needed some drama,” he teased. “Things have been lacking in that for about a week.”

I rolled my eyes.

Whatever.

He gave me a squeeze.

“She’ll be beautiful,” he said.

Goddess, this guy.

“He’ll be gorgeous,” I returned.

He smiled at me again.

Then he bent his head and gave me another kiss, this one longer, deeper and way more awesome.

After that, we got busy.

And yeah, when we did, his wings popped out.

Not entirely at my request.

But I totally didn’t complain.

 

So Ash just left and that was what happened before he did.

I’m pregnant with Ash’s Fae baby.

Yippee!
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Now, on to what happened after The Battle of Poet’s Walk.

And brace, because it’s a lot.

 

Obviously, Mavis (as with the rest of us) was beside herself with grief at the loss of Babs and Pandora, and we had to lay them to rest, and witch funerals were kinda productions (in good, but sad ways), so we were pretty preoccupied with that at first.
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And, you know, during all that, people kept saying it should help, knowing they’d put themselves in the path of Zombie Darling and Dark Lord Bligh, which meant, although a couple of our customers lost their lives at the hands of Darling, five others escaped who wouldn’t have if Babs and Pandora hadn’t stepped in.

And people could say this should help in the struggle with grief until they were blue in the face.

But this did not help.

Not even when the people they saved spoke about it at length, and very widely, to the media.

No.

That didn’t help at all.

Because Babs and Pandora were lovely. They were our sisters. The kind who would put themselves in the path of danger and certain death to save others.

And now they were gone.

And nothing helped that.
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Now, you may or may not remember, when the public statements were made after Maithieliel did her thing, the existence of vampires wasn’t part of that.

Unless you lived in a cave through all of this, you also know that it wasn’t military helicopters that hovered over the action that night.

They were television helicopters.

 

So from this came a lot.

I’ll break it down:

 

1. I looked like hell for all the world to see (and all the world saw) because:


	I had not been in any decent frame of mind to put a good outfit together prior to flying in to face evil, so my cords did not go with my sweater, or my scarf, or my boots, or my hat, or any of that going with the other at all, so to all who saw me (and all saw me) I looked like a dotty witch with no fashion sense whatsoever.





(Fate worse than death? No. Sucky? Hell yes.)

Gluh.


	Although Bligh protected my life with his magic in order to continue to toy with me after he blasted the forest (and my tree), he did not protect my hair, so about an inch of it all around got singed off, and trust me, that was not a good look.





Side note: the coven, along with half the population of Clevedon, have replanted the forest with saplings. It was a solemn day, but there was something remarkable about it, witches and humans together, working to restore nature. Sure, it’s going to take about twenty to thirty years before it’s anywhere near its former glory. But it had been a good day.

And I got to replace my tree.


	I’d lost track of my bloodied nose, what with all that came after me slamming face first into a wall in the Dungeon, so I had blood all over the lower half of face and all down my sweater, it was pretty gruesome, and did not in any way enhance my overall look (understatement).





 

However, all of this, and all the wand flinging, magical explosions and me being hurled about (etc.), had the effect to the viewing public that I was a warrior in battle, battling for their lives, which meant looking like hell was embarrassing, but not earth-shattering.

 

In fact, it had a positive effect, in the end, because all who watched the show saw a witch battling for their lives, nearly dying for them, and not even the biggest bigoted asshole could have anything negative to say about it. Or if they did, they didn’t, because no one would hear a word of it.

 

And I will admit that I sometimes (okay, a lot), watched the footage because even if he was kicking my ass, in the end, I won and that was the way it went. The hero got an ass-whooping, but always managed to save the day.

 

In other words, I was totally Jason Bourne.

 

Yes, my part in saving the world had been highly lauded, but as yet, I did not have an International Day of Celebration (Including Requisite Wearing of Glitter) named after me.

 

But I hoped that would be forthcoming.

 

2.  Fane, Dad and Gabe showing with their vampire brethren in bat form and out of it, and all of them being hot, seriously outed the vampires (including a vampire in the United States Senate, which caused a sensation, natch).

As an aside: Castle Noapte now had an even larger number of no-name submissives for the boys to bend to their will in happy ways for all.

 

Truth be told, the vamps being outed wasn’t taken by everyone as real great. I mean, they drank human blood, no getting around it. And that flipped people out, no getting around that either. But, no surprise, because even with the world being on the brink of a semi-certain fall to sheer evil, assholes would be assholes. And there was no preventing that either, even with magic.

 

So, whatever.

It would be what it would be.

And as ever, it was.

 

3. On the other hand, a bevy of hovering witches on broomsticks, allied to save the world, streaming their magic, and helping to bring down the Big Bad had a positive effect.

And now in any given place on any given day (or night), you could look up and see a witch flying hither or yon on her broomstick.

 

And straight up, that was pretty rad.

 

4. Dark-haired Fae were back, not that the human populace knows what that means, and I didn’t even know what it meant, until now.

 

So yeah, as previously noted, Ash had Dark Fae in him, seeing as his Fae came from Cystien through BecBec, and Cystien was Dark Fae. Also as previously noted, unlike Light Fae, Dark Fae could mate with humans. Like, successfully. Like, making babies without all the loss, pain and heartbreak. Case in point, Ash knocking me up while full Fae.

 

So, uh…make of that what you will as pertains to Dark Fae being back, and a number of them staying on the surface, setting up sex cults.

 

As for me, what my man and I made of it was a baby.

 

Though, I suspected soon, a lot of that was going to be going around.

 

5. People knew who I was, by face, and name (in fact, I was now totally famous, like People and Hello! magazine famous, and so was Ash—but I was happy famous, and he was broody famous, which made us both more famous) and my publishers weren’t morons. They put Lucy and my cookbook up for preorder about two days after The Battle of Poet’s Walk.

 

We’d already earned back our humungous advance and the book wasn’t even out yet.

Yay!

 

So all of that was, well…

I guess no other way to put it…

That.

The good, the bad…

And the awesome.
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Ash and I had elected to stay in England because I was intent to learn every inch of The Dungeons like the back of my hand (okay, a little PTSD, but is that a surprise?).

And because the BBC also weren’t morons, so they wanted me and Lucy in front of a camera in the Witches Dozen tout de suite.

 

I did not want this because I wanted to close it down for a mourning period, to honor Babs and Pandora and the patrons we’d lost there.

(I was thinking a year, and prior to understanding I was up the duff, that year I had intended to spend on a beach in a bathing suit with my hot fiancé, who would also wearing a bathing suit (or, more accurately, board shorts)).

Mavis told me to stop thinking crazy, both Babs and Pandora would be angry if any of us put any part of our lives on hold because they’d lost theirs.

So onward we went.

And by onward I mean we were going to start shooting our cookery program in the new year, and our first season was airing, beginning on Valentine’s Day.

(As yet, Paul Hollywood had not agreed to appear, but he was a busy guy, our schedule had been accelerated, and Lucy hadn’t given up.)

So I was famous before becoming famous.

And, well, positive side effect to saving the world…

World Cookery Domination was in sight.
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Quick Update of Other Supernaturals:


	The League of Werewolves—Still hidden.



	The Troll and Goblin Union—Still hidden.



	The Banshee Nation—Still hidden.



	The Magi—Now out to the public.



	The Guild of Sorcerers & Sorceresses—Now out to the public.



	The Fellowship of Wizards—Now out to the public.



	The Elders of Le Société de Mathilde—Covert, known only to supernaturals and those with appropriate clearance in governmental agencies.



	The Directors of The Royal Institute of Psychical Research—Now a recognized governmental entity with parliamentary oversight (real reason why Dr. Bennett was retiring (see following section)? Possibly).



	The Unicorn(s)— Still hidden.



	The Headless Horseman—Still hidden.



	Whirling Dervishes—Totally still hidden (I hadn’t even seen one!).





 

In other words, if you happen to read my grimoire, please be cool.

If they’re still not known, don’t make them known.

It’s up to them to decide.

Not you.
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Quick Update of Magickal Relics Stolen by Bligh and Darling:

With Agatha gone and no longer cloaking them, it didn’t take long before I managed to locate them all.

We collected them and Ash demanded that our Elite Team would be the only ones to touch them, which meant we were the ones who transported them back to Area 666.

I suspected he did this not because he didn’t trust anyone else (or not solely because of that).

I suspected he did this for me.

This means yes, I have now seen the Ark of the Covenant (though we absolutely did not open it).

And the Holy Grail.

And Excalibur.

Also Pandora’s Box.

The Book of Thoth.

Etcetera.

And I knew the route to the lost city of Atlantis.

So yeah, outside of near-guaranteed World Cookery Domination, there were some kickass benefits to saving the world.

You know, uh…outside actually saving the world.

 

As an aside to this: Before they re-crated it and took it away, I totally spelled the fuck out of Sorcha Mac Gearailt’s Book of Shadows.

Although it was not erased, no one could read that thing because no one could open that thing unless they could break the Prophesied One’s magic and I made it so that just wasn’t gonna happen.

I couldn’t say that another Dark Lord was never going to cometh.

But I could say that Aidan told me that The Mathilda Prophesies didn’t mention that shit happening, should I succeed in saving the world, which I did.

So I had a feeling I kicked that spell’s ass.
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Quick Update of My Posse:


	Viv and Mack—Totally an item. Totally (and annoyingly) still keeping it under wraps for reasons unknown. (Whatever.)



	Su—Still wears Birkenstocks with socks. (Ugh.)



	Gabe—Was asked, and has accepted, a place in the Vampyre Dominion so now lives at Castle Noapte (Yippee! Another reason to visit!)



	Dad and Mom—Dad retiring from the Senate so he can move full-time back to Denver to be with Mom (this makes me happy because this makes Mom and Dad happy, another yippee!)



	Gran—Yoga workshops at full capacity, raking in the dough, giving it all to Greenpeace (in other words, not a lot of change there, as in none).



	Aidan and Josie—Totally going to get engaged any day now, I can feel it. And I totally better be a bridesmaid, even if they tie the knot before Ash and me and I’m super-extra pregnant. Because, as everyone knows, it doesn’t matter if you have a big ole belly in a bridesmaid’s dress.



	Rory—Likes Aidan now because he’s often on telly as an expert on supernaturals and has fan clubs devoted to him due to the fact he’s super-hot (oh, and because Aidan is also super awesome, treats Rory’s mum like gold, and loves Rory a lot).



	Lucy—Is back with me at the Dozen. Is still studying to be a witch. Is dating a cute guy that looks a lot like Paul Hollywood (but with brown eyes). Is still awesome (as usual). And is still beating me in the Battle of the Wooden Spoons (as usual).



	Marcus—Still Elder of Le Société, but now the Elder of Le Société, as in the Head Honcho (this makes me happy because he’s enjoying it, so if he’s happy, Ash and I are happy).



	Dr. Ambrose Bennett—Stepping down as Executive Director of the Institute in order to retire to “do nothing but paint and garden, Mathilda, and do that happily. I’m pleased good prevailed, but all this brouhaha nearly done me in.”





Side note: Has put Aidan’s name forward to take over in his stead (we shall see!).


	Cystien—Has started his own sex cult somewhere in Wales because, “Welshwomen have the most beautiful voices, among other assets.” Ash and I are invited to attend him “at our wont.” As I don’t wanna see Cystien in action (and Ash really doesn’t), our wont hasn’t come up yet (and probably never will). Also probably making Fae/human babies willy-nilly. (Would they be cousins to Ash and my baby? Mental note: ask Cystien when he’s not among his cult.)



	Fane—Has reportedly taken up with a witch, I do not know who, but in his last letter he shared he’s exploring “new appetites,” but did not offer further info, for which I was glad (and Ash was gladder).



	BecBec, Sar and Trae—Are still in the Realm and are shacked up, loved up and have invited Ash and I to visit, “whenever you wish, but soon, we miss you.” (This is under consideration, though in discussions of this consideration, Ash has declared under no circumstances was he ever going to wear the Fae loincloth, he didn’t care if he now had wings.)



	Anita—After a brief stint in a Dark Fae’s sex cult (where she was the only member), she’s back at the FWC, with promotion, and now outranks Agent Perry (tee hee).





Side note: Dark Fae says he’s going to come to visit. (Yay for Anita!)


	Prunella—Still reports she does not know what to make of me. But I know she knows what to make of my buttercream donuts, since she comes into the coffee house at least once a week to get a dozen of them.



	Me and Ash—Me, pregnant, as you know. Ash, thrilled about the pregnancy, as you can guess. Our wedding postponed to Hallowe’en (as you know). And me, now with pretty much nothing to do but bake, promote my upcoming cookbook and cookery program in continuing endeavors toward World Cookery Domination and keep my baby healthy as s/he grew inside me. Also continue to plan the most awesome nuptials in history, make my man happy, and combat fashion disaster of the night of The Battle of Poet’s Walk by appearing in public always turned out in absolute style (which I did and one could say, being a public figure was kind of weird, but as Ash has noted, “You’ve taken to it so well, it’s a little frightening.”)





Though, now with additional challenge of doing that soon in maternity clothes (mental note: study Kate and Megan’s maternity fashion selections and possibly get in touch with their designers).

 

So, uh…yeah.

Things are good.

Happy.

Settled.

No drama.

I’d fulfilled the Prophesies (the right way).

And…well…

Okay, I was going to say it.

As I’d worried, life had turned boring.

It’s sad

But true.

It had.

Ack!

    

9 December

 

Have just made disturbing discovery.

Most Excellent Boyfriend in History that turned into Most Awesome Fiancé in History and Not Just Because He Gave Me A Harry Winston Ring has alarming tendency to turn into Most Annoying Fiancé in History After He Knocks Me Up.

 

Case in point:

I flew home from the Dozen on my broomstick.

I didn’t normally do that because it’s December, I’m in England, and it’s bloody cold out there.

Also, because my guy dropped me off and picked me up, or let me borrow his awesome Audi TT, or I drove my own awesome Mini.

That morning, though, Ash dropped me off.

But I was hungry, and for once not for pastry (Perfect Adorable Ash Fae Baby already into healthy living?), wanted to get home, and I didn’t want to wait for him to come get me (even though, admittedly, this wait would only be about ten minutes).

I landed in the drive, started walking to the front door, only to stop because Ash was barring my path.

“What the fuck are you doing?” he asked, all surly and pissed off.

Uh.

“Coming home from work,” I answered.

“On your broom?”

I looked to my (new, obvs) broom in my hand.

I looked to my man.

“Yes.” I gave the obvious answer.

“In pink high heels?”

I looked down at my hot pink high heels with the cute bows tied at the front base of my ankles.

One could argue hot pink was not a winter color.

I would not be the one arguing that.

Pink was an all-seasons color.

I returned my gaze to my guy.

“Yes,” I repeated.

“Mathilda, you’re pregnant.”

“Yes,” I said again. “I’m also cold. Why are you barring the door and asking questions you know the answer to?”

“Because your pregnant,” he replied.

“Yes, and cold,” I retorted.

“You’re the worst broomstick rider I’ve ever seen.”

Now wait.

He did not just say that to me.

“I am not,” I snapped.

“Every time you’ve gone up, you’ve fallen off.”

“Yes, except twice, just now and when I saved the world,” I shot back.

Well, for some reason that tripped his trigger because he leaned toward me and bellowed…

And no…

You did not read that wrong.

He bellowed!

At me!

His pregnant fiancée!

“You’re pregnant!”

I leaned toward him and shouted, “I know!”

He leaned back and proclaimed, “You will not ride that broomstick again unless you’re, first, not pregnant, and second, don’t go higher than four feet off the ground.”

Oh no.

He did not.

“You can’t tell me what I can and can’t do,” I declared.

“I absolutely can,” he retorted.

“You cannot!” I yelled.

“I can and I will!” he roared.

Roared!

Oh my Goddess!

He couldn’t be believed!

“My sweet diddumses,” Mavis said, emerging from the door behind Ash. “What on earth is all the shouting about?”

I jabbed a finger at my fiancé. “He won’t let me ride a broom.”

“I won’t,” Ash instantly confirmed. “Because she’s bloody rubbish at it.”

“Stop saying that!” I shouted.

“Well, you are, my dear,” Mavis pointed out.

I snapped my mouth shut.

“Come inside,” Mavis bid. “I’ve made a lovely shepherd’s pie.”

My baby wanted shepherd’s pie. I knew this when my stomach rumbled.

“Come on.” Mavis rolled a hand to us, moving back inside.

She disappeared in The Gables.

Ash shifted aside.

I stomped by him.

“We’ll finish talking about this later,” Ash murmured as I passed him.

“We will not,” I returned, entering the warmth of the house, feeling Ash come in behind me and definitely hearing him slam the door. “Later, I’m going to the library and I’m finally going to read the damn Prophesies because I’m pretty sure you haven’t let me do it because it says I throw you over prior to our wedding, have our baby out of wedlock, and when it’s your time to have custody of him or her, I return to whatever Fae sex cult I’ve joined.”

He caught me by the waist and whirled me so I slammed into him.

And as he did this, his wings unfurled with an angry snap.

Hmm.

Guess there were other occasions when Ash had little control over his wings.

Good to know.

Also hot.

I wasn’t going to focus on the hot part at that juncture, however.

I also wasn’t going to focus on the fact that he was wearing another fabulous shirt I gave him, and I heard it rip when his wings came out.

Guh.

But what he said next was unexpected.

“You are not reading the Prophesies.”

I stared up at him, my stomach going tight.

Then I whispered, “Oh my Goddess, they say we break up.”

“Mathilda, for the last time, they don’t. We make three children, remember?”

Oh, right.

“Do they say we join a Fae sex cult?”

“Fuck no,” he bit out.

“Do they say we form a Fae sex cult?”

“They make utterly no comment about Fae sex cults.”

“What do they say?”

He didn’t reply.

“Ash, what do they say?” I demanded.

But from the look on his face, I didn’t let him answer.

My blood ran chill and I whispered, “Oh shit, do I have to save the world again?”

“No,” he grunted.

“Do you?”

“No.”

Well, that was good.

“Then what?” I pushed.

Nothing from Ash.

“What?” I snapped.

He let loose a heavy sigh.

“What!” I shouted.

“Mathilda, you can’t think Josie was going to be your only Spellbound.”

I hadn’t really thought about it.

But now, thinking about it, I was a witch.

That was what we did.

And I’d gone through a lot to be able to do it free and clear of…well, anything, so I could do what I was born to do.

“I’m getting another Spellbound?” I asked.

He was again grunting when he said, “Imminently.”

Huzzah!

Things weren’t going to be staid and settled and boring anymore.

I was going to get to be all up in someone’s business, doing my thing, and making it all right for them.

Yee ha!

“Do you know anything about them? Who are they?” I pressed.

Ash started to look unhappy.

He knew something about them.

Totally.

“Ash,” I prompted.

“The Prophesies say, if you saved the world, which you did, then, well…fuck.”

“Fuck what?”

“Fane might be involved.”

Fane?

I could actually feel my eyes light up.

“Yes,” he began, staring gloomily down at me. “As I said, fuck.”

I grinned at him. “Does this involve, perhaps, me boning up on love potions?”

“Again, as I said, fuck.”

It did!

Fane and love potions!

I kept grinning but did it harder.

His eyes dropped to my grin and he murmured, “You’re mad.”

I totally was.

“You wouldn’t have me any other way,” I reminded him. “Ridiculous and sublime, just like your momma wanted for you.”

His eyes came up to mine.

“Please don’t ride your broomstick while you’re pregnant, especially in the cold.”

Well, since he said “please.”

And worried about me being cold.

And safe.

I fitted myself more closely to him.

His wings fluttered.

My knees trembled.

“Okay, baby,” I agreed.

He touched his lips to mine.

My stomach rumbled again.

“My witch needs fed,” he said against my mouth.

“Always,” I replied.

“Ridiculous,” he muttered.

Um…

“Sublime,” he whispered.

Nice.

He kissed me again.

Then he furled his wings and took me to Mavis’s kitchen.

And okay, I’ll admit, he was back to Most Awesome Fiancé in History.

Because he fed me.

And…

Well…

He was Ash.

 

And now.

Well, now is now.

Life is boring, which was good.

For a spell.

And for Ash, so he’d be a whole lot calmer while our baby grew inside me.

So I’d take it.

For a spell.

(And for Ash.)

(And our baby.)

Until the next adventure came along.

So…warning, I’m taking a break from my Book o’ Shadows.

Because even with life boring, no offense, Book o’ Shadows, but I have better things to do.

Being famous.

World Cookery Domination.

Wedding planning.

The Battle of the Wooden Spoons.

The wait until my next Spellbound.

Eating Junior Poons crispy aromatic duck.

Girls Movie Nights.

Coven meetings.

Becoming a maternity fashionista.

And pretty much devoting every other moment not caught up in all that, caught up in making my guy happy.

Because, you know…

When it all comes down to it.

That was my true destiny.

Thank the Goddess.
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31 December, the Year Following

 

It is of note that the following passage was not written by the direct hand or magic of Mathilda Guinevere Honeycutt Wilding.

Recorded for posterity.

It’s a boy.

His wings were of his father, black and gold.

And at the time of their wedding, his mother fit in her wedding gown.

Magically.
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By the slivers of the moon,

T o the tips of the stars…

‘Tis tales that are true,

This lore that is ours.

With an end that is happy,

And a future that’s bright.

Including adventures a-plenty,

And times that are light.

This is my wish for my love and me…

As I will,

So mote it be.

 

In non-witch-speak:

And they lived happily ever after…
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~ THE END ~

 Discover the Ghosts and Reincarnation Series 

It begins with Sommersgate House
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Douglas Ashton is the cold and unfeeling owner of the gothic Victorian Mansion, Sommersgate House. Julia Fairfax is his stubborn American sister-in-law. After tragedy strikes, Douglas and Julia are forced to live together at Sommersgate and raise their newly orphaned nieces and nephew.

Douglas has no desire to raise his dead sister’s children nor does he want the distraction of the tempting Julia living under his roof. Julia is struggling with grief and trying to make a go in a new country without much help from impossibly handsome but even more impossibly remote Douglas. Not to mention, she has to deal with the active hostility of Douglas’s frosty, Attila-the-Hun-in-a-skirt mother, Monique.

Douglas decides the best way to give the children what they need, get his mother to behave and give himself what he wants is to marry Julia. When he tells her (yes, tells her) she will be his wife, Julia thinks Douglas is (probably) insane. And anyway, she’s decided if she ever has another husband (since the last one wasn’t so great), he was going to be short, balding, have a paunch and worship the ground she walks on (none of these characteristics define Douglas in the slightest).

One more thing, Sommersgate House is haunted by the ghosts of the man who built the house and the woman who was the love of his life. They both died mysteriously at Sommersgate months after it was finished. When they did, a curse settled on the house making it seem strangely alive. And the only way for the beautiful but frightening house to rid itself of this curse is for its owner to find true love.

Turn the page to read the first chapter now!

 


SOMMERSGATE HOUSE
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Sommersgate House

EVERYONE KNEW THAT SOMMERSGATE HOUSE was built for love.

Its creator, Lord Archibald Ashton, Baron Blackbourne, spared no expense.

Every piece of stone, every stick of timber, every pane of glass (and so on), were the best of the very best.

He located the finest carpets, commissioned the most extraordinary fireplaces, purchased the most exceptional pieces of furniture, demanded the most magnificent chandeliers.

Every inch had to be resplendent. It was to be a testimony to devotion.

Sommersgate House was built for his wife, the love of his life, the beautiful Lady Ruby.

It was tragic, then, that they both died within months of its completion.

Everyone thought that was enough reason for the curse to settle on the house. After all that trouble, all that expense, all that dedication to an act of love, to have it all so quickly turn catastrophic in only a few months’ time was enough for any house to be cursed.

And cursed it was.

Sommersgate, once beautiful (if a bit ostentatiously so), during one dark day and one frantic, devastating evening, turned wicked, frightful and monstrous.

As the decades went by, the curse became local lore. People could feel it, just walking, riding or eventually driving by the gatehouse of the great property. Its malevolence permeated the very air. For those who went to the house, they felt it, even though they didn’t see it.

Sommersgate House was a most unhappy place indeed.

And that didn’t even take into account the hauntings.
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Hope

THAT MORNING MRS. KILPATRICK HAD a case of nerves.

Mrs. K knew that there was still the possibility that this morning’s imminent arrival would get cold feet. That Julia Fairfax would decide, at the last minute, not to leave her family, her friends, her home, everything she knew, to spend the next thirteen years of her life at Sommersgate House.

Yes, that morning Mrs. Kilpatrick was tense. Her daily girl, Veronika was tense. And before he left, Carter, the chauffeur, was tense.

Worst of all, the house was tense and make no mistake about it, even though it was simply mortar and stone (albeit grand mortar and stone), Sommersgate could most definitely be tense.

Mrs. Kilpatrick had been working at Sommersgate for the last thirty-seven years, since she was seventeen years old, and she was proud of it. She’d worked her way up from a daily girl to the lofty position of housekeeper. She knew every nook and cranny of the house, every noise, every creaky floorboard. She knew that house like she knew her own husband, through and through.

She turned and watched as Ruby sat at the massive kitchen table, her blonde curls bobbing while she colored in her book. Per usual, the child made no attempt to color in the lines or utilize a flesh-like tone for skin (in this instance Mrs. Kilpatrick saw the skin was kelly green) or any other color that would be appropriate (the sky was silver and the grass was purple).

From the moment four years ago when Ruby was placed in Mrs. Kilpatrick’s arms as a babe of no more than a few days, Mrs. Kilpatrick knew there was something unusual about the child.

Ruby had spent the next four years proving her right.

As she watched Ruby, Mrs. K heard a car on the drive.

Ruby didn’t hesitate in coloring because she hadn’t lived in Sommersgate long enough to know how to distinguish the various sounds, but Mrs. Kilpatrick knew that Carter was home.

She took a deep breath and sighed in relief.

If something had gone wrong during the journey from Heathrow, Carter would have called. They were now home and Mrs. K hoped that with the treasured cargo Carter was delivering today months of sadness and despair would begin healing.

Maybe even a century of it.

She put a hand to her hair, testing the bounce of her fashionable bob, the old blonde now having streaks of white. She smoothed the front of her skirt down, trying as ever to ignore her somewhat protruding belly, flipped on the electric kettle and shot a prayer to heaven that Ms. Julia Fairfax was indeed the answer to all Mrs. Kilpatrick’s prayers. Or more to the point, Mrs. Kilpatrick’s prayers for little Ruby, Ruby’s older brother William and sister Elizabeth, and perhaps, just perhaps, their Uncle Douglas.

But most especially, Sommersgate House.

“Come along, luv, your Aunt Julia is here.”

At this announcement, Ruby’s head shot up and she ceased coloring immediately. Squealing with delight (a sound so foreign in Sommersgate that it startled Mrs. K), she jumped off the bench and ran out of the kitchen at top speed. She was at the front door, struggling to shift its massive weight when Mrs. Kilpatrick arrived.

“Patience, child. She’s right outside the door. You’ll see her soon enough.”

“Auntie Jewel, I’m in here!” Ruby shouted through the door unnecessarily but Mrs. Kilpatrick doubted the ancient, studded wood with its heavy, black-scrolled iron hinges would do anything but mute the child’s call.

She unlatched the door and using all her might, pulled it open. Ruby shot out like lightning, ran across the distance and threw herself at the tall woman standing on the gravel drive next to a shining burgundy Bentley.

“My gorgeous baby!” Julia Fairfax cried.

Wrapping her arms around the child, she lifted her up and swung her around in a full circle.

Mrs. Kilpatrick took in the scene. Carter had moved to the boot of the Bentley and was watching it too. It was hard not to smile with relief, and Mrs. K felt the easing sigh tremble through the very air around Sommersgate.
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Mrs. Margaret Kilpatrick had known Julia Elizabeth Fairfax for fifteen years. She’d watched her grow from a young, naïve, headstrong girl of twenty-one to a beautiful, sophisticated, even more headstrong woman (so headstrong as to be described as stubborn).

Julia stood in the drive by the gleaming Bentley, which sat next to a glamorous circular fountain. She was swinging her niece, smiling and laughing, looking like she’d been born to stand in the drive of a palatial estate, even though she most definitely had not.

She was very tall, slim but rounded in all the right places. Julia wore an elegant suit of chocolate brown with a fitted pencil skirt and a feminine jacket nipped in at the waist. Her blonde hair was swept up in a chic twist. She was wearing a pair of leopard print, spike-heeled pumps and a tawny pashmina dripped casually from her elbows.

She didn’t look like she’d spent the last fourteen hours traveling through crowded airports, stuffy airplanes and close cars. She looked fresh and rested, as if she was just headed out to lunch.

“I’m not a baby,” Ruby exclaimed through her giggling struggles.

“You’re my baby, always were, always will be,” Julia stated and kissed the child loudly on her cheek.

Julia bent to let Ruby down and noticed Mrs. Kilpatrick.

Walking forward hand extended, she murmured, “Mrs. K.”

The muscles worked in Mrs. Kilpatrick’s throat as she tried not to cry and she steeled herself for what was to come.

Julia Fairfax, and her mother Patricia, were American and didn’t stand on ceremony and had no sense of—or more likely didn’t care much for—the firmly hierarchical way things were at Sommersgate. The lady of the house, Baroness Monique Ashton, hated it when her daughter’s American in-laws would come to visit. They were far too familiar with the servants, amongst other things, many other things.

Julia put her hand on Mrs. Kilpatrick’s arm, squeezed gently and kissed the older woman’s cheek with familiarity and kindness.

“How’s it going, Mrs. K?” she asked, trying to read Mrs. Kilpatrick’s face.

At that distance, Mrs. Kilpatrick saw that Julia was not nearly as fresh and relaxed as she’d looked from afar. Her skin was pale and drawn and her green eyes, normally alight with mischief, good humor, or stubborn resolve, looked immensely tired, as if she’d not only been traveling for fourteen hours but as if she hadn’t slept in weeks.

“I’m well, Miss Julia, how was your flight?”

Mrs. K referred to both Julia and Patricia in a less formal way at each woman’s demand. Lady Ashton would never allow Mrs. K any kind of familiarity that would include using their Christian name. Mrs. K firmly refused to call them Jewel and Patty, as she’d been asked to do many a time. In return, Julia and Patricia had firmly refused to answer to Miss Fairfax or Mrs. Fairfax. In the end, they had an unspoken compromise and “Miss Julia” and “Miss Patricia” were born.

Mrs. K disengaged her arm with her own friendly but fleeting squeeze of Julia’s hand and walked the woman into the house as Ruby danced ahead of them. Julia hesitated and looked back at the Bentley. Neither Julia nor Patricia had ever been comfortable with being waited on, having their bags carried for them, unpacked for them, their laundry done or doors opened.

“Don’t worry, Carter will see to your bags,” Mrs. K assured her. “Your flight?”

Julia smiled wearily, giving in gracefully to the gentle reminder of how things were at Sommersgate.

Even though Mrs. Kilpatrick had pulled away from Julia’s grasp, the younger woman linked her arm through Mrs. K’s elbow and walked forward. “I’m glad it’s over, I hate flying.” She looked around her and trembled dramatically. “How’s this dusty old pile of rocks keeping? I see it hasn’t fallen down around your heads . . . unfortunately.”

Mrs. Kilpatrick shuddered a bit at Sommersgate being talked of like that. On a day as tense as today, a body needed to be careful.

Julia had been a guest on dozens of occasions, dating from before Julia’s brother Gavin had married young Lady Tamsin Ashton and through to last Christmas. Julia had brought her (rather despicable, Mrs. K had always thought) husband there before they were married and came back after they were divorced. Mrs. K believed fully in the sanctity of marriage but she’d said a little prayer on the day she found out Julia had become legally untied to that horrible man.

Julia, like many, both loved and hated Sommersgate, but, like few, didn’t have any problem sharing how she felt.

“It’s taken good care of those children,” Mrs. K responded, nodding her head toward Ruby as they exited the long hallway and entered the enormous stairwell with its cavernous gallery, curving staircase ornately carved from granite, which four people standing abreast could ascend, and its enormous ceiling made entirely of domed glass and embellished wrought iron. Its walls were decorated with dozens of portraits of serious faced ancestors wearing the fashions of the day replete with dripping medals or jewels, depending on the gender.

Julia stopped and looked around, staring at the huge marble fireplace that once heated this space.

“I expect it’s you who has taken good care of those children,” Julia remarked and Mrs. K knew this had more than one meaning. “I just can’t imagine what was in Tammy’s and Gav’s heads when they demanded the children be brought up here.”

“Miss Tamsin loved this house, as does Ruby,” Mrs. K replied.

Ruby was standing next to Julia looking up at her with sparkling blue eyes and Mrs. K took that opportunity to study the child.

Ruby had taken the last five months surprisingly well, but then, at four years old, how much could she understand about the horrible events that rainy night? It was William, and especially Elizabeth, who had suffered the most.

Julia seemed to realize where she was and what she was saying. She bent low and kissed the top of Ruby’s curls before her eyes returned to the housekeeper.

“I’m sorry, Mrs. K, I’m exhausted. The trip, selling my house, car . . . the last week has been day after day of going away parties, meals out with friends, finding a place for every last hairpin. It’s been insane.”

Mrs. K understood. The last few months had to be upheaval for Julia. She’d had to give up everything.

She gave Julia a reassuring smile. “I’ve got the kettle on. Let me get you a cuppa. A warm drink always helps. Coffee?”

Julia nodded gratefully and Mrs. K shuffled her into what she knew was Julia’s favorite place at Sommersgate, a smallish room off the grand stairwell that had a tile and flagstone floor and butter-colored stone walls. It had wide entryways to both the stairwell and the drawing room and grand, double French windows that led to the front gardens.

This space was once the entry to the house in the days when horses clattered to the front. Motor cars, and an ancestral baroness who detested them and refused to see them out her front door, had changed the traffic of Sommersgate. She modified the drive to complete at the studded doors at the side, added the fountain and laid the old front drive to gardens.

She then altered the huge space within the house to what was now one of the warmest places you could find, literally and figuratively. It held comfortable, button-backed leather couches, chairs and ottomans surrounding another ornate, grand fireplace with sturdy but fine tables here and there on which to lay drinks, trays, books or puzzles, as the case may be.

Of course, no one used the space much. The lord of the manor and his lady mother weren’t the kind who casually wiled away time with games and puzzles.

Mrs. K’s mind moved from the space, back to Julia.

“You wait here. I’ll be back in a snap,” Mrs. K assured her.

She bustled away, hearing Julia’s chic pumps hit the floor one by one as she took them off, and in a teasing voice she addressed Ruby. Listening to Julia, Mrs. K. nearly ran into Veronika, who was hiding in the shadows by the dining room.

“She arrive safe?” Veronika asked in broken English.

The Russian girl had been at Sommersgate for six months, the longest Mrs. Kirkpatrick had been able to keep a daily for several years, and for that alone she cherished the girl. It took an extraordinary amount of time hiring staff, training them in the very specific tasks they had to perform, then losing them and having to hire more.

Veronika not only stayed, but she did a job at which many people would turn up their noses and she did it with pride and unending amounts of energy. Especially these last months when so much more was required of them with the arrival of the children.

“She’s safe, you’ll need to unpack her cases,” Mrs. K informed the girl. “But first, I want you to meet her.”

Her orders were voiced kindly but Veronika shrunk into herself and Mrs. K’s heart went out to the girl.

Veronika had not shared much but Mrs. K knew something was not right. She was timid and scared of her own shadow. Monique Ashton unnerved her and Sommersgate House petrified her, both of which weren’t unusual and often why the other girls never stayed very long. But Veronika needed the job, or she would likely be shipped back to wherever she came from, something, Mrs. K thought, terrified her most of all.

Where Douglas Ashton had found the petite, young, pretty, dark-haired girl was something that Mrs. Kilpatrick did not want to know. He’d simply told Mrs. K one day that a girl was coming to fill the daily job that had gone vacant for several weeks.

“If she’s suitable, keep her. She’ll have no references but that’s not your concern, just put her to work,” he’d said.

The comings and goings of Douglas Ashton, titled Baron Blackbourne and sixth master of Sommersgate House, were none of Margaret Kilpatrick’s business. Even if she could know, Mrs. Kilpatrick didn’t want to know.

Further, she’d never question Lord Ashton, not in a million years. She’d be sacked, without references, even if she had been in his life since he could remember. He’d do it, she had no doubt, and he’d not entertain another thought in his handsome head about it.

Mrs. Kilpatrick had come to Sommersgate when Douglas Ashton was an infant. Even knowing him since he was a wee lad, as a man, she admired him greatly, she feared him and she worried about him, in that order.

Given his privileged birth, he could have chosen an entirely different path. However Douglas Ashton was driven to something else and this drive, to attain whatever it was he desired, was what Mrs. K admired.

Although a cold man, Mrs. Kilpatrick felt (with some pride, even though it had naught to do with her) that Douglas Ashton was not a bad man (not like his father). One couldn’t say exactly that he was a good man but he certainly wasn’t cruel, and considering his upbringing, to avoid that end was a feat in itself.

His determination was what she feared, along with his rumored ruthless tactics. No man should work that hard, that long, sacrificing whatever morals and ethics (and, if gossip could be believed, it was all of them) to get what he wanted. Lord Ashton was not a man to be denied, if he wanted something, it was his. If he wanted Mrs. K to employ a pretty, young Russian girl with no references, no experience and nothing but a passport, then he’d have it. And he did. And Mrs. K was just one in a small army of people who did his bidding, or faced the consequences.

She worried about him because he seemed so unapproachable, so cold and so very alone. He had no one and needed no one, and Mrs. K couldn’t believe anyone, truly, lived like that, at least not happily.

Even though Douglas Ashton never gave any indication he cared one whit about Mrs. Kilpatrick, she was the kind of woman who cared about just about everyone. She had a special place in her heart for the two children she watched grow up at Sommersgate, both of them, even Lord Douglas Ashton. It wasn’t his fault he was the way he was. Indeed, he could have turned out very, very different. That was why Mrs. K loved him, was devoted to him and his house, even though he would never know how she felt.

Margaret Kilpatrick’s attention returned to Veronika. “Help me with the coffee, then you can meet Miss Julia and then you can see to the unpacking.”

As ever, Veronika did as she was told and they brought a tray to Julia with an exquisite silver coffeepot, a delicate china serving set and a plate of biscuits all sitting on a crisp, lily-white linen serviette.

Julia stood, a smile on her lips, when she saw Veronika.

“Veronika,” she started, again putting out her hand to shake the girl’s.

The girl hesitantly allowed this but gave a small cry of surprise when Julia pulled her in for a swift kiss on the cheek.

Julia thoughtfully ignored Veronika’s startled cry when she continued, “I hear you’ve been taking care of my nieces and nephew. Thank you.”

Veronika nodded and stepped back. This warm reception was not something she’d encountered before from anyone, not even Mrs. Kilpatrick. Veronika Raykin and Julia Fairfax had met only once and the circumstances at the time were most dire.

Julia smiled at her and Veronika looked at a loss of what to do next.

“I unpack your case,” she announced finally and then fled the room.

“She’s a little shy,” Mrs. Kilpatrick explained.

Julia nodded, her face thoughtful as she watched Veronika go.

“Her timing wasn’t great, just coming to this gothic monstrosity when . . .” Julia stopped and looked at Ruby then she started again. “Tell me, how are things?”

Mrs. Kilpatrick knew exactly what Julia was asking.

For the past five months, Julia was at home in Indiana preparing to move to England and care for her brother’s children under the strict terms of he and his wife’s will. These terms were rigid, and to everyone’s surprise, included that the children be brought up in England, live at Sommersgate and be reared under the guardianship of Lord Douglas Ashton and Ms. Julia Fairfax. Unless Julia was willing to give up custody, which she obviously was not, this meant she had to quit her high-paid job, sell her home, disburse her belongings, say good-bye to her friends and family and move to a foreign country to live at Sommersgate for at least the next thirteen years.

Julia had done all of this without murmur, leaving the country four and a half months ago after the funerals and after the will was read, shattered from grief and jetlag, and spent the ensuing time readying herself for this change in life.

In that time, Douglas Ashton and his mother Monique had not changed their habits one iota. They’d left the care of three bereaved children, who also had left their home to move to Sommersgate, in the hands of Mrs. K, her husband Roddy, Veronika, and Sommersgate’s chauffeur and handyman, Carter.

Mrs. Kilpatrick didn’t mind. She openly adored Tamsin Ashton Fairfax, who shared not a single trait with her mother, father or brother, all proud and haughty.

And fifteen years ago, Mrs. Kilpatrick had immediately fallen in love with the tall, athletic, fair, blue-eyed American boy from the Midwest, Gavin Fairfax, who was friendly and outgoing and who thought Tamsin resided on a pedestal (Mrs. K agreed).

In loving them both, Mrs. K loved their children and would do anything for them.

But she was not their family. Monique Ashton had not showed an interest in mothering her own two children and she showed even less of an interest in her grandchildren.

Douglas Ashton was worse.

He worked long, inhuman hours, day and night, traveling from city to city, country to country, continent to continent. On those very rare occasions when he wasn’t working, he was playing and he played with the same intensity as he worked. An expert skier, an avid horseman and a collector of tall, young, frighteningly skinny blondes, brunettes and redheads; he was a man who was responsible to no one but himself. And even though, on a dark, wet road five months ago, that had changed, Douglas Ashton had not.

Mrs. Kilpatrick didn’t know why Douglas worked so hard. He was born to money, property and a title. He was immensely good-looking and was one of Europe’s top bachelors.

Roderick Kilpatrick, Mrs. K’s husband, reckoned it was power. Mr. Kilpatrick worked as groundskeeper for both Douglas and his father and he felt in the position to have a pretty reliable opinion on the subject (indeed, Roddy felt he was in the position to have a pretty reliable opinion on a lot of subjects).

Mrs. K would always cringe and more often than not quickly cross herself when thinking of the older Ashton because he surely existed in purgatory, or worse, for what he put his son through. She tried not to think about it, the scenes, the shouting, the ugly, hideous words. As a mere servant, she didn’t exist to the baron, therefore, it didn’t matter what she’d heard.

And she’d heard a great deal.

How young Douglas had borne it, she couldn’t imagine but it was a testament to his strength of will.

It wrecked Tamsin, who idolized her older brother. Those two were inseparable when they were young, clinging to each other in a home where controlled violence or absent neglect were the only constants.

Mrs. K never saw evidence of beatings, and there were times when she wished for it, for no matter what lofty a position Maxwell Ashton held, Social Services would frown on physical violence and Mrs. K would have reported it, make no mistake. But there was never any physical evidence of the type of lashings Douglas would endure.

When he wasn’t verbally abusing his son, Maxwell spent his time in the pursuit of power and pleasure, which were the sum total of his interests for his short sixty years. Years that ended in a massive heart attack on a ski slope in Gstaad.

Monique seemed quite happy to be left to the pursuit of her own pleasures. And this was exactly what she did, leaving her children to fend for themselves most of the time.

Roddy Kilpatrick felt that perhaps Douglas wanted to prove he was worthy of some attention from the both of them, the kind a proud father and mother would show.

Mrs. Kilpatrick didn’t believe that.

Maxwell Ashton had been dead for years and there was no sign Douglas intended to slow down or settle down. Further, he seemed to regard his mother, as with everyone and everything else, with a cold disregard. She existed and he acknowledged that fact, and that was the end of it.

Rumor had it he’d more than quadrupled the family fortune and the way he did it was, no other way to say it, suspect. He had an office in Bristol and held a full staff at his offices in London.

What he did to make his money, Mrs. K had no idea. He had a reputation as a dangerous man, and it was a fact that he’d mysteriously disappeared for two years without word or sighting. He had returned with no excuses for his absence looking no longer boyishly handsome but with a thin scar marring his hard mouth and lines etched into the sides of his eyes that were caused by wind and sun, and obviously not from playing polo.

His disappearance was never explained and, as for the rest, it was simply none of her business.

Mrs. Kilpatrick knew Samantha Thornton, Lord Ashton’s personal assistant, had been keeping in close contact with Julia and Julia and her mother called the children once or twice a week since the accident. Julia was no fool, she knew that the children had been left in the servants’ care.

“We’re all well, we’re just happy you’re here,” Mrs. Kilpatrick answered, loyal to the last to her employers who kept her and her husband fed and housed in the groundskeeper’s cottage up the lane.

Julia looked like she didn’t share Mrs. K’s sentiments but she was discreet enough not to say so.

She looked down at Ruby.

“Well, we’ll get things sorted soon enough,” she said with considerable feeling, leaving Mrs. K to wonder what she meant.

“Er . . . well, as you know, Lady Ashton has been called away . . .” On a cruise, Mrs. K thought but did not say. She was as shocked as she was certain Julia and Patricia had been when they heard that Lady Monique would accept an invitation to cruise the Mediterranean rather than welcome a member of the family who was to move into their home. “And Lord Ashton wanted me to tell you he had unexpected business in London and won’t be home until late tonight, but I have a nice welcome dinner planned for you and the children . . .”

“You’re a gem, Mrs. K.” Julia smiled a smile that did not reach her eyes and then turned to her niece.

Mrs. K inclined her head in an acknowledgement. “Once Veronika has unpacked your bags, I’ll show you to your rooms.”

On that, she left, hearing Ruby chatter to Julia while she walked away.

The children adored their Auntie Jewel, who came to visit often and would meet Tamsin, Gavin and the children for holidays. Mrs. K had to believe that Julia would find a way to heal the raw wounds of a family torn asunder.

As for Sommersgate and its master, Mrs. K could only hope.

Fervently hope.

Mr. Kilpatrick thought his wife was slightly mad but Mrs. K had been at Sommersgate long enough to love it. The house, too, had wounds to heal and those were a great deal older and more imbedded than the three Fairfax children’s.

What Sommersgate needed was love, laughter and happiness, and for over one hundred years the house had lacked all three. It was a tall order, to think this headstrong American woman could soothe the overwhelming grief of three young children and cure a century of sorrow that clung to a pile of stone, glass and iron.

Her biggest challenge was to melt the heart of the dangerously cold Douglas Ashton who was the key to it all.

Mrs. Margaret Kilpatrick had been neither seen nor heard in that house for thirty-seven years.

That did not mean she neither saw nor heard.

And she knew that there was something between Ms. Julia Elizabeth Fairfax and Lord Douglas Ashton, Baron Blackbourne. Something even they didn’t know was there and now there were no husbands or siblings to get in the way.

Mrs. Kilpatrick had to admit she was tense, but, still . . .

She had hope.
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In 1522, the very night they were wed, Royce Morgan and his new bride, Beatrice Godwin, were murdered on their way home to Lacybourne Manor. After the cruel deed was done, a local witch came across their bodies, witnessing firsthand the tragedy of star-crossed lovers. Vowing that Royce and Beatrice would someday uncross those stars, using magic mixed with murder as well as true love, she linked their spirits together with hers (because someone had to protect them) forever…or until their reincarnated souls find happily ever after.

Now arrogant, forbidding Colin Morgan lives at Lacybourne. He knows from lore (as well as the portraits of Royce and Beatrice that hang in Lacybourne’s hall and the small fact that he looks exactly like Royce Morgan) that he’s the reincarnated soul of his ancestor.

One stormy night, flighty, free-spirited, scarily-kind-hearted Sibyl Godwin comes to Lacybourne and it doesn’t escape Colin’s notice that Sibyl is the spitting image of Beatrice. However murder, magic, a warrior’s heart beating in a modern man’s chest, a woman bent on doing good deeds even if they get her into loads of trouble, a good witch whose family has vowed throughout the centuries to protect true love, distrust and revenge make a volatile cocktail.

This means the path to happily ever after is paved with tranquilizer darts, pensioners on a rampage, Sibyl’s bad morning moods, heartbreaking misunderstandings and all kinds of magic, good…and bad.
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Cash Fraser is planning revenge and to get it he needs the perfect woman.

So he hires her.

Abigail Butler has lost nearly everything in her life and she’s about to lose the home she loves.

Cash meets Abby, who’s posing as a paid escort, and the minute he does he knows he’s willing to pay for more than Abby being his pretend girlfriend. A lot more. Abby needs the money or the last thing that links her to her dead family and husband will be gone.

The deal is struck but both Cash and Abby get more than they bargained for.

Cash realizes very quickly that Abby isn’t what she seems. And while he changes strategies, Abby finds out that Cash’s legacy, Penmort Castle, is like all the tales say–very, very haunted. Making matters worse, the ghost in residence wants her dead.

Abby’s found herself in the battle of her life (literally) so she enlists Mrs. Truman, her nosy neighbor, Jenny, her no-nonsense friend, Cassandra McNabb, white witch and clairvoyant with a penchant for wearing scarves (and lots of them) and Angus McPherson, dyed-in-the-wool Scot (which means he hunts ghosts in a kilt) to fight the vicious ghost who has vowed that she will rest at nothing to kill the true, abiding love of the master of Penmort.
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In Isabella Austin Evangelista’s life miracles never happen…she knows she’s destined to be the princess who’s stuck in the middle of a fairytale where there will be no happily ever after.

Once upon a time, Prentice Cameron loved Isabella Austin. Until he discovered she was a spoiled rich girl who spent her summers toying with his heart.

Life led Prentice to his own fairytale, the love of the full-of-life Fiona Sawyer. That being so, that fairytale was torn away when Fiona died leaving Prentice with a house to keep clean, piles of laundry to be done, a business to run and two children who were getting tired of takeaway.

But Isabella comes back to Prentice’s tiny fishing town and she sweeps into his children’s lives like a beautiful, well-dressed fairy godmother who bakes exquisite chocolate cakes and gives the perfect manicure to six-year-old girls. Then Prentice finds out Isabella’s soul-destroying secrets, secrets that explain why she left him so many years ago.

Fiona, stuck in her village and forced to haunt her family and watch Prentice and Isabella’s crazy dance, finds the impossible happening. She’s cheering for Bella and Prentice to rekindle their love. Then she finds out why she’s caught in her heartbreaking haunting and discovers she must embrace her magic and keep Bella safe or Bella’s fairytale will never come true.
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Belle Abbott is pathologically shy. Because of this, she’s living a nightmare due to the fact that she’s also a national treasure hounded by the media. James Bennett is known the world over as the perfect catch, handsome, wealthy and the owner of an intimidating castle on a Cornish Cliff, Chy An Als Point.

Belle and James meet and in one night, they fall in love. The problem is, Belle’s dating James’s brother.

As quickly as they fall together, Belle and James are torn apart. Not long after, circumstances throw them back into each other’s lives and they find they were right that first romantic night. They were meant to be.

Even if their families want them together, James’s brother Miles does not. Dogged by a rabid media who are fascinated by their love triangle, as well as Belle’s hidden demons, James and Belle find they have yet another problem to solve. The Point is haunted by the ghosts of two children murdered in the castle. And their murderer will stop at nothing to keep their souls tethered to The Point instead of letting them live eternity with their mother and father.

Belle is determined to find her courage and help them. To do this, she enlists her loopy mother, loopier grandmother, James’s even loopier ex-girlfriend and the dubious (but talented) team of rock ‘n’ roll witch Cassandra McNabb and Scottish ghost-hunter extraordinaire Angus McPherson to help the children find their way back home.
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KRISTEN ASHLEY IS the New York Times bestselling author of over sixty romance novels including the Rock Chick, Colorado Mountain, Dream Man, Chaos, Unfinished Heroes, The ’Burg, Magdalene, Fantasyland, The Three, Ghost and Reincarnation, Moonlight and Motor Oil and Honey series along with several standalone novels. She’s a hybrid author, publishing titles both independently and traditionally, her books have been translated in fourteen languages and she’s sold over three million books.

Kristen’s novel, Law Man, won the RT Book Reviews Reviewer’s Choice Award for best Romantic Suspense. Her independently published title Hold On was nominated for RT Book Reviews best Independent Contemporary Romance and her traditionally published title Breathe was nominated for best Contemporary Romance. Kristen’s titles Motorcycle Man, The Will, Ride Steady (which won the Reader’s Choice award from Romance Reviews) and The Hookup all made the final rounds for Goodreads Choice Awards in the Romance category.

Kristen, born in Gary and raised in Brownsburg, Indiana, was a fourth-generation graduate of Purdue University. Since, she has lived in Denver, the West Country of England, and now she resides in Phoenix. She worked as a charity executive for eighteen years prior to beginning her independent publishing career. She currently writes full-time.

Although romance is her genre, the prevailing themes running through all of Kristen’s novels are friendship, family and a strong sisterhood. To this end, and as a way to thank her readers for their support, Kristen has created the Rock Chick Nation, a series of programs that are designed to give back to her readers and promote a strong female community.

The mission of the Rock Chick Nation is to live your best life, be true to your true self, recognize your beauty and take your sister’s back whether they’re friends and family or if they’re thousands of miles away and you don’t know who they are. The programs of the RC Nation include: Rock Chick Rendezvous, weekends Kristen organizes full of parties and get-togethers to bring the sisterhood together; Rock Chick Recharges, evenings Kristen arranges for women who have been nominated to receive a special night; and Rock Chick Rewards, an ongoing program that raises funds for nonprofit women’s organizations Kristen’s readers nominate. Kristen’s Rock Chick Rewards have donated nearly $145,000 to charity and this number continues to rise.

You can read more about Kristen, her titles and the Rock Chick Nation at www.KristenAshley.net.

 


[image: ]


[image: ]



 


[image: ]


[image: ]



Official Website:

www.kristenashley.net

 

Kristen’s Facebook Page:

www.facebook.com/kristenashleybooks

 

Follow Kristen on Twitter:

@KristenAshley68
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