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            Dedication

         
         
            To those who fight their monsters in the dark.

            You are not alone.

            We fight together.
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            Chapter 1

         
         Music pumped around me. It was Eighties Night, and as Whitney Houston’s “I Wanna Dance with Somebody” blasted through the
            rink, I skated past a lilac-haired chick with heavy eyeliner, hip checking her in the side and sending her flying. “Bitch,”
            she screeched, tumbling into the wall, but I didn’t look back. She’d been gunning for me all night; I just got the first decent
            hit in.
         

         
         Roller Derby was therapeutic, and I was all about keeping my temper in check these days. This was the perfect solution to
            working off my frustrations.
         

         
         When the event was over, and I’d been hit more than once myself, I dragged my sorry, exhausted ass off the floor and up to
            the booth where I’d left my sneakers. Switching out of my skates, I hobbled over to my cubby to stash them, then made my way
            to the counter to finish my shift. But before I got there, a shout grabbed my attention.
         

         
         “Paisley Hallistar, you are fucking brutal.”

         
         Spinning with a shriek, I threw myself at Sara Collier, one of my best friends from Weatherstone College. I wrapped my arms
            around her, and she made happy noises as we rocked back and forth and hugged through “Like a Prayer” by Madonna.
         

         
         My eyes were damp when I pulled away to look her over. Dressed in her skinny jeans, a tight red sweater, and red heels, she looked gorgeous. “You actually made it.” Swiping at my cheeks to catch any escaped tears, I was surprised to find a smile on my face. A real smile. For the first time in a month. 

         
         “Of course I did. You needed me, girl, and now that I’m back from Romania, you’ve got me for as long as it takes.”

         
         “Haley?” I asked, checking in on our other bestie, Haley Michaels, who’d been trying to make this trip as well.

         
         The three of us had been separated since the end of the school year, during which I’d had everything I knew about myself and
            my life torn apart.
         

         
         Sara shook her head, and a fraction of my excitement faded. “Her dad’s injury is worse than they thought. She’s going to stay
            and help out for a few more days. But she’ll meet us in the city for your dad’s trial.”
         

         
         Haley’s dad had broken his right leg, left arm, and a few ribs at his job on the docks. A cable had snapped, sending heavy
            boxes tumbling down around him. They didn’t have money for healers, so he was going to have to go about it the human way,
            which meant a fairly extensive recovery process.
         

         
         “I’ll send another care package,” I said, lifting my long hair off my sweaty neck in search of a cool breeze. Winter might
            be approaching, but this room was always packed and stifling during derby nights.
         

         
         “I’ll go halves,” Sara said, before she grabbed my hand again. “I’m so excited to finally be here. Sleepover at Paisley’s. After you tell me all the news, of course.”
         

         
         Technically, I was still on shift, but my boss wouldn’t care with the night winding down, so I dragged Sara over to the chairs
            in the corner and we collapsed together. “I have so much to tell you,” I said as we faced each other. “I’ve been scared to
            text details because this is crazy shit.”
         

         
         Sara didn’t look surprised—I might have been cagey in texts and calls, but she knew the basics from last year and what I’d managed to convey in cryptic messages. “I’ve got the rest of winter break, so spill everything.” 

         
         Taking a deep breath, I attempted to organize my thoughts before deciding there was no making sense of what had happened.
            Lowering my voice to a sliver above a whisper, I said, “I’m the one who created the monsters.”
         

         
         Might as well hit her with the biggie and hope her first instinct wasn’t to punch—or hex—me. Or worse, report me to the High
            Council of Magic.
         

         
         I trusted my friends, but after Belle—the fourth of our friendship group, and the one I was trying my best not to think about—spilled
            my secrets to her father last year, it was hard to not have doubts. Even if I was fairly sure that particular friend had innocently dropped my ass in the fire.
         

         
         To Sara’s credit, she didn’t freak out. Her eyes widened, and her lips parted, but she remained silent.

         
         “I didn’t know,” I hurried to add. “It’s to do with my affinity, and what I think is a recessive gene that allows me to touch
            previously off-limit planes of existence. I don’t know if it means I’m just a beefed-up necromancer or what, but there’s a
            difference in my magic.”
         

         
         A magic I still knew very little about and that wasn’t under my control.

         
         Sara’s eyes grew even wider, until she resembled an anime character. “It killed someone,” she blurted as the color drained
            from her pretty features.
         

         
         I closed my eyes, forcing panic and disgust back inside the box where I’d been shoving them for weeks. Knowing I was directly
            to blame for the death of a student had given me a new set of nightmares to add to the old ones, making me wake up screaming
            more than once.
         

         
         “I’m trying to figure out how to live with that,” I said when I could face her again. My emotions were locked down hard because I couldn’t lose it. Not ever again. “I don’t know what to do once the monsters are here. I can’t get angry or upset, because it could trigger another event,
            and I’m not sure I can even go back to Weatherstone next year.”
         

         
         That had Sara jerking upright and grabbing my arm, and to my surprise, she showed no hesitance or fear in touching me. “You
            have to come back! How else will you learn to control it unless you’re at the best magic school in the country?”
         

         
         “I don’t think Weatherstone can help me. If this is the recessive gene, it was wiped out centuries ago.” Though clearly some
            of us had slipped through the cracks. Like Gran.
         

         
         “Start at the beginning,” Sara said, still holding me. “Tell me everything.”

         
         Fuck. This was not going to be a short conversation, but with Kate Bush’s “Running Up That Hill” blaring as the perfect background
            track, I decided I couldn’t keep trying to navigate this alone. My parents had promised to tell me everything they knew, but
            it turned out, outside of the book they’d given me and the letters from Gran, they didn’t know much. My affinity had taken
            all of us by surprise.
         

         
         The two biggest changes were Gran’s letters providing a potion that would suppress the magic and the loss of my crystals.
            All forms of crystal amplified my powers, which was a big no at the moment.
         

         
         Oh, and Mom had also made me promise never to talk about my abilities to anyone. Not to my siblings. Not to my friends.

         
         I’d tried to keep my promise, but I was breaking apart in ways that I feared I couldn’t come back from. I had to talk to someone
            about it, and Sara hadn’t run screaming . . .
         

         
         “Logan and I got into a fight . . . that night on All Hallows’ Eve . . . right after you left me in the graveyard. It was about Dad, and the suspension from school, and he basically implied that Belle was the one who got Dad into trouble by spilling everything to Elder Monroe.” 

         
         Sara didn’t look shocked by this either. “I’ve been thinking this over and drew the same conclusion about Belle’s new relationship
            with her dad being half of our trouble. In a bid to get him to love her, she revealed everything. She wouldn’t expect he’d
            use that information to try to hurt her friend.”
         

         
         “Yep, and considering I’ve barely heard from her . . . She doesn’t answer my calls, and her return texts are so short that
            they might as well be a fucking thumbs-up emoji.”
         

         
         “Me and Haley too.” Sara’s face fell. “She’s cut us all off.”

         
         “Or her dad cut her off from us.”

         
         We exchanged a dark stare, but there was nothing we could do to help Belle at the moment. I’d be seeing her father in the
            city in a few days, when Dad’s trial got underway.
         

         
         I’d hopefully get some answers then.

         
         “Okay, so you had a fight . . .” Sara prodded me along.

         
         “Right, we had a fight, and I was so pissed off. He riled me up until I wanted to punch him in the fucking junk.”

         
         Sara gave a shrugging nod. “I bet that’s not all you want to do with his junk. It’s impressive junk. You don’t damage the
            goods unless you’ve used them first.”
         

         
         It felt weird to laugh, but she wasn’t completely wrong. “Keep it in your pants, witch. Logan is most likely an evil bastard,
            no matter how sexy he looks.”
         

         
         Sara didn’t appear convinced.

         
         I continued. “When we fought, the blanket suppressing Weatherstone was gone, and with the All Hallows’ energy beating down on me, my own power was swirling like crazy. Then the monsters started to appear. I was jabbing my finger at Logan, and with each one, another creature showed up.” My voice shook as I recalled the moment I realized it had been me all along. “I couldn’t really deny my involvement after that.” 

         
         “We felt the energy,” she told me, her voice softening. “Everyone in the whole school did. When we couldn’t find you in the
            graveyard, we freaked the fuck out and raced for the headmaster, only to find him on the phone with your dad, who said he’d
            stopped by to grab you early. Not that we fucking believed him, but we couldn’t do much until we called you the next day.”
         

         
         When Sara and Haley called, I’d barely managed more than a couple of awkward sentences, since I couldn’t reveal any secrets
            over the phone. Mom had made me promise—she might not have answers, but she did have new rules. She’d lose her shit if she
            knew I was spilling all of this to Sara.
         

         
         “Do you think I’m a monster too?” One of my greatest fears was that by the time the dust settled on everyone learning who
            I was, I’d be completely alone. “Now that you know the truth?”
         

         
         Sara’s face crumpled and a tear escaped as she threw herself forward, hugging me as tightly as she could. “Paisley Hallistar,”
            she rasped against my shoulder. “I should smack you. I would never think you were a monster.” She pulled away and I stared
            into the depths of her dark eyes. “Magic is volatile, and you’re dealing with a recessive gene of energy that was wiped out
            years ago. This is not your fault. You’re one of the best witches I’ve ever known, and you risked your life to try to kill
            that monster.”
         

         
         The irony of battling a monster that I’d conjured wasn’t lost on me, and my mind drifted to the book. The Reapers of Purgatory was the only book I’d found that contained information about my affinity. Night witch.

         
         Night witches were said to exist in the shadows and consume the darkness. We were vilified as demon-witches by the very council who had wiped every one of us they could find from existence. In the book, we were also referred to as reapers, but it wasn’t clear why.
         

         
         The book itself wasn’t particularly long, but it detailed a maternally-passed-on affinity that was so terrifying to the magical
            community that in the late 1800s they tested every witch and destroyed the ones who were reapers. Then they cast a spell to
            wipe them from the memories of every other magical being.
         

         
         But a few survived.

         
         A few like my gran, who smuggled these books with them so they could let their daughters know what to expect. Only select
            witches inherited the gene. Neither of my sisters had or my mom—but I did. Mom had come for me that night after reading the
            letters Gran left her, letters she’d ignored for decades, only to feel the pull to read them that night. She’d felt my explosion
            of magic as well, the way a mother had a sixth sense when their children were in danger.
         

         
         Gran had stepped in.

         
         I knew it with every part of the magical essence inside me.

         
         Are you a reaper? I’d asked Mom the next morning, and she shook her head.
         

         
         I’m not a reaper, she’d whispered, face wreathed in anguish. It was clear she’d slept as little as me. I know you’re wondering if one of these monsters destroyed Logan’s mom, and I wish I could tell you it wasn’t, but I truly
               don’t know what happened that day.

         
         I couldn’t get more information out of her, and now we were silent strangers in a house filled with tension.

         
         “So, what’s the plan?” Sara asked as she leaned back in the uncomfortable vinyl chairs, which creaked every time one of us shifted. “How are you going to learn about your magic if you can’t use it? Have you heard from Logan? He’s clearly kept your secret, since the council isn’t smashing your door down. He might be a good one to help us.” 

         
         Logan Kingston. The spellcaster who was one of the most powerful warlocks in the world. His deep rumbling voice was never far from my mind . . .
         

         
         Paisley belongs to me. You know that, and I’ll kill anyone that takes her from me.

         
         I’d asked Mom what he meant by that statement he’d made in the graveyard, and she’d waved me off. He’s acted as if he’s had a claim on you since you were born. You should stay away from him. The last thing you need is to
               get attached to Rafael’s son.

         
         It was excellent advice, and there was no fucking way I was taking it. My fascination with Logan wasn’t going anywhere. If anything, it was stronger than ever. He owed me answers. I would not
            rest until I had them.
         

         
         “Not a single word,” I said with a huff. “Bastard claimed me and then ghosted.”

         
         It was Logan’s modus operandi, so why it pissed me off so much was anyone’s guess. To be fair, though, he had said he’d give
            Mom one month before he came for me. A timeline that ended tonight.
         

         
         As Eighties Night started to wrap up, the lights grew brighter and it was time to start packing up. That part they wouldn’t
            let me skip. “Let me clean up and clock out so we can get out of here. Mom said it was fine for you to take the spare room.
            Fair warning, it’s no bigger than a closet.”
         

         
         Sara waved me off. “I’d sleep on the floor if it meant hanging with you, girl. Do your job. I’ll wait here.”

         
         The relief at having my friend back, and the fact she hadn’t run screaming from me when I confessed that I was responsible for the monsters who’d roamed Weatherstone last year, put extra pep in my step. I rushed through the last of the closing duties, zeroed out the cash register, and waved to James, my manager, as I walked out the door with Sara. 

         
         “Come on,” I said, heading for my Jeep Wrangler. Well, Mom’s Jeep that she let me borrow for work. My phone buzzed in my pocket
            as I pulled out of the rink’s lot and headed for home, but I ignored it and asked Sara about her time in Romania.
         

         
         “I have forty-two cousins,” she said with a snort. “It was fucking chaos, even though I enjoyed catching up with them all.
            My Romanian is rusty though. They kept laughing at my accent.”
         

         
         By the time we got home, it was after midnight, and I was wrecked. Sara got settled in the guest room downstairs, and it was
            only when I crawled into bed after a quick shower that I remembered the buzz of my phone earlier.
         

         
         Hoping like Hel it was Belle, I swiped the screen and tiredly squinted at the message.

         
         
            
               
                  Unknown number: Nice skating tonight, Precious.
                  

               

            

         
         Every iota of sleepiness fled my body as I tightened my hold on my phone, staring at the screen. Had Logan been at the rink
            tonight?
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         After two sleeping pills and two hours of tossing and turning to get to sleep, I still woke stupidly early the next morning.
            As I rolled over with a yawn, my gaze rested on the phone sitting on my bedside table, and I was reminded of that late-night
            text. Swiping to check it was still there, I found myself hesitating over the reply before my annoyance at the spellcaster
            kicked in and I wrote back:
         

         
         
            
               
                  Paisley: How the fuck did you get my number?
                  

                  Stalkcaster: I’ve had your number since you first got a phone.
                  

               

            

         
         Wait, what?

         
         
            
               
                  Paisley: You’ve had my number since I was sixteen?
                  

               

            

         
         I’d actually been fifteen when I got my first phone, which there was no way he knew.

         
         
            
               
                  Stalkcaster: Fifteen, Precious. Don’t lie to me, sweetheart.
                  

               

            

         
         Fucking Hel.

         
         I’d saved his contact as “Stalkcaster” as a joke, but apparently my assumption that stalking was his favorite pastime was spot-on. Scary, creepy bastard.
         

         
         
            
               
                  Paisley: Okay, not creepy at all. But seriously, what do you want, Logan? Are you going to tell me about what happened in the graveyard . . .
                     or maybe what happened when we were kids?
                  

               

            

         
         He read my message, and I waited for his reply, but when nothing came through, I threw the phone to the side. Calm, Paisley. Calm the fuck down.

         
         My magic swirled, and I quickly counted the days since I’d had my last suppression potion. Four. I was definitely due for another dose, so shrugging on my robe, I slipped my phone in my pocket and headed downstairs.
         

         
         Mom was in the kitchen, her smile guarded when I stepped into the sunny room. Everything gleamed, the cabinets shiny and white,
            and the scent of mint and lavender from her cleaning spell was as familiar as the witch herself. “Morning,” I said huskily,
            desperate for coffee. “Sara not awake yet?”
         

         
         “Not yet, honey,” she said, and I closed my eyes as she ruffled my hair. It almost felt like old times, but then she was gone,
            choosing not to linger.
         

         
         Grabbing a mug, I filled it with coffee, cream, and sugar, and tried not to wish it were a Weatherstone breakfast cart coffee.
            I’d kill for one of their sandwiches as well.
         

         
         Taking my mug into the living room, I found my oldest brother, Trevor, in conversation with Dad. Trevor eyed me for a beat,
            before turning away to pretend I didn’t exist.
         

         
         This had become my norm since the end of my first year at Weatherstone.

         
         When my parents refused to tell my brothers and sisters about my affinity, and they’d forced me to do the same, my siblings
            felt betrayed. We didn’t keep secrets, and they always had my back. They didn’t understand why this situation was different,
            and to see the censure in their eyes broke me. I’d never felt lonelier in my life.
         

         
         If Mom hadn’t scared me by pointing out that everyone in our family would be under scrutiny from the council, I’d have spilled
            everything weeks ago. It was only my siblings’ safety that held my tongue.
         

         
         Sara, hopefully, wasn’t as closely connected and wouldn’t be monitored. It’d been a weak moment to spill my secret last night,
            and I could only hope there’d be no fallout from it.
         

         
         Wandering to the back porch, I descended the stairs into the garden and made my way out the side gate. I’d taken to walking
            out here, near Simon and Morris’s enclosure. The twins’ familiars weren’t super friendly with me these days, but I felt closer
            to my sisters by being here.
         

         
         Sara’s voice drifted out through the open hallway window as she greeted my family, and I dismissed a brief worry that I should
            have stayed to make sure she was comfortable. Sara was not only confident, but she’d also met all my family before and always
            made herself at home wherever she was.
         

         
         Lifting my head, I sent out a prayer to Selene that Sara wouldn’t be in any danger from my desperate confessions last night.
            I mean, she wasn’t a Hallistar and couldn’t have anything to do with this fucked-up recessive gene.
         

         
         Outside the gate, I headed deeper into the forest in search of solace and peace. My phone buzzed, and I forced myself not to check it like a desperate, needy witch. Logan Kingston was as destructive to me as the power I held inside myself. But there was no suppression potion that would work against him. 

         
         When I was surrounded by trees, I stopped and breathed in the damp scent of decaying matter—pine and cedar from the trees,
            and an earthiness that reminded me of magic. Of herbs and spells and Weatherstone.
         

         
         I missed that stupid place. Or maybe I missed the before my life was torn to fucking pieces.
         

         
         As my energy settled, I let nature hold my pain in her palm and give me a brief moment of reprieve.

         
         My phone buzzed again, destroying my moment, and I couldn’t ignore it any longer.

         
         
            
               
                  Stalkcaster: I’ll tell you what bonds us, Paisley Hallistar.
                  

                  Stalkcaster: And it will change everything.
                  

               

            

         
         There was a figurative explosion of flutters in my chest, and it was almost too much sensation to handle. Short, shallow breaths
            rocked me, and I barely held back a strangled yelp when a hand landed on my shoulder. I spun to find Sara, bleary-eyed and
            in a robe as well, shivering in the chilly forest air.
         

         
         We hadn’t had any snow yet this season, but it wouldn’t be long if that icy breeze was any indication.

         
         “Pais, you okay?” she asked, glancing into the dark undergrowth beyond, as if searching for a threat. I felt swirls of her
            air affinity move around us, warming the space. “What happened?”
         

         
         Not sure what to tell her about Logan, because he was confusing as fuck and never followed any rules, I linked my arm through
            hers. “I’m all good. Just jumping at shadows. We should get inside.”
         

         
         She looked back once, then fell in step beside me. “After last night, I think we’re past secrets, friend.”

         
         She was right. “Logan messaged me.” She gasped and I quickly added, “I got it last night after you went to bed.” Technically
            true, since I didn’t read it until afterward.
         

         
         “What did he say?”

         
         Swallowing roughly, unsure how I felt, I mumbled, “That he was going to tell me what bonds us, and that it’ll change everything.”

         
         Sara pulled me even closer. “I’m both terrified and turned on for you. It’s a confusing combination.”

         
         I nudged her with a snort, before sobering. “Yeah, that pretty much sums it up.”

         
         We walked for a few seconds in silence and I found myself needing to warn her. “I know this goes without saying, but please
            don’t talk to anyone about what I told you last night. My siblings don’t even know because it’s a dangerous situation. They’re
            too closely related, but as my friend, I want you to be careful. I couldn’t live with myself if anything happened to you.”
         

         
         Her delicate features took on a fierce glow. “Girl, you know I’ll never speak a word of it. I’m here for you, and I will follow
            your lead.” Her hug was just as fierce as her expression. “Love you, Pais.”
         

         
         “Love you too.” I sniffled against her shoulder.

         
         She jerked away. “Now, can we get back to the hottest fucking warlock in existence messaging you last night?”

         
         “Hot but possibly evil,” I reminded her.

         
         Her rasp of laughter was comforting. “Come on, you know he’s not evil. You can’t possibly believe that after everything that happened. He saved your life multiple times, and you make sweet fucking magic together.” Her eyes twinkled at the double entendre, since Logan and I had both made magic and slept together. “Change isn’t always a bad thing, Pais. You two can’t keep existing in this love-hate bubble. It’s destructive, and you deserve better.” 

         
         I soaked up her optimism, needing the bolster to my own. “You’re right,” I agreed, “we can’t continue the way we were. But
            I have no idea if we can exist without animosity, thanks to our rather horrific family history. Will the truth set us free,
            or destroy us completely?”
         

         
         She shrugged. “Either way, you have no choice but to take the leap.” She tugged me toward the back porch. “Now come on, your
            mom was almost done with breakfast when I left, and I’m starving.”
         

         
         I followed her into the house, my nose twitching at the scent of bacon and pancakes.

         
         My favorites.

         
         Just like every other day of winter break.

         
         My relationship with my parents might have been strained, but they showed their love in other ways. “I’ve got another shift
            today,” I told Sara as we entered the kitchen. “You want to hang out at work?”
         

         
         “Fuck yes. I’m here for you, babe. Your third sister, even if it’s by choice and not blood.”

         
         My blood sisters, Jenna and Alice, were spending a lot of time with their new coven, Blessed Souls of Spokane, and barely
            came home to sleep. It made it easier to keep my secret, but also harder because I missed them so much. This was the change
            I’d been terrified of when they graduated from Weatherstone, and it hurt as much as I’d expected.
         

         
         Needing a top-up before breakfast, I dragged Sara to the coffeepot, and she moaned when I handed her a cup. Black with sugar,
            as was her preference. “You are a goddess,” she sighed.
         

         
         Night witch, I mentally corrected.
         

         
         Practically the same thing.

         
         After I refilled my cup as well, we headed for the dining room, where Mom had already set the table and was ferrying food
            into the center. Along with the pancakes and bacon, she had fruit salad and yogurt. My other favorites.
         

         
         I tried not to break down and bawl in front of everyone. Our family was strained, but we weren’t broken. We’d loved each other
            through hard times before, and I had all the faith we’d come out the other side.
         

         
         “Sara, we’re so happy you could stay for the break,” Mom said, giving her one of her genuine smiles.

         
         “Me too, Mrs. Hallistar,” she replied happily. “Thank you so much for extending the invitation to stay with Pais.”

         
         Mom shushed her. “You’re always welcome. Have a seat, breakfast is almost ready.”

         
         Sara took the seat beside me, and I found myself staring at Jensen and Trevor, who were sprawled on the opposite side of the
            table. Trevor’s expression was cool—even as his rage simmered just below the surface.
         

         
         “Heard from Belle?” he asked politely.

         
         Squinting at him, I shook my head. “Not really.”

         
         Sara snorted an unamused laugh. “Yeah, she’s been hitting us with one-word replies at best.”

         
         The fires of Trevor’s elemental energy burned bright in his eyes. “You don’t think that’s fucking strange? Shouldn’t you give
            a shit and maybe check in on her?”
         

         
         “Trevor!” Mom shot over her best motherly glare. “If you can’t be polite, you can leave this room.”

         
         Trevor cursed again and shoved his chair back. “Yeah, probably a good fucking idea. I’d rather eat anywhere but here.”

         
         Jensen watched it all impassively and was the only one still treating me somewhat normally, even if he was reserved. He shot me a sympathetic smile, before tucking into his pancakes smothered in honey. 

         
         As the front door slammed and Trevor’s car roared to life outside, my eyes burned, and I stared down at my plate. Breakfast
            had lost its appeal, but as Dad strolled in and took his seat at the end of the table, I forced myself to stay put.
         

         
         With Dad’s trial only days away, I needed these last moments of normalcy.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         After that awkward breakfast, Sara and I escaped to get dressed and head for the skate rink again. “Can you skate?” I asked
            her, when we pulled into the parking lot.
         

         
         “Nope,” she said, with emphasis. “If you put wheels on my feet, I will die.”

         
         I rolled my eyes. “Dramatic much? You’ll be fine. I’ll give you some lessons when I get a break.”

         
         Her expression indicated she’d rather visit a gynecologist healer than learn to skate, but she didn’t argue as we got out
            of the Jeep and I locked the doors.
         

         
         The rink had been open for a few hours already, but it was quiet through the week and wouldn’t pick up until this evening.
            After I dropped my bag off in the cubby and introduced Sara to my manager, James, I deposited her on the couch. “I have a
            break in a couple of hours,” I told her. “You good until then? Order food and drinks, and it’s on me.”
         

         
         “Yes, I’m good, witch. Fuck off and do your job.”

         
         Ah, the love.

         
         We were in the human world, but her use of the word witch wouldn’t cause any issues. Humans would just assume it was a substitute for bitch, and in a way, it was.
         

         
         James eyed me closely as I hurried behind the counter and grabbed a cloth, ready to wipe down the benches. “You okay, Hallistar?”
            he asked, the bright blue of his eyes deepening as he watched me.
         

         
         His parents owned this place, and he’d been the manager for the last two years. He was twenty-five and the most relaxed human
            I’d ever met. He didn’t sweat the small shit and let me skate as much as I needed to get out of my own head. It didn’t hurt
            that he was hot, even if he wasn’t my type. Tall, blond, blue-eyed, and tanned. He looked like a Californian surfer, except
            he hated swimming and would rather snowboard.
         

         
         “All good,” I shot back, with a sassy wink. “Just ready to wipe some tables.”

         
         He was propped against the counter, arms crossed over his broad chest as he drawled, “Yeah, you’ve always been my most enthusiastic
            cleaner.”
         

         
         Whoops. Yeah, cleaning wasn’t my strong suit. Magic took care of it at home, so I was rather lazy in that department.

         
         “Work in progress,” I said with a shrug.

         
         His smirk turned into a nice laugh. “Your progress is fine. Now get that cute ass to work.”

         
         He was a flirt, and I didn’t even blink twice when he mentioned my ass. He’d never made any sort of move on me, and I figured
            by now that this was just how our friendship rolled.
         

         
         A customer came up to rent skates and he turned away to serve them. As I got to work on a sticky table, my phone buzzed, and
            I immediately pulled it from my back pocket to read the message:
         

         
         
            
               
                  Stalkcaster: James Bronson wants to die.
                  

               

            

         
         My heart fucking stopped. The phone slipped from my fingers, and it was only the threadbare red carpet that stopped it from smashing. With panicked heartbeats filling my ears, I turned and glanced across the rink, but I couldn’t see Logan anywhere. 

         
         “Paisley.” I jerked when a strong hand wrapped around my wrist, only to find James’s concerned face in front of me. “Sweetheart,
            are you okay?”
         

         
         Shit. Fuck. Shit and fuck.
         

         
         He held my phone, and I snatched it back to stop him reading the message. But he caught my wrist again and scanned the screen
            still lit up in my hand.
         

         
         “What is this about?” he murmured, and I yanked on his hold, silently demanding he release me. “Do you have a jealous boyfriend
            waiting in the wings, Paisley?” He lifted his head and searched the room just as I’d done.
         

         
         I shook my head, violently. “No! He’s just an asshole. Ignore him. His bark is worse than his bite.” Absolute fucking lie. Logan could wipe James out of existence with a flick of his energy.
         

         
         Thankfully, when I tugged on my hand again, James released me and my phone. “Are you in trouble, Paisley?” His normally lighthearted
            expression was serious. “Do you need my help? Because I’m here for whatever you need.”
         

         
         My phone buzzed, and we both looked at it.

         
         
            
               
                  Stalkcaster: He has ten seconds, Precious.
                  

               

            

         
         I could practically feel Logan’s fury and magic radiating around us.

         
         I took a step away from James, and then another. “I’m totally fine,” I assured him, needing him to believe me. “We should get to work.” I waved to where two girls were waiting at the counter. Tiffany and Gertie came in here at least twice a week to flirt with James. 

         
         James examined me closely, and it was clear that he thought I was hiding from an abusive ex. Or something equally as nefarious.

         
         Turning away from him, and hoping he’d take a hint and leave me alone, I quickly searched the room once more, but there was
            no sign of Logan. I shot back a quick text.
         

         
         
            
               
                  Paisley: Back the Hel off, fuckwit. James is my friend and that’s all. Even if he wasn’t, you don’t get to dictate any part of my
                     life. We screwed once. Stop being creepy.
                  

               

            

         
         I shoved my phone back in my pocket and got to work.

         
         The next couple of hours passed quickly. James kept an annoyingly close eye on me, even as I took a break to give Sara some
            lessons. It turned out she was completely correct when she said if I put her on wheels she was going to die.
         

         
         “You’re not normally clumsy,” I said with a burst of laughter as I grabbed her to stop a face-plant for the twentieth time.
            “What’s happening here?”
         

         
         She couldn’t keep her balance, no matter how I tried to guide her. Eventually we gave up and ate nachos and drank soda for
            thirty minutes before I was hauled back to work by James.
         

         
         My phone buzzed more than once during my shift, but I resolutely ignored it.

         
         By the time Candace arrived to relieve me, I was exhausted, mostly from the tension of expecting Logan to show his face. Despite
            the messages indicating he was watching, he never made an actual appearance.
         

         
         “Ready to go?” I slumped on the couch next to Sara.

         
         She threw back the last of her wine—she’d finished a bottle to calm her nerves after skate lessons—and jumped to her feet. “Go where? Can we go dancing? I need to burn off some of my powe—energy.” She glanced around, but no humans were paying us any attention. 

         
         As a fully bloomed witch, I understood the fire in her blood.

         
         The suppression potion, which I’d taken just before we left home, tempered my magic, but the fires burning deep inside were
            as strong as ever. “You need to get laid.”
         

         
         I received the full force of her puppy dog eyes. “Please, Paisley. Please, please.”

         
         It was only ten, so we had plenty of time to head out for the night. “You’re cute when you beg,” I said with a sigh. “Okay,
            let’s swing by home so I can get changed. Then we’ll catch an Uber.”
         

         
         Sara let out a shriek, drawing attention our way.

         
         She didn’t care.

         
         “Let’s go, witch. I’m so ready. It was a long few weeks in Romania.”
         

         
         I understood better than I wished I did.

         
         My dry patch was a desert at this point. Might as well burn in the heat.

         
         

         The Witching Hour was a club in downtown Spokane, and while it was open to humans, it was owned by a witch. No one knew which
            witch—hah!—but she catered to our kind. If you knew what to ask for.
         

         
         “Come on, pleaseeee,” Sara was begging again, and I caved again.
         

         
         “Okay, one wine. ONE! I’m still hungover from the last time I drank witch wine.”

         
         Not to mention it ended up being one of the worst nights of my life, with Dad losing his job. One way or another, his trial would bring it all to an end, but I’d never forget waking up half-dead and learning what happened. 

         
         We weren’t old enough to purchase the wine legally, but Sara had been chatting up a warlock at the bar, and he was more than
            happy to provide us with drinks in exchange for my bestie’s ass in his hands as they danced in the middle of a floor filled
            with writhing bodies.
         

         
         She was in her signature red, a short bodycon dress that hugged every curve. Her dark hair was curled down her back, and she
            wore five-inch heels to elevate her tiny stature.
         

         
         Sipping my drink, I enjoyed the slide of warmth into my center as I watched the dance floor. The beat was dark and heavy,
            and with each sip of witch wine, the need to move filled me. My black dress was as tight and revealing as Sara’s, leaving
            my long legs on display. I wore heeled boots that shot me just over six feet tall.
         

         
         I’d decided to let loose tonight. Sara had curled my golden-brown hair and lined my eyes in smoky shadows. My magic was suppressed,
            there were no monsters—I was topped up on potion—and I could ignore my problems for a few hours.
         

         
         Throwing back the wine, I set the glass on the table and headed for the dance floor. My phone, tucked in my black chain shoulder
            bag, buzzed against my side, and I felt it all the way through my blood.
         

         
         I was still ignoring his messages.

         
         There was a mix of human and magical folk dancing, and for once I didn’t gravitate toward those with power. I just moved.
            The beat grew more intense, and with the heat of wine in my veins, I lifted my arms and swayed.
         

         
         Losing myself.

         
         Here, I wasn’t a demon-witch responsible for deaths.

         
         I wasn’t worried about having my head removed due to a recessive gene.

         
         I was a just a witch shaking her ass.

         
         Firm hands landed on my hips, and as the scent of mint and evergreen washed over me, I released a long breath. I knew he’d
            come for me eventually, and now that he was here, the part of me that had been adrift since All Hallows’ finally settled.
         

         
         Letting myself lean against him, the beat and energy filled us as we moved. Logan’s hard body pressed against my back, and
            his right hand slid possessively across my stomach, pulling me closer. Not a word was spoken, but our magic swirled with us,
            gliding over my skin until I was needy and breathless. We drew attention . . . or one of us did.
         

         
         The six and a half feet of gorgeous warlock, no doubt, but I didn’t care.

         
         I’d been craving this moment since that first message . . . Actually, since the moment he told Mom that I belonged to him
            and he’d give her a month.
         

         
         I’d been subconsciously counting down.

         
         The connection between us was slightly dulled by the suppression potion, but my magic would always find Logan.

         
         It would recognize its match, even in a crowd of a million.

         
         Logan spun me to face him, and despite the heels, I still had to tilt my head back to meet the ice of his light green eyes.
            That mossy ring at the center drew me closer, and our movement slowed as electricity crackled in the air, and Logan leaned
            down.
         

         
         I forgot how to breathe, anticipating what he’d do next. “Precious,” he rumbled, a barely leashed ferality in my name. “You’re
            so fucking gorgeous.”
         

         
         Those words sent a shiver down my spine, and I had to ask, “Where have you been? Why are you here now?”

         
         His gaze remained firmly on my face as he took me in like he’d missed every part of me. “I kept my word and left you alone for a month. But I can’t stay away any longer.” 

         
         My stomach flipped, and I couldn’t deny the pull that I’d always felt between us. It was stronger than ever, and when his
            lips pressed against mine, I lost track of existence and the crowd faded around us. The music muted, as if we’d slipped underwater
            and were sinking away from the world.
         

         
         As Logan demanded entrance, his tongue swiped across mine while his hands slid lower and wrapped around the bare skin of my
            thighs. He yanked me higher until our faces were even, and on instinct, my legs enclosed his waist. I hadn’t had a chance
            to really see what he wore, but I could feel denim brush my thighs, and the added friction had me arching against the spellcaster.
         

         
         Our kiss deepened as I slid my hands into his thick dark hair, yanking him closer in a desperate, drugging way. The flex of
            his fingers against my bare skin had moans spilling from my lips. “Come home with me tonight, Precious,” he breathed.
         

         
         Goddess. “Will I be safe?”
         

         
         He pulled back enough to shoot me a smile, and it was in no way reassuring. “Define safe?”
         

         
         “Are you going to murder me tonight?”

         
         That darkly angled smile grew. “Not tonight, sweetheart.”
         

         
         I narrowed my eyes, sensing he’d used that particular pet name more than a few times thanks to James. Logan Kingston was a
            straight-up psychopath, so why the Hel was I so turned on?
         

         
         “Wait here,” I said, wiggling until he released me back to my feet. “Don’t fucking move.”

         
         His eyes narrowed, and I already knew he wasn’t a fan of being told what to do. Which was tough luck tonight.

         
         I felt his hard gaze on me as I turned away to search for Sara, knowing I couldn’t leave without her.

         
         Every instinct might have me wanting to climb that spellcaster like a fucking tree, but my friends would always come first.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         Sara was more than a little consumed with her drinks-buying warlock, and I had to tap her on the arm three times before she
            stopped trying to devour him.
         

         
         “I’m thinking about taking off,” I said, staring into her flushed face. The warlock waited just behind her, pushing back strands
            of his dirty-blond hair. He wasn’t as tall or built as Logan, but he was still a big guy. “Ready to head out now?”
         

         
         She shifted her gaze to him and shook her head. Lust all but dripped from her. “I think I’ll stay out for a few hours. Don’t
            wait up for me.”
         

         
         I hesitated and turned to the warlock. “What’s your fucking name?”

         
         To his credit, he didn’t snap back, just smiled as if I were amusing. “Alaric Holder. I’m part of your parents’ coven.”

         
         He was? I’d never seen him in my life.

         
         “Nice, Alaric. I’ll know where to find you to murder your ass if you hurt her. We clear?”

         
         His amusement didn’t go anywhere. “Crystal clear. She’s safe with me.”

         
         Words didn’t mean shit. “I’m going to need your phone number and to see some identification.”

         
         He didn’t even hesitate as he pulled his phone from his pocket and produced a picture of his Blessed Souls admission certificate, along with rattling off his number, which I added to my phone. 

         
         “I’ll be fine,” Sara said with a chuckle, “but I love you for caring . . .”

         
         She trailed off as her eyes went wide, focused behind me.

         
         A blast of energy slid over my skin, and heat caressed my spine as I let out a sigh. “Thought I told you to keep your ass
            over there.”
         

         
         Logan’s hand glided over my shoulder and wrapped possessively around the base of my throat. His hold didn’t hurt, but it was
            firm as he tilted my head back until I stared up into his face. “Looked like you needed my help,” he drawled.
         

         
         This fucker was playing with me, because the situation was clearly well in hand.

         
         “Logan Kingston . . .” Alaric dragged Sara closer and sidled himself in front of her—he was awfully protective for a warlock
            who’d met her not even an hour ago. “What are you doing here in Spokane?”
         

         
         Was this asshole really that famous?

         
         Logan didn’t remove his gaze from mine. “This is where my mate is, elemental. Where she is, is where I am.” He released me,
            and I felt oxygen flood my lungs, even though he hadn’t been holding me tight enough to restrict airflow.
         

         
         “Mate!” Sara squeaked again, trying to nudge around Alaric.

         
         Mate? What in the Hel?
         

         
         The magical community rarely used that archaic term these days, preferring husband and wife, in the way of humans. Our ceremonies were done differently, but within the parameters of getting a marriage license.
         

         
         But before we acclimated, we had mates.

         
         Mates and mate bonds.

         
         “What are you talki—”

         
         He gripped my hips, spun me to face him, and lifted me over his shoulder like I weighed nothing. One of his big hands wrapped
            around my ass to keep me from flashing the entire club. “She’ll see you tomorrow, Sara,” he said, striding off, my bag dangling
            down his back too. The crowd parted for him, recognizing the predator in their midst.
         

         
         I heard Sara call after me. “You okay?”

         
         “Yep,” I shouted back, having no idea if that was true.

         
         Logan was about as safe as stumbling into a pack of wolves and hoping they wouldn’t eat you alive. But he’d told me that he’d
            explain our past, and with him throwing out the word mate, I needed those answers more than ever.
         

         
         Outside, icy air hit my exposed skin, and I slapped at his shoulder. “Put me down, Logan. I can fucking walk.”

         
         To my surprise, he set me on my feet, keeping hold of my hips until I was steady on my heeled boots. Thank the goddess I hadn’t
            had more than one witch wine; I needed my wits about me around Logan.
         

         
         “Thank you,” I said, watching him to find his expression revealed nothing.

         
         His eyes though . . .

         
         They fucking burned.

         
         Scorched me to the pavement and my hands trembled as I tucked them against my sides. Logan shrugged off his long wool coat
            and draped it over my shoulders.
         

         
         Most of the time I’d known this spellcaster, he’d been putting me in his clothes . . . surrounding me in his warmth and scent.

         
         I fucking hated it.

         
         I fucking loved it.

         
         “Where are you taking me?” I asked. “And why, for the love of Selene, did you just refer to me as your mate?”

         
         He held out a hand. “Do you trust me, Paisley?”

         
         “Not even a little.”

         
         The burn of his eyes increased. “Good.”

         
         I took his hand anyway because I needed answers.

         
         He led me into a small alleyway near the club. It looked deserted, and I gasped when Logan opened a portal right there in the fucking human world with no prior arrangements.
         

         
         “Are you allowed to do that?” I said sharply, looking around for witnesses.

         
         Logan shrugged. “Define allowed.”
         

         
         He loved to use that line, and I didn’t bother to reply. Clearly Logan was above such trivialities as the law or the High
            Council of Magic, and I honestly didn’t care tonight. Between the wine, his energy, and my own powers, I had much larger worries.
         

         
         Our hands remained linked, but Logan didn’t force me into his portal. He gave me the choice to go with him or not, and I wondered
            what would happen if I just spun on one booted heel and left this alley. Left the spellcaster who was as dangerous as he was
            destructive.
         

         
         His expression remained cocky, as if he expected me to run, which had me stiffening my resolve. Straightening my spine, I
            stepped into the unknown. We traveled through the magic together and Logan’s hold on me never wavered.
         

         
         On the other side, I found myself staring up at a set of wrought iron gates that rivaled Weatherstone’s. These didn’t have
            glittery gold accents but were solid black, with just a large K in the center. Swirls of lavender-scented air moved around us, and it was warmer than back in Spokane.
         

         
         “This isn’t your dad’s place, right?” I scrutinized the shadows for Rafael Kingston.

         
         Logan’s laugh was low and strangely soothing. “I’d never bring you near him, Precious. You most definitely wouldn’t be safe, and the last year of keeping you alive would have been for nothing.” He had kept me alive, and I still had no clue why. 

         
         When Logan approached, the gates opened. The scenery beyond remained shrouded in darkness, which he could have easily lit
            up with magic but didn’t. A shiver traced down my spine at how alone I was with a spellcaster who I desired but didn’t trust.
         

         
         Still, if Logan wanted me dead, he could have killed me hundreds of times at Weatherstone. He’d promised me that I’d be safe
            tonight, and I believed him.
         

         
         We were silent as we walked up a wide driveway. “We’re in Michigan,” Logan said, surprising me by freely revealing information.
            “This was where Mom grew up.”
         

         
         The mention of his mom twisted my heart until my chest ached. The knowledge of my power and how she died wouldn’t stop bugging
            me. Mom might not be a night witch, but she’d been there the day Logan’s mom died. Her best friend had been killed by a shadowy creature, and I couldn’t help but think it was still somehow all connected to me.
         

         
         “Is it your dad’s house now?” I asked, forcing those worrisome thoughts away.

         
         Logan shook his head. “No, she left everything to me. A full property portfolio at six years old.”

         
         My steps slowed, and he slowed with me as I tried to comprehend how much he’d lost at such a young age. “I’m sorry you had
            to go through that, Logan. I wish you didn’t have to grow up without your mom.”
         

         
         His expression was somber as he lifted his free hand and brushed it across my cheek. “She wasn’t the only one I lost,” he murmured, shaking his head. “You were beautiful as a child, Paisley. I can remember the first time you raced across the park and tackle-hugged me. I mean, I’m sure you did it before that, but I don’t remember those times. I remember you at four, fierce, and so loyal. You defended me against my dad.” 

         
         “I did?” Flickers of memories, there but out of reach. “Was your dad an asshole even back then?”

         
         His lips tugged into a brief smile. “In a manner. He wasn’t as hard as he is today, but he’s always expected a lot of me.
            You didn’t like when someone bossed your Logie around.”
         

         
         I snorted. “Fuck. That’s kind of cute, actually.”

         
         Even in the low light of the moon, I could see the twinkle in Logan’s eyes. “Better than ‘Stalkcaster.’”

         
         Heat infused my cheeks, and I hoped the darkness hid my flushed face. “How do you know that? You really are a stalker.”

         
         He didn’t even try to deny it. “When it comes to you, Paisley Hallistar, I have no fucking limits.”

         
         With that, he tugged me toward his house once more. The driveway was paved in a gorgeous gray mottled stone that reflected
            the moonlight. When the house came into view, it was as impressive as Weatherstone. Huge, it sprawled over what looked like
            an acre of land, and went up three stories. I expected it would be Gothic in style, but instead it screamed country Hamptons,
            with wraparound porches, light gray weatherboard walls, white shutters, earthy stone accents, and pillars leading up the front
            steps.
         

         
         “It’s beautiful,” I breathed.

         
         Logan pulled me closer to his side, his warmth seeping into me. “Mom was a country girl. She wanted me to experience this
            as well, countering Dad, who enjoyed penthouses and glass cages. This is my sanctuary. A sanctuary I’ve never shared with
            anyone.”
         

         
         I glanced up at him, my lashes obscuring him briefly as I blinked through my confusion. “No one? Like ever?”

         
         We’d reached the three steps leading up to the front porch, which held rocking chairs and a suspended swing lounge attached to the white rafters above.
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